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THE ROAD TO WISDOM «)

SWAMI VIVEKANANDA ON
SRI RAMAKRISHNA

IT was while reforms of various kinds

were being inaugurated in I[ndia that a
child was born of poor Brahmin parents on the
eighteenth of February, 1836, in one of the re-
mote villages of Bengal. The father and mother
were very orthodox people. The life of a really
orthodox Brahmin is one of continuous renun-
ciation. .. Now it is written in our books that
a man should always be charitable even to the
extreme. If a man starves himself to death to
help another man, to save that man’s life, it is
all right; it is even held that a man ought to do
that. And it is expected of a Brahmin to carry
this idea out to the very extreme. ..

The idea of sex and the idea of money were
the two things, he thought, that prevented him
from seeing the Mother. This whole universe is
the manifestation of the Mother, and She lives
in every woman'’s body. “Every woman repre-
sents the Mother; how can [ think of woman
in mere sex relation?” That was the idea: Fvery
woman was his Mother, he must bring himself
to the state when he would see nothing but
Mother in every woman. And he carried it out
in his life. ..

People came by thousands to see this
wonderful man who spoke in a patois, every
word of which was forceful and instinct with
light. For it is not what is spoken, much less
the language in which it is spoken, but it is

the personality of the speaker which dwells in
everything he says that carries weight. Every
one of us feels this at times. We hear most
splendid orations, most wonderfully reasoned
- out discourses, and we go home and forget
them all. At other times we hear a few words
in the simplest of language, and they enter into
our lives, become part and parcel of ourselves
and produce lasting results. The words of a
man who can put his personality into them
take effect, but he must have tremendous per-
sonality. All teaching implies giving and taking,
the teacher gives and the taught receives, but
the one must have something to give, and the
other must be open to receive. ..

The second idea that [ learnt from my Mas-
ter, and which is perhaps the most vital, is the
wonderful truth that the religions of the world
are not contradictory or antagonistic. They
are but various phases of one eternal religion.
That one eternal religion is applied to different
planes of existence, is applied to the opinions of
various minds and various races. There never
was my religion or yours, my national religion
or your national religion; there never existed
many religions, there is only the one.

From The Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda,
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TO OUR READERS

s Prabuddba Bharata enters its hundred
Aand sixteenth year, it glances at the long
and hard road it has traversed for over a
century. The numerous brilliant minds and sac-
rifices that have helped it wravel smoothly flits
just behind the glance. This journal had wisely
avoided the beaten and easy track that slowly
kills many a publication, carving in the pro-
cess a unique identity for itself in religious jour-
nalism. All along Prabuddha Bharata has been
fortified by the strength and vision that Swami
Vivekananda has infused into it, a strength that
will not peter out for centuries to come. But
this is no reason for complacency, as the fu-
ture will bring even greater challenges. This, in
short, is the glorious inheritance of Prabuddba
Bbharata, which thanks to technology is now
available in DV D format.
We wish to thank all of you—readers, sub-

scribers, contributors, reviewers, publishers, ad-
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Renewing the Study of Ramakrishna:

"
Reviews 224
Reports 229

vertisers, patrons, and well-wishers—who have
been actively sharing the journal’s wavel and
helping to actualize Swamiji's words: Awakener,
ever forward! Speak thy stirring words”

For the last six months we have been slowly
putting together this January 2011 volume to
commemorate the 175th birth anniversary of
Bhagavan Sri Ramakrishna, whose advent her-
alded a momentous change for humanicy. This
imperceptible change started by energizing hu-
manity’s insatiable endeavour to know itself and
the world around. It has thus resulted in the ef-
florescence of religion, science, philosophy, art,
and other disciplines.

What better way to greet a new year can
there be than read about, think of, and con-
template on Sri Ramakrishna? We invite you to
encourage your friends, colleagues, neighbours,
and family to read and subscribe to Prubuddha
Bharata.
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Subscriber copies are dispatched on the first or second
day of every month. If you do not receive your copy
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that we can send another copy.

Renew your subscription online through our website.

Information for Contributors

Unpublished original articles of universal and higher
human interests pertaining to religion, spirituality,
philosophy, psychology, education, values, and other
social topics coming from competent writers of any
country are considered for publication in Prabuddha
Bharata.

Articles should not exceed 3,500 words. Paucity of space

precludes acceptance of longer articles for publication,
except in rare cases. Articles must be submitted in
typed—and preferably electronic—form.

For all quotations in articles, adequate references—
including name of author, title/publication,
publisher with address, year of publication, and page
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The Editor does not accept responsibility for views
expressed in any articles.

Unsolicited articles are not individually acknowledged.
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be furnished where possible.

The Editor reserves the right to accept, reject, or
effect necessary changes in articles on which no
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Articles published in Prabuddha Bharata cannot be
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You know

how important
Prabuddha Bharata is

in spreading the spiritual nectar
of the Ramakrishna movement,
the invigorating ideas of Vedanta,
and the insights of Indian values
and culture. Prabuddha Bharata
also brings you inspirational read-
ing material on a wide variety of
topics of global interest.

You value this journal and the
cause it represents, and would
surely like to share it with others.

How you can contribute:

Gift subscriptions to your friends
and family, and encourage your
thinking friends to subscribe.
Sponsor a subscription for a worthy
library or institution known to you,
or let us choose one.

Contribute to the Prabuddha
Bharata Permanent Fund and

help ensure the longevity of the
journal.

Advertise your company in the
Prabuddha Bharata and encourage
your colleagues to do so.
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Swami Brahmananda
As We Saw, Him

Swami Brahmananda (1863-1922)
was a direct disciple of Sri Ramakrishna
who regarded him as his spiritual son.
Also known as Raja Maharaj or simply
‘Maharaj’, Swami Brahmananda was the
first President of the Ramakrishna Or-
der. A man of deep meditative tem-
perament and down-to-earth wisdom and
humour, Maharaj quietly carried the
mantle of guiding the fledgling Rama-
krishna Order in its first 21 years and
also provided spiritual guidance to nu-
merous spiritual aspirants, monastic and
lay, who came in touch with him. This
book 1s a compilation of their reminis-

cences and personal accounts culled from various sources.

The book has six appendices, glossary, introductory notes about the
contributors and is illustrated with around 100 photographs.

Hardbound, Pages 588 + xii
Price: ¥ 200/ + Postage: ¥ 35/- per copy
No request for VPP entertained

Published by Sri Ramakrishna Math,
Mylapore, Chennai - 600 004

For Online orders: www.sriramakrishnamath.org
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Saving the Earth

Can begin at home

Install Sudarshan Saur Solar Water Heater

Each time you have a bath, you can contribute 1o a global purpose.
Sudarshan Saur consumes NO eleclricity and provides warm waler, 24x7.
In fact, it replaces the geyser which is one of the highest electricity consuming appliances

Let's begin saving the earth. By saving electricity.

Sudarshan Saur

SOLAR WATER HEATERHR

Call 0240-2376609/10

For trade enguiry wiile 1o SUDARSHAN SAUR SHAKTI PVT. LTD. 5, Tarak Colony, Opp. Ramakrishna Mission Ashraima,
Beed by-pass, Aurangabad - 431 005 {Maharashtra, India). Mail.: office@sudarshansaur.com | www sudarshansaur.com
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We want to lead mankind to the place
where there is neither the Vedas, nor
the Bible, nor the Koran, yet this has
to be done by harmonising the Vedas,
the Bible and the Koran.

Mankind ought to be taught that re-
ligions are but the varied expressions
of THE RELIGION, which is One-
ness, so that each may choose the
path that suits fim best.

— Swami Vivekananda
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COME! NURTURE THESE FLOWERS!

The Ashrama has been running a free hostel for underprivileged and orphaned children from classes V
to X since 1936, There is an urgent need for repair and renovation of existing buildings and for creating a
corpus fund for maintaining the hostel of 100 children, providing them with food, accommodarion, and study
materials free of cost,

We appeal to the generous public and well-wishers to donare liberally for Hoszel Removarion Fund. An
Endowment of T 1 lakh and above may be created in memory of the loved ones. Donations towards the
Endowment/Corpus Fund are exempt from 100% Income Tax under 35AC, Donations towards other
activities of the Ashrama—daily worship, charitable dispensaries, celebrations, and maintenance are exempt
from I'T, under 80G.

Cheques/Bank Drafts/M. O. may be drawn in favour of *Sri Ramakrishna Advaita Ashrama, Kalady and
sent to the below address. Donors from overseas can send their contributions in foreign currency online
to our Account No 338602010005806 while Indian donors can send their donations to the Account No
338602010009164 at Union Bank of India, Kalady (IFSC Code: UBINGS 33866).

Swami Amaleshananda

Sri Ramakrishna Advaita Ashrama Adhyaksha
{Hgs. Ramakrishna Math 8 Mission, Belur Math)
PO Kalady, Ernakulam-683574 « Ph:0484-2461071; 09447051231 » Email: stkaadv@daraone.in




No one ever succeeded in keeping

society in good humour and at the

same time did great works.

—Swami Vivekananda—
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REGENERATE RURAL INDIA

SwamiVireswarananda
{Tenth President, Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna Mission)

“If we want to regenerate India, we must work for the masses. No amount of politics would be
of any avail until the masses in India are once more well educated, well fed and well cared for”, so
said Swami Vivekananda. The vast majority of these people live
in villages and very little has been done so far for improving their
condition. The masses have to be raised by integrated develop-
ment of the villages.

The poverty of the backward classes is appalling. They per-
haps take some food today, a morsel of food not sufficient to fill
their stomach, but they are not sure that tomorrow they will get
anther morsel. That is their condition. And there are many other
problems connected with this that should concern us like hy-
giene, health, drinking water, economic development. All these
and so many other pressing problems are there to be solved.

Tty to improve the living conditions of the poor, their en-
vironment, to begin with. Of course, they may notbe very clean;
they may be dirty. Try to improve their lot. I sincerely believe it

can be done. Try to teach them how to improve themselves and

be clean and neat. You can do that by means of movie pictures.
You can show them movie pictures on culture, hygicne and health, so that they can imbibe all these

ideas. It is quite possible.

There are various shortcomings in our society which has to be cleansed - ethically, morally and
in every other way—if we are to become a great nation again. In this field I think ladies can probably
do much better than men. They can organize against all these social evils and problems, such as the
practice of untouchability, the dowry system, care of orphans and so on. Remove all these various
meaningless handicaps retarding the progress of our society, particularly untouchability. It is mean-
ingless. We talk of Vedanta and then say, ‘Don’t enter into my house; I won't drink water from your
hand.” What is all this? Sheer madness. Nonsense.

I appeal to all to take up this work for the poor and downtrodden which will benefit them and the
country. In this connection, I would like to remind all of the words of the Lord Himself in the Gita,
“Na bi kalyankritakshchid durgats tat gachbat”™, The doer of good, my child, never comes by evil.” This
is the promise the Lord has held out to us and so we can be sure of it. May He inspire and guide us all
in this urgent work for the people of rural India is my prayer to Him.

(Ref : “Ramakrishna Math & Ramakrishna Mission Convention 1980 Report”, pages 298-300,
“Pallimangal” (Brochure), Belur Math, 1981, page 2)

In reverential homage
Bani, Bhaskar, Debasree, Devajit Roy,
Chittaranjan Park, New Delhi-110019
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Western Admirers of

RAMAKRISHNA
AND HIS DISCIPLES

~GOPAL STAVIG~
This book is a meticulously researched out documentation
of a large number of persons, mainly westerners, associated with
Western ABirers of Ramakrishna and his disciples and their thoughts, directly or
RAMAKRISHNA  indirectly. Their background and vocation are presented in brief,
AND HIS DISCIPLES — and also, in most of the cases, the accolades they showered. All this
‘ sy dsi bt makes this work unquestionably important, both for the scholars
iw interested in studying the western mind coming in touch with
' these spiritual luminaries as well as for the ordinary devotee. For
the former the book is a mine of information presented precisely,

and for the latter, it is an inspiring account of western admiration
for Ramakrishna and his disciples and Indian thought.

Price:¥350 | Packing & Postage: ¥ 45

114 Years of Prabuddha Bharata
—now on DVD
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and thus create an awareness of strength, both moral
and spiritual, amongst the people of the world,
has dedicated itself to the service of humanity
for more than a hundred years. Its articles on philosophy, reli-
gion, lives and teachings of saints and mystics, current develop-
ment in the evolution of philosophy and so on, contributed by
scholars and thinkers, monks and admirers both from India
and abroad have been widely appreciated by its readers all
over the world. This DVD contains all the issues of Pra-
buddha Bharata from its inception till December 2009
with facility for searching and taking print. Send
MO/DD payable to ‘Advaita Ashrama, Kolkata’.

Price: T 500
Packing & Postage: ¥ 55
Packing & Postage free for orders of
10 or more DVDs

Write to: ADVAITA ASHRAMA,

5 Dehi Entally Road, Kolkata 700 014, India
Phones: 91-33-22644000 / 22640898 / 22862383
E-mail: mail@advaitaashrama.org



TRADITIONAL WISDOM

Ifea AEE arr SRR | Arise! Awake! And stop not till the goal is reached!

January 2011

Sri Ramakrishna Panchavimshika .. s no.-

from Wﬂﬁ-ﬁ'ﬁﬂ (Twenty-five Verses on Sri Ramakrishna)

sTfegEt & Tt @ YA S |

EHERTIAIST Fot & ygatawe: 1l

Narayana was born in human form as Sri Ramakrishna, the world-teacher,
in this dark age for establishing the path of dharma.

FIHRGHY TTH FhaTwag=4: |
sraerE T =k e R0

Having descended in the village Kamarpukur as the son of Kshudiram,
he did marvellous acts for the redemption of the world.

qarsd goanii fog: fas qeEe |
WY gREisEl Tt T 1z

In holy Gaya Vishnu, the wielder of mace, said to Kshudiram:
‘I wish to soon be born as your son and favour you by accepting your service.

gt = awdisfa fara= s |
giem A FenEest s sl

Kshudiram regretfully said to Sri Hari:
‘Tam poor and unable to serveyou, O Lord of the universe’

FYATY W A1 g A0 Tt B
A et srae FEmiaH 1l

The Lord of the three universes, however, replied assuring him:

‘Somehow that (service) will be done. Cease worrying yourself about it”

PB January 2011
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Sri Ramakrishna’s mother Chandramani brought him up
and was his refuge, (though he) was the unsustained

sustainer of this world.
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Held by her (Chandramani), Sri Ramakrishna, the protector of the universe,

of childlike manners, plaved his divine sport enchanting everyone.
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Gadadhar (Sri Ramakrishna) passed his childhood enacting
excellent and detailed dramas related to divine topics.

The retelling of (Puranic) stories through his melodious songs,
divine lustre, and deep absorption revealed his divine nature and

added delight to the people of his home and village.
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After the death of his father, he followed his elder brother

and moved to Calcutta, where he became a priest.
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In course of time Gadadhar was appointed to worship the
Divine Mother in the temple of Bhavatarini at Dakshineshwar.
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There, in his own place, he underwent with all earnestmess and
yearning of mind severe austerities unknown to the world.
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Even as time went by and not being successful in obtaining the vision of the

Divine Mother, Gadadhar failed to bear the pangs of separation from her.
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Deciding to commit suicide, (one day) Gadadhar secing
the sword hanging on the temple wall rushed and held it.
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'The Divine Mother Kali, troubled by her son’s misery, immediately appeared
and caught hold of his hand while revealing her own effulgence.
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At that time Gadadhar had a wonderful vision in which he saw everything

inside the Kali temple as consciousness—the image, the altar, and
the puja accessories. Gadadhar saw that She, whose form is Satchidananda,
eats while dwelling inside the cat, the wicked person, and all human beings.
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Having experienced non-duality everywhere, he became free from
dualistic cognition. Attaining the realm beyond ritualistic worship,
he gave up (thereby) the worship of the Divine Mother.
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Having obtained permission from the Divine Mother, Gadadhar underwent

spiritual practices by following the norms of the Tantras and the Vedas.
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Being guided by Bhairavi Brahmani, he effortlessly

attained success in sixty-four Tantras.
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Thus, in course of time, having been initiated by Tota Puri
into Vedanta. he soon reached the state of non-dual absorption.
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Having worshipped his wife Sri Sarada Devi as Sri Vidya, at the end of
(his) spiritual sadhana, he established on earth a supreme example.
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‘Then, having been successful in all sadhanas and being endowed
with all spiritual powers, (Sri Ramakrishna) drew to himself

all true devotees such as Narendra and others.

foraaias S aaeTHg Ay |
FRAT FATGAE: A ETEE: 1170

Stri Ramakrishna, the Lord of all in this universe, compassionate,
and dwelling in the hearts of all (beings), gave instruction
to serve everybody considering (each being) as Shiva.
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Having declared that all spiritual paths have a common goal and having
brought peace to the world, Sri Ramakrishna gave up his (mortal) body.

— Swami Tattwavidananda
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EDITORIAL

Sri Ramakrishna: Abode of all Felicity

N OLD GENTLEMAN and tantric adept
Aurious to know what deity was wor-
shipped in a nice looking temple, once
entered a Ramakrishna ashrama. As the old man
was leaving after paying obeisance to Sri Rama-
krishna’s appealing image, he was distractedly
muttering to himself, ‘but why are they perform-
ing the puja of a pujari of Kali? They could have
worshipped Kali!’

A pujari, indeed! One is reminded of an
incident during Sri Ramakrishna’s worldwide
centenary celebrations in January 1936, when
Swami Akhandananda was president. The
swami was unwilling to give his presidential
message to the committee even when pressed,
saying: ‘Well, I have thought over it and come
to the question, “What centenary can there be
for him who is without beginning and end?”
The committee’s desperation was understand-
able. With a few days more to go, one night
Swami Akhandananda was woken up by a voice
which said, “Write this down’. He later told some
monks that Sri Ramakrishna had appeared in a
vision and said: ‘Gangadhar! My children have
been organizing a Centenary Celebration all
over the world. What does it matter to you if
you write a few words by way of your blessings
to the whole world?’

In Vedic times individual and social life was
centred round the simple agnihotra, fire sacri-
fice. The sages internalized this yajna, sacrifice,
through which different gods interacted with
humanity. These internalized conceptions grew

higher and higher till they became universal.
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Scriptures, mythology, metaphysics, history,
duties, ethics, and law codes—all grew out and
patterned itself around this universal concep-
tion. Not only creation emerges from a yajna,
the ongoing world process is also a continuous
one that will finally merge in the yajna. God
is the sacrifice and the sacrificer as well. This
twice-daily agnibotra had now tremendous
meaning and purpose.

The real location of this sacred fire was in the
intellect of the man of knowledge. Yajna thus
stepped out of the sacrificial altar and spilled
into each mental, verbal, and physical karma.
Anything performed as yajna was spiritual and
had the virtue of connecting a person to the en-
tire universe; anything not done as yajna was
useless. Life stood transformed.

Just as there is a pattern to a yajna, simi-
larly the whole universe—gross, subtle, and
causal—forms a pattern around the metaphys-
ical yajna. Puja, worship, evolved around this
central theme. It also harmonized all the di-
verse vedic, puranic, and tantric traditions. If
the universe patterns around worship, then it
also patterns around the worshipper. When Sri
Ramakrishna, known in Dakshineswar as jun-
ior priest; used to worship, the ambience in the
temple was awesome. Other brahmanas ‘seeing
his mind quite absorbed and his body shining
all over with a resplendent lustre, said to one
another, “Itis as if Vishnu Himself has assumed
a human body and has sat down to worship™
An enlightened worshipperisa participantina
systematic mind-boggling interaction of cosmic
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principles. Ordinary puja symbolically enacts
this interaction.

The essence of all prayer, worship, and medi-
tation is to become identified with the deity.
Sri Ramakrishna worshipped Kali, the Divine
Mother of the universe. The Chandogya Upani-
shad teaches about such a worshipper: ‘He who
having known this [Reality] thus performs the
Agnihotra-sacrifice, in his case the oblation be-
comes offered in all the worlds, in all creatures,
and in all constituents of a person [body, mind,
organs, intellect]” When an unenlightened per-
son identified with the body-mind complex
offers worship, it is like pouring oblations into
cold ashes. When Sri Ramakrishna performed
worship the whole universe was nourished. The
world that has been patterned around a sacrifice
and that includes all forms of life, all scriptures,
mythology, philosophy, and metaphysics be-
comes energized. Again, the Chandogya Upa-
nishad gives this illustration: ‘As in this world
hungry children wait on their mother, so all
creatures wait on the Agnihotra-sacrifice.” The
seen and unseen worlds were clamouring due to
spiritual hunger. Sri Ramakrishna comes, com-
mences his worship, and through it vitalizes
universal life.

Through such worship the worshipper recti-
fies the flaying patterns and also authenticates
them all—all paths, struggles, prayers, thoughts,
words, and deeds, from the lowest to the highest,
become true. That is why Swami Vivekananda
said: ‘Salutations to Thee, O Ramakrishna, the
Reinstator of Religion, the Embodiment of Re-
ligion, the Greatest of all Incarnations.” At a
macrocosmic level, humanity has entered into
a newer consciousness after Sri Ramakrishna’s
advent. As days pass by this new consciousness
isbecoming more and more evident.

Sri Ramakrishna worshipped the Divine

Mother of the universe, the dynamic aspect

of Brahman. He became one with the Divine
Mother. Sri Sarada Devi used to address him as
Kali. Swamiji says: ‘She [Kali] worked up the
body of Ramakrishna for Her own ends.” Sri
Ramakrishna was the Divine Mother and the
Divine Mother was Sri Ramakrishna. The dy-
namic and static aspects of Brahman are like a
snake in motion and motionless respectively. The
child and the mother are one. Sri Ramakrishna’s
image also has within its hidden dimension the
Divine Mother he used to call Brahman.

The committee’s argument for a presiden-
tial message was that they wanted to celebrate
not Brahman’s birthday, which is absurd, but
Sri Ramakrishna’s, who came as an avatara. That
day is and will be holy for all eternity. Swami
Shivananda, popularly known as Mahapurush
Mabharaj, speaking on Sri Ramakrishna’s birthday
celebrationsin 1931 said: “The Master descended
on this day. It makes me speechless to think how
blessed the day is. ... The Lord of all the worlds
and all the creatures, nay, of infinite creation it-
self, incarnated on this day. ... Never before did
such a great spiritual force descend on this earth.
The whole world will be saved. It will take cen-
turies to realize who the Master is and what his
gift to the world has been”

We are born a few centuries too early to
fully realize what Sri Ramakrishna’s gift to all
his children in the world is. But though we do
not thoroughly understand the magnitude and
significance of his advent, we still are benefited
by his life and teachings. That is because we are
discovering, along with that old gentleman, the
source of all our powers.

This special issue is dedicated to that special
‘pujari; and its edifying articles written by some
of his faithful children, are the various offerings
forminga beautiful pattern around him, carrying
blessings the world over, for they have touched
Sri Ramakrishna. Y
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Sri Ramakrishna: A Unique Phenomenon

Swami Smaranananda

HE FAMOUS AUTHOR Christopher Isher-
wood begins his biography of Ramakrishna
and His Disciples with these words:

This is the story of a phenomenon. I will begin

by calling him simply thar, rather than ‘holy
man), ‘mystic, ‘saint’ or ‘avarar’; all emorive

words with mixed associations which may at-
tracrsome readers, repel others. A phenomenon

is often something extraordinary and mysteri-
ous. Ramakrishna was extraordinary and myste-
rious; most of all to those who were best fitted

to understand him. A phenomenon is always a

fact, an object of experience. That is how I shall

try o approach Ramakrishna.'

Sri Ramakrishna once remarked that ‘the
spiritual experiences of this place (meaning him-
self') have surpassed even the Vedas and Vedanta'?
Though this realm is beyond the common ken,
we can try to understand some of the ‘extraor-
dinary and mysterious aspects of his life through
a careful study of his own recorded experiences.

Normally a sadhaka studies the scriptures and
tries to shape his or her life according to their
teachings. But Sri Ramakrishna read no books.
His was a direct knock on the door of the Di-
vine—in the form of Mother Kali in Rani Ras-
mani’s Kali temple at Dakshineswar. After days
and months of intense longing for her darshan,
he was rewarded. The experience is best de-
scribed in his own words:

The author is Vice President, Ramakrishna Math
and Ramakrishna Mission.
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There was an unbearable pain in my heart be-
cause I could not have a vision of Mother. ...
I asked myself: “Whar's the use of living this

life?” Suddenly my eyes fell on the sword that
hangs in the Mother’s shrine. I decided to end

my life then and there. Like a madman, I ran

to the sword and seized it. Then I had a mar-
vellous vision of the Mother and fell down un-
conscious. Afterwards what happened in the

external world or how thar day and the next
passed, I don’t know. Bur within me there was

asteady flow of undiluted bliss that I had never

before experienced, and I felt the immediate

presence of the Divine Mother (212).

Sri Ramakrishna longed to have the Divine
Mother’s vision continuously. But a divine voice
commanded him to remain in bhavamukha. Sri
Ramakrishna described this experience thus:

I was in a room of the kuthi [bungalow]. After
a while a smoke-like mist arose from the floor
and covered some space before me. Then I saw
within it a golden-complexioned, living, calm
face with long flowing beard. Thar figure looked
at me intently and said in a deep voice: ‘My
child, you remain in bhavamukha. You remain
in bhavamukha. You remain in bhavamukha!’
After repearing this three rimes, the form slowly
dissolved into the mist, then thar mist also dis-
appeared. This vision reassured me (233).

On two more occasions the Divine Mother’s
son was commanded to remain in bhavamukba
(233-4).

As far asour knowledge goes, the term bhava-
mukha does not appear in the extant scriptural
texts, nor can we claim to have understood its
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deep meaning and implications. It has been sug-
gested that it represents the state marking the
junction of the empirical and the transcendental.
A story which the Master told his disciples may
illustrate the point.

There was an infinite field beyond a high wall.
Four friends tried to find out whar was beyond
the wall. Three of them, one after the other,
climbed the wall, saw the field, burst into loud
laughrer, and dropped to the other side. These
three could not give any information abour the
field. Only the fourth man came back and told
people abour it. He is like those who rerain
their bodies, even after attaining Brahmajnana,
in order to teach others. Divine Incarnations
belong to this class.?

None of the first three persons had the pa-
tience or capacity to turn back and tell their
friends what was happening inside. Only the
fourth could check himself, thinking of the
countless people living outside who were un-
aware of this place of joy. So he climbed down,
told everyone about this joyful place, and shared
the joy with the others in the enclosure.

We may say that an avatara, stationed at the
junction of the two states—the relative and the
Absolute—has the option to be outside the en-
closure or within. The avatara may thus be said
to remain at the threshold of relative conscious-
ness. Perhaps bhavamukha means this. Sri Rama-
krishna’s life was clearly dedicated to taking
humanity Godward.

Spiritual aspirants belonging to different
sects of Hinduism came to Sri Ramakrishna at
Dakshineswar to show him the paths leading to
the ultimate Reality, and he too practised the
sadhanas of these sects, realizing their goals in
a short time. His practice of Advaita Vedanta,
under the guidance of Tota Puri was particularly
remarkable. Sri Ramakrishna attained nirvikalpa

samadpi in three days, leaving Tota Puri amazed.
After Tota Puri left, the Master was in that state,
oblivious of the outside world, for about six
months. He would later point out that after at-
taining nirvikalpa samadhi one can keep one’s
body only for twenty-one days. But he remained
in that state for nearly six months. We do not
know whether this rule about the body falling off
within twenty-one days of nirvikalpa samadhi is
mentioned in any scriptural text. In any case, Sri
Ramakrishna’s experience seems unprecedented
in the spiritual traditions of India or elsewhere.

The description of Sri Ramakrishna’s Advaita
sadhana as the disciple of Tota Puri is both inter-
esting and intriguing:

After initiating me into sannyasa, the Naked one
began to teach me various established truths of
Vedanta and asked me to withd raw my mind from
all objectsand dive into the Atman. Bur, despite
all my attemprs, during meditation I could not
cross the realm of name and form and bring my
mind to the unconditioned state. I had no diffi-
culry in withdrawing my mind from all objects
exceptone: the all-too-familiar form of the Bliss-
ful Mother, radiant with Pure Consciousness,
that appeared before me as a living reality and
prevented me from passing beyond the realm of
name and form. For more than three days this
happened again and again when I tried to medi-
tate according to the instructions of Vedanra. I
almost lost hope of reaching nirvikalpa samadhi.
I opened my eyes and told the Naked One: “No,
it can’t be done. I cannot raise my mind to the
unconditioned state and force it to be absorbed
in the Atman. Irritated, the Naked One said
sharply: “What do you mean—can’t be done?
It must be done!” Then he looked around the
hut and found a bit of broken glass. He picked
it up and stuck its needle-sharp point berween
my eyebrows and said, ‘Fix the mind here. I sat
down to medirate again, firmly determined. As
soon as the form of the Divine Motherappeared
in my mind, I used my discriminarion as a sword
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of knowledge and with it mentally cut that form
in two. Then all distinctions disappeared from
my mind, and itswiftly soared beyond the realm
of name and form. I lost myself in samadhi.*

The transcendence of the mind from the rela-
tive world to the Absolute is common to both
Vedanta and Patanjali’s system of yoga: yogah
chitta-vritti-nirodhah. But what is special about
Sri Ramakrishna’s sadhana and final experience is
the process of emptying the mind of all thoughts,
vrittis. The movement from many vriftis to a sin-
gle vritti is common to all disciplines. But taking
the mind beyond the sphere of relativity to the
Absolute in this manner—by ‘cutting’ the last
vritti, Mother Kali in this case, into two—seems
both unique and mysterious. Freeing the mind of
all vrittis results in the destruction of the mind
itself, in which case keeping the I-consciousness
is not possible. But Sri Ramakrishna came back
to normal consciousness after a few months.

One important concept that Sri Ramakrishna
highlighted and exemplified in his own incom-
parable manner was that of the difference be-
tween vidya maya and avidya maya. According
to Advaita Vedanta the whole of creation is maya,
unreal. The universe is only an appearance. One
has to transcend thisapparent reality and realize
one’s own true nature, which is the one undiffer-
entiated homogenous Reality.

Then, how does one explain this continuation
in the human body of a realized soul? Sri Rama-
krishna explains it as being the result of vidya
maya retained by great souls like Shankaracharya
in order to help aspiring souls progress on the spir-
itual path. This idea of vidya maya appears new.
Shankaracharya says in his Vivekachudamani:

Shanta mabhanto nivasanti
santo vasantaval-lokabitam chavantab;
Tirnah svayam bbima-bhavarnavam
janan-abetunanyan-api tavayantah.
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There are good souls, calm and magnanimous,
who do good to others as does the spring, and
who, having themselves crossed this dread-
ful ocean of birth and death, help others
also to cross the same, without any mortive
wharsoever.?

The avataras or Bodhisattvas are such people,
who are aware of the unreality of multiform ex-
istence and do not get entangled in it. These
great ones retain their individuality consciously,
often at a divine behest, to help people cross the
ocean of samsara.

Interestingly, when Sri Ramakrishna practised
a particular spiritual discipline, aspirants of that
particular path came to him unsought. Thus, the
Ramayat sadhu Jatadhari came to Dakshineswar
when he was practising Vaishnava sadhana; the
Bhairavi Brahmani came to teach him various Tan-
tric practices, and his interest in Islamic practice
was fulfilled by a visiting Suf sadhaka. These prac-
tices gave him the personal experience of diverse
paths leading to a common goal. Consequently,

God-realization, in Ramakrishna'’s view, was es-
pecially incumbent upon man for only he, among
God’s numerous and splendid creations, had the power
to conceptualize God and His relationship with this
world. In essence, therefore, Ramakrishna made two
related, significant points. First, he laid down, as man'’s
duty, a conscious and consistent attempt to relate to
God. That alone, in his understanding, gave meaning
and substance to human life. Second, God-realization
did not necessarily preclude an understanding of the
world itself. All worldly experiences became more intel-
ligible once men acknowledged God as the foundation
of these experiences.

—Amiya P Sen, His Words: The Preachings and
Parables of Sri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa, 34
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‘While practising Islam, the Master at first had a
vision of a radiant Being who looked grave and
had alongbeard; then he experienced the cosmic
Saguna Brahman; and finally his mind merged
into absolute Nirguna Brahman.®

The Master’s realization of the Christian way
was broughtabout by the Divine Mother ‘in a mi-
raculous way’ He did not have to undertake any
special practice for that purpose. He used to visit
Jadu Mallick’s garden-house, situated to the south
of the Dakshineswar Kali temple. One day he was
sitting in the parlour of the garden-house, looking
at the beautiful picture of the child Jesus on his
mother’s lap hanging on one of the walls. While
the Master was intently looking at this picture, he
suddenly perceived rays of light emanating from
it and entering his heart. From that moment his
mind and heart were, for three consecutive days,
filled with thoughts of the Christian faith and all
Hindu ideas disappeared from him for the time
being. This complete immersion of Sri Rama-
krishna’s mind in a particular faith at a particular
time is both revealing and instructive.

Sri Ramakrishna’s unique spiritual experiences
are not exhausted by what has been described in

By nature, Sri Ramakrishna was a conversational-
ist, not a formal religious instructor. His recur-
ring use of stories and parables, as is only too evi-
dent from the Kathamrita, places him among those
who tried to revive older narrative strategies in a
greatly transformed world. The quasi-Vedantic text,
Yogavasistha Ramayana, from which Ramakrishna
occasionally borrowed, uses stories and parables to
advance a philosophical point. To this, Ramakrishna
innovatively added images and metaphors from
Bengali rural life—sprawling rice fields and the
husking of rice, fish and vendors of fish, toiling arti-
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his biographies. We do not have access to many
of his other experiences because even for under-
standing them intellectually we need a pure mind,
lifted to higher planes of consciousness. Sri Rama-
krishna plunged deep into the spiritual realm and
many doors, not ordinarily accessible to all spir-
itual seekers, were opened to him. The depth of
his realizations was so profound that the mystery
of his life and message continues to intrigue re-
searchersin the field of spirituality. To understand
his life and message deeply, intellectual equip-
ment alone cannot suffice; we need to possess so-
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phisticated spiritual equipment too. Y
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Introspection and Merriment

sans, peasants and woodcutters, the housewife and
her domestic economy—all of which connected
culturally with his audience. Here, there was serious
introspection but also nostalgia and merriment. At
Dakshineswar, one could occasionally hear Rama-
krishna's followers break out in uproarious laughter
at something that he had said. However, when the
fun had subsided, at least a few would pause to
reflect on the wisdom that lay hidden in the peals
of laughter.

—Amiya P Sen, Ramakrishna Paramahamsa:

The Sadhaka of Dakshineswar, 162—3
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Understanding Sri Ramakrishna

Swami Prabhananda

RI RAMAKRISHNA'S APPEARANCE in the
Smid—thirties of the nineteenth century

was a landmark in the global history of
religion. In a backward village ninety-eight kilo-
metres from Calcutta, the then capital of Brit-
ish India, a boy named Gadadhar was born and
spent his childhood. Extraordinary and mysteri-
ous, his words and deeds eventually gave rise to
the ‘Ramakrishna phenomenon; a term coined
by the well-known writer Christopher Isher-
wood. ‘A phenomenon is always a fact, an ob-
ject of experience; yet not everything about it
can be explained rationally.

True understanding of any person demands
more than simply knowing facts about his or her
life. Understandinga person also implies the abil-
ity to grasp a character, the deeds and words, in
order to reach the heart of his or her personality.
To do this effectively one needs to put aside one’s
preconceived notions. Understanding does not
necessarily demand agreement with the views
or beliefs another person holds. Butin trying to
understand a spiritual giant like Sri Ramakrishna
one needs to have shraddha, faith in and respect
for him, and enough perseverance to thoroughly
see, know, and comprehend him in depth.

Sri Ramakrishna was still in his teens when
he came to Calcutta from his village. A few years
later circumstances brought him to the Dakshin-
eswar temple in a northern suburb of Calcutta,
where he plunged into a series of intense spiritual

The author is General Secretary, Ramakrishna Math
and Ramakrishna Mission.
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practices for about twelve years. Through his
pure character, deep longing for truth, and sin-
cerity, he reached the highest attainment in the
spiritual realm, but he was often ridiculed for his
strange behaviour, visions, and experiences. In
March 1875, however, the well-known Brahmo
leader Keshabchandra Sen came to know and ad-
mire him, bringing him to the attention of the
educated public.

Gradually, a small group of householders be-
longing to middle-class families became charmed
by Sri Ramakrishna’s captivating personality and
teachings and formed a core group of devotees.
Even earlier, Sikh sepoys from the Dakshin-
eswar powder magazine and the Barrackpore
cantonment, together with a number of Marwari
businessmen from the Burrabazar quarters of
Calcutta, pilgrims to Gangasagar, and other way-
farers had gathered around the saint, who would
entertain his visitors with rapturous devotional
singing. But when he plunged into samadhi the
singing would stop and a beatific smile would
light up his face. Returning to normal conscious-
ness he would then pour out his heart in talks
about God, while the visitors would listen and
watch entranced. He became popularly known
as the Paramahamsa and was much sought after
by spiritual seekers belonging to different faiths.

Quietly but steadily his life story and teach-
ings spread. Since his passing millions of people—
rich and poor, scholars and illiterates—have
succeeded in tuning their lives to a higher pitch
by reading or hearing about him. While some
admit their inability to grasp Sri Ramakrishna,
there are others who describe him in the highest
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terms such as ‘the Pleroma, the absolute fullness,
to which nothing can really be added:' Whether
they have comprehended Sri Ramakrishna or not,
it should be appreciated that many such blessed
people have accepted his words and teachings,
each according to his or her capacity.

Sri Ramakrishna’s Influence

In this regard, one cannot but be surprised to

note the sharply contrasting and often baffling
opinions about Sri Ramakrishna held by some

people amply respected during his time. Pratap-
chandra Mazumdar, a top Brahmo leader, wrote:
“Whatis there in common between him and me?
I, a Europeanized, civilized, self-centred, semi-
sceptical, so-called educated reasoner, and he, a
poor, illiterate, shrunken, unpolished, diseased,
half-idolatrous, friendless Hindu devotee? Why
should I'sit long hours to attend to him. ... Why
should I be spellbound to hear him? And it is

not I only, but dozens like me who do the same.”
William Digby, editor of the Madyas Times and

author of Prosperous British India, wrote: ‘Dur-
ing the last century the finest fruit of British in-
tellectual eminence was, probably, to be found in

Robert Browning and John Ruskin. Yet they are

mere gropers in the dark compared with the un-
cultured and illiterate Rama Krishna of Bengal,
who, knowing naught of what we term “learn-
ing”, spake as no other man of his age spoke, and

revealed God to weary mortals.”

On the other hand, Professor Benoy Kumar
Sarkar found neither a set of commandments
and duties nor of virtues and vices in Sri Rama-
krishna’s teachings; nor did he find any advo-
cacy or propagation of caste reform, uplift of the
masses, or other social questions. However, with
regard to the basic issues of daily life, he found a
reliable guide and a friend to all.

When God descends on earth in human
form, he brings with him his companions, some
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of them being ishvarakotis, spiritually-advanced
souls. Yet, even these souls were humble enough
toadmit their inability to fully grasp their Master.
This happened in the case of past incarnations as
well. Sri Ramakrishna sometimes narrated the
story of Bhishma. As the great hero lay dying
on his bed of arrows, the Pandava brothers and
Krishna saw tears flowing from his eyes. When
they questioned him about this, Bhishma replied
that he was thinking of the unending suffering
of the Pandavas, in spite of God himself being
their charioteer. This was why he wept. Then he
confessed: “This makes me feel that I have under-
stood nothing of the ways of God.™

After Sri Ramakrishna’s passing in August
1886, most of his disciples and his consort Sri
Sarada Devi were repeatedly assured by him that
he was still present and acting from a different
plane of consciousness. According to Swami
Ramakrishnananda, almostall the direct disciples
of the Master had visions of him after his maha-
samadhi.’ Naturally, believers in such private
revelations and apparitions increased in number.
Besides, as time passed, Sri Ramakrishna’s life cast
its influence on subsequent generations in differ-
ent ways, and the appeal of his extraordinary life
and teachings spread. His words carried won-
derful wisdom, but it was without doubt his life
more than his words that carried a magic that
cast its spell over the educated and the illiterate,
mystics and religionists, young and old alike.

Sri Ramakrishna’s life is well-documented, so
people need not depend on fragmentary, superfi-
cial, incomplete manuscripts, dubious witnesses,
or pious legends, asin the case of the lives of simi-
lar personalities who lived before him—there are
even five photographs of him. Despite all this,
after more than one hundred years of studying
his life story and teachings from many differ-
ent perspectives, the problem of knowing and
understanding him still haunts us.
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Who Is Sri Ramakrishna?
To find a general answer to the problem men-
tioned above, we may refer to a statement that the
historian Arnold Toynbee made in 1948: ‘Man s
relatively good at dealing with non-human na-
ture. What he isbad at is his dealing with human
nature in himself and his fellow human beings.®
According to psychoanalysts, a prerequisite for
understanding another person satisfactorily is to
have a fairly good understanding of oneself. Sri
Ramakrishna did more than this. He could see
things in two different ways, from two different
planes of consciousness: the plane of non-dual
consciousness and that of ordinary consciousness.
In his magnum opus Sri Ramakrishna the Great
Master, Swami Saradananda wrote: “The Master
did not see men and things of the world as we
do—thatis, as having their present physical iden-
tity only. His view of them was what they looked
like from higher and higher planes of conscious-
ness. [t was, therefore, impossible for him to have,
like us, an one-sided opinion or mental attitude
with respect to any object of the world. And this
was why we could not understand his words and
ideas, though he could understand ours.”
However, what was possible for Sri Rama-
krishna was not within the reach of others. There
is no doubt that Swami Vivekananda under-
stood his Master best. We find flashes of his deep
understanding in the course of his talks and re-
corded conversations. For example, he once re-
marked: ‘The life of Shri Ramakrishna was an
extraordinary searchlight under whose illumin-
ation one is able to really understand the whole
scope of Hindu religion. ... The books were the-
ories, he was the realisation.’® Even with such
insight, Swamiji humbly admitted: “Truly, I tell
you, I have understood him very little. He ap-
pears to me to have been so great that, whenever
I have to speak anything of him, I am afraid lest
I ignore or explain away the truth, lest my little
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power does not suffice, lestin trying to extol him
I present his picture by painting him according
to my lights and belittle him thereby! (5.390).

When some of the brother disciples of Swami
Vivekananda compared notes with each other,
it became clear that each one viewed Sri Rama-
krishna in the light of his own thinking. One
disciple’s assessment of Sri Ramakrishna was
different from that of another, although they
shared common points in several respects. And
their unique teacher did not interfere with their
ideas; rather, he gave each freedom to under-
stand and accept him independently.

Some people point out that the main obstacle
in having a deeper understanding of Sri Rama-
krishna is the lack of a true biography. More-
over, as Sister Nivedita heard her master Swami
Vivekananda say, ‘It was not the words of Rama-
krishnabut the life they lived with Him that was
wanted, and that had yet to be written.”” Explain-
ing his own standpoint, the swami wrote: “The
[Master’s] life should be written as an illustra-
tion of the doctrines he preached.® Dr Sashi-
bhusan Ghosh made an attempt when he wrote
in Bengali Sri Ramakrishnadeva, but the final
outcome fell far short of people’s expectations.
‘M’ Mahendranath Gupta, planned to take up a
similar project, but could not do so.

Though Swami Vivekananda refused to
oblige the great devotee Girishchandra Ghosh,
who pleaded with him to write a biography of
the Master, Swami Saradananda later took up
the task. He was the only one among the sixteen
monastic disciples who dared to write a volumin-
ous treatise discussing philosophical interpret-
ations of some unique characteristics of their
Master’s life and teachings. Unfortunately, he
could not finish the project, and near the end
of his illustrious life of sixty-two years, he made
a frank confession: “When I began to write the

Lila Prasanga [Sri Ramakrishna’s biography]|
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I thought I understood the Master. But now I
clearly see that the life of the Master is very deep.
I was merely hovering over the top branches; the
root is far beneath the ground.™

Some serious readers point out that certain
uncommon terms used in the biographies of the
Master—for example, vijaanaand bhavamukha—
are difficult to comprehend. Regarding the vijsiani,
one biographer defines it as ‘one endowed with
vijiana’; and vijfiana as ‘special Knowledge of
the Absolute, by which one affirms the universe
and sees it as the manifestation of Brahman’"
And bhavamukba, in simple terms, means ‘on
the threshold of relative consciousness. Further,
it is no less difficult to fathom the significance of
samadhi or of @ntardaha—the burning sensation
that Sri Ramakrishna suffered for many years—in
the context of the Masters daily life.

To understand the nature of his ecstatic states
physicians examined him with a stethoscope, and
one of them even thrust his finger into his eye
while he was in samadhi. Some people tried to un-
ravel the mystery of his strong reaction to touching
metals. Others tested him to see if he was above
all weaknesses of flesh. Rather than simply toler-
ating these challenges, Sri Ramakrishna clearly
told hisintimate disciples: “Test me as the money
changers test their coins. You must notaccept me
until you have tested me thoroughly.** Swami
Vivekananda himself tested his Master till his last
days and was fully convinced of his greatness.

Impressed by his personality, various people
formed different opinions about Sri Ramakrishna.
Some held that he wasa tantric par excellence and
a Kaula; some others that he was a Vaishnava. A
Navarasik group found him to be an embodiment
of the nine sentiments. A Baul group regarded
him as a Sain, some Vaishnavas as a Gosain, a
party of Kartabhajas as Alekh, and some Dasha-
nami sadhus as a Paramahamsa. Some Sikhs saw
in him the image of Guru Nanak, some Chris-
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tian devotees saw Jesus in him, and some Muslim

devotees considered him to be one of them. The

Brahmos reckoned him to be a knower of Brah-
man, and a veteran Vedantin like Tota Puri ac-
knowledged him to be a knower of pure Brahman.
Some others believed that Sri Chaitanya had des-
cended in the form of Sri Ramakrishna.

Swami Vivekananda observed: “Well, it mat-
ters nothing, whatever you may call him or think
of him, a saint, or a knower of Brahman, or any-
thing. But take it from me, never did come to
this earth such an all-perfect man as Shri Rama-
krishna.'™* In spite of the fact that Sri Rama-
krishna himself assured his devotees that he was
an incarnation of God, we still cannot be sure if
we can understand who Sri Ramakrishna truly
was. Akshay Kumar Sen, perhaps, was close to
the truth when he observed: ‘It is very difhicult
to recognize the Blessed Lord in a human form.
In whatever appearance or attributes may He
descend, nobody can recognize Him unless He

amakrishna lives very near to the heart of many
Western people because they see him as a man

and not as an Incarnation as he appears to his disciples.
Ramakrishna'’s very human approach to the daily prob-
lems of life is what endears him to many people. Rama-
krishna said to his disciples: Are you seeking God? Very
well, look for Him in man; the divinity is manifest itself
in man more than in any other object. [n truth God is
everything; but His power is more or less manifest in
other objects. God incarnate in man is the most mani-
fest power of God in the flesh—man is the greatest
manifestation of God. And then he goes on to say, ‘the
attainment of perfect knowledge is to see God in every
man:When a person like Ramakrishna speaks words like

these surely he is very close to God.

—Rev. James B Muckle, ‘Sri Ramakrishna and

Spiritual Renaissance; in A Bridge to Eternity, 392
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imparts that power to recognise the Lord.*

Sri Ramakrishna admitted many times that
God does incarnate in human form and then
he behaves exactly like a human being. He has
the same hunger, thirst, disease, grief, and some-
times even fear.'® For that reason some take him
to be an ordinary being, others see him as a holy
person. Only a few can recognize him and revere
him as God himself. However, the incarnations
are never imprisoned in the world, never entan-
gled by it. Their ego is a ‘thin ego} and through
it they have the uninterrupted vision of God.
The ego of the incarnations is like a wall with a
hole through which one can see the other side.
Though they have a human body, they are always
united with God. The incarnation of God is no
doubt a mystery.

Explaining the difference between an incar-
nation of God and ordinary human beings, Sri
Ramakrishna said: “There is one kind of mani-
festation of Rama in the Incarnation of God, and
another in men. Even the Incarnations are con-
scious of the body. Embodiment is due to maya.
... But the Incarnation of God puts a bandage
over His eyes by His own will, like children play-
ing blind man’s buff. The children stop playing
when their mother calls them. It is quite differ-
ent, however, with the ordinary man’ (243). This
explains to some extent why it was so difficult to
understand Sri Ramakrishna, but so easy for Sri
Ramakrishna to understand others. It is para-
doxical that Sri Ramakrishna, who came to this
world for the welfare of human beings, was him-
self so human, though he appeared to be beyond
the understanding of human beings.

One day, after coming down from samadhi
and regaining partial consciousness of the
world, the Master lamented: ‘Alas! To whom
shall I say all these? Who will understand me?’
(943). Sometime earlier, when two of his dis-
ciples began speaking of him as a divine incar-
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nation and the matter was reported to him, the
Master laughed, saying: ‘Do they think they
will enhance my glory that way? One of them is
an actor on the stage and the other a physician.
What do they know about Incarnations?” (20).
This very statement seems to deepen the mystery
of Sri Ramakrishna, the ‘incarnation of God’

Again, being an incarnation of God, who by
nature is the embodiment of love and compassion,
Sri Ramakrishna attracted people throughout his
life. And it is but natural that people still feel this
attraction; they still want to see him, hear hisvoice,
touch his feet, and interact with him. Just contem-
plating on this, an earnest spiritual seeker develops
great longing to realize Sri Ramakrishna.

How to Understand Sri Ramakrishna

Though an aspirant’s earnestness and strong de-
sire impels him or her to try to perceive God, this
is quite a formidable task, as the famous mystic
Ramprasad realized. In one of his songs, he says:

When man aspires to understand Her,
Ramprasad must smile;

To think of knowing Her, he says,
is quire as laughable

As to imagine one can swim across
the boundless sea.

But while my mind has understood, alas!
my hearrt has not;

Though bur a dwarf, it still would strive
to make a captive of the moon (106).

Trying to explain this mystery, Debendranath
Mazumdar sang a song: “Who can comprehend
you, unless you reveal yourself?” Therefore, it all
depends on the Lord’s grace and compassion. To
pave the way, however, the spiritual seeker needs
to have faith and unswervingdevotion. This entire
topic has also been described in the Upanishads:
“This Self can be realized, not by instruction, nor
by the intellect, nor by much hearing. Whomso-
ever He chooses, by him alone is He obtained. To

PB January 2011



Understanding Sri Ramakrishna 35

such a person He reveals His real nature.”’”

Takinginto consideration all these factors, let
us look again at the problem of understanding
Sri Ramakrishna. While trying to understand
Sri Ramakrishna one cannot miss the unique
and primary feature of his spiritual endeavour:
without the aid of the scriptures or the guidance
of spiritual teachers Sri Ramakrishna was able to
reach the summit of spiritual life only through
his purity, sincerity, devotion, and passionate
longing for God. His was an amazingly simple
but penetrative and comprehensive approach.
Later, he went through traditional disciplines
as recommended by the scriptures and spiritual
masters, but they merely verified his simple, pure,
and unfailing approach and his earlier conclu-
sions about the Truth. His approach was thus a
landmark in the global history of applied religion.
It has laid bare the most essential requirements
of spiritual life: an aspirant’s passionate earnest-
ness and pure life, fortified by God’s grace.

Let us first look at the traditional approach to
sadhana, so that we can form an idea of the meta-
morphosis that an aspirant’s mind undergoes.
With the aid of one-pointed devotion, charac-
terized by ardour and intensity, a spiritual seeker
may attain in his heart some understanding of
Sri Ramakrishna. We may view this in the light
of Sri Krishna’s teachings in the Bhagavadgita:

Bhaktya tvananyayi sakya
abam-evamvidhorjuna;
Jhdtum drastumi ca tattvena
PrAvEstumn ca parantapa.
But by single-minded devotion alone may I be
known in this form, O Arjuna, realized truly,
and enrered into, O tormentor of foes."®

Here Sri Krishna says that a sincere devotee,
fortified with single-minded devotion, can move
forward step by step. At the first step he can
know something of God through the scriptures,
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but he needs to develop a penetrative insight.
After that he can behold God directly. God can

indeed be realized directly. In the last stage, the

devotee entersinto God. This process essentially
means the following: first, to accept the ideal of
God according to one’s capacity; then, to imbibe

thisideal and dissolve oneselfin it; and finally, to

become one with it. In the words of Sri Rama-
krishna: “There are certain characteristics of God-
vision. One sees light, feels joy, and experiences

the upsurge of a great current in one’s chest, like

the bursting of a rocket.*’

The Gita explains this process from another
perspective. Sri Krishna says: “To those, who are
ceaselessly united with Me and who worship me
with intense love, I lovingly grant that mental dis-
position (buddhi-yoga) by which they come to
Me*® The exact meaning of buddhi-yoga is difhi-
cult to grasp; however, it can be said thatitisa spe-
cial power of understanding something, akind of
intuitive power. Swami Tapasyananda points out
that true intuition comes to a person who is sazaza
yukta, one whose inner life is fully integrated by
the practice of self-control and mental discipline.
Further, such a person should yearn for God with
whole-hearted love, bhajatarm priti-piarvakam. To
such a person the Lord—Sri Ramakrishna, in this
case—grants buddbi-yoga.** This is how a spiritual
seeker blessed by Sri Ramakrishna can have some
understanding of him, the Truth, and have one’s
doubts resolved. The Gitaalso explains this experi-
ence of fulfilment: ‘Yarm labdbva caparam labbam
manyate nadhikarn tatap; having obtained which
no other gain is considered greater.*

Sri Ramakrishna lived a unique life. His
thoughts, words, and deeds worked in harmony.
Swami Vivekananda discovered in Sri Rama-
krishna’s unique life a method that was very
much his own: ‘One must learn to put oneself
into another person’s very soul.”* When Sri
Ramakrishna wanted to understand Islam, he
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wore clothes and ate food like the Muslims, and

also had initiation into the Islamic path. One of
the means to understand Sri Ramakrishna is per-
haps to putinto practice this same method in let-
ter and spirit. This means one must live one’s life

remembering that purity, sincerity, and yearning
for God-realization are the basic characteristics

of this life. Again, one must have a grasp of the

ways and means Sri Ramakrishna followed as

well as the essence of his teachings.

While following this process a person’s hardest
obstacle is the ego. To tackle it Sri Ramakrishna
advises prayer for faith and self-surrender. But
one has to pray to God with a restless heart. Thus,
a true aspirant abandons the fruits of all spir-
itual practices, knowing well that God’s grace is
bestowed as and when he wills. The aspirant can
only pray for it, just as a kitten cries ‘mew, mew’
and waits patiently for its mother. The aspirant
needs to understand that the fruits belong to
God and his is the agency. Even with regard to
spiritual practices, the aspirant has to surrender
the fruits and the sense of agency. Following the
basic principles of bhakti scriptures the aspirant
must abide in the faith that God is the only sup-
port and the only redeemer.

According to Madhusudan Saraswati, as an
aspirant matures in his love and longing the self-
same surrender takes three forms—first is the at-
titude ‘T am His) second ‘He is mine, and third
is the experience ‘He is verily I:

Tasyaivibam mamaivisasn sa
evabamiti tridba;
Bbagavac-cha rapatvam

syat-sadbanibhyisa-pikatap.*

Surrender, it seems, takes these forms accord-
ing to one’s spiritual maturity. Thus, as the pro-
cess of surrender deepens, one’s understanding of
Sri Ramakrishna also grows in maturity.

But even if a spiritual aspirant does not achieve
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complete understanding of God, there should
not be any doubt that anyone who has received
his blessings must have some measure of under-
standing and the consequent experience of divine
bliss. The compassionate Lord descended in the
form of Sri Ramakrishna and lived among men
and women only to shower blessings on them and
to reorient their lives towards the goal of bliss and
perfection. It would, however, be absurd to im-
agine that one has grasped fully the greatness of
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God, however great one may be. Y
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soms. There were no leaves. It was a beautiful sight.

The sannyasin started walking in that direction.
Having reached the flower-laden orchard, he sat
down on a block of stone and became immersed in
the sight and in thinking of God. He did not notice
when dusk descended. A Bhutia man approached
him and enquired: ‘Where have you put up? In whose
house?’ He then recalled that the Bhutias unchain
their dogs in the evening. Then none dare enter their
village—they would be torn apart and eaten! What
was to be done now? The interlocutor assured that
he would help him back. Having climbed a bit they
came across a small house—a courtyard and a few
rooms amidst fields. Pointing at it he said it was his
house and added, ‘Come, let’s have some tea’ The
sannyasin agreed. What a surprisel As soon as he
entered the house he found a small picture of Sri
Ramakrishna hanging on the wall. Tea was boiling
in the fire ahead and the Bhutia man’s wife added
butter and salt to it. That is how they make tea.

The sannyasin kept looking at the picture and
wondering, ‘I was thinking [ was the first to enter this
house, but you have already seated yourself here!The
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Sri Ramakrishna at Dharchula

Bhutia wife said, ‘Tell him whose picture that is/ The
Bhutia man responded, ‘This is the picture of a saint,
a Mahatma! Sannyasin: ‘How do you know?’ The Bhu-
tia: ‘Why? Since the time | have brought this picture
if | happen to go for some work without having his
darshan and offering pranams then things are sure to
go wrong; the job will not get done!This was a rather
straightforward explanation.

Sannyasin: ‘What is the Mahatma'’s name?'The Bhu-
tia:’l don't know. | brought this picture from the town.
| liked the picture very much. The shopkeeper said,

"This is the picture of a Mahatma”; and the price was
ten annas. | bought it"'When the sannyasin said that he
knew the Mahatma'’s name, the Bhutia man exclaimed,
‘How do you know? Is he still living? Tell me all about
him. The sannyasin narrated Sri Ramakrishna’s life in
brief. Tears flowed from the couple’s eyes and they
kept saying, "You have come for our sake! [t was one
o'clock in the night when the talk ended.

It was necessary to return to the village, otherwise
the people there would be very worried. The Bhutia
man lit a torch and led him a mile above. On reaching
back they found the house full of people. Everyone
was very worried. ‘Oh, he has come, they exclaimed,
and asked the reason for the delay. The Bhutia man
narrated all that had happened—Sri Ramakrishna'’s
story. Many of the listeners had their eyes wet.

—'Reminiscences of Swami Japananda (1898-1972);
Vivek Jyoti, 48/3, 115
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NE OF MY FRIENDS USED TO tease
O me by saying, ‘Hinduism is a weak re-

ligion because God has to incarnate
again and again to rejuvenate that religion, but
Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam have only
one prophet’ I would answer quoting from the
Vishnu Purana: “There are some people who
neither do their duties nor practise religion,
but repeat, “God, God” They are enemies of
God, because God has to take a human form to
demonstrate true religion to them” Moreover,
Krishna said in the Bhagavadgita that when re-
ligion declines and irreligion prevails God incar-
nates in every age, to protect the virtuous and

punish the wicked. That is why we find many

The author is Minister-in-Charge, Vedanta Society
of St Louis.
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The Magnitude
of Ramakrishna’s
Life and Message

Swami Chetanananda

avataras, divine incarnations, in Hinduism. As
the same moon rises in the sky again and again,
so the same God descends on earth as a human
being in different places and at different times
to fulfil the need of the age and to lead us to the
goal of human life. Thisis not a fantasy; the lives
of Rama, Krishna, Buddha, Moses, Christ, Mu-
hammad, Chaitanya, and Ramakrishna attest to
the Gitds statement.

The Greatest Avatara

On 6 February 1898 Swami Vivekananda
composed the following salutation mantra to
Ramakrishna: ‘O Ramakrishna, establisher of
righteousness, embodiment of all religions, the
greatest of the avataras, salutations to Thee.” The
word ‘greatest’ created some controversy. Here
are some explanations: Of course each avatara
is God in human form and they are all endowed
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with equal powers, but they do not all release
the entirety of their power. Think of a golfer
who has sufficient strength to hit a ball a long
distance, but he strikes the ball only as hard as
necessary to reach the next hole. Similarly, ava-
taras release only as much power as necessary to
fulfil their mission in a particular age. For ex-
ample, Rama killed Ravana and other demons
that were disrupting peace; Krishna destroyed
Kamsa and many unrighteous beings that were
killing and torturing innocent people; Buddha
fought against animal sacrifice, ritualism, and
priesteraft; Christ wanted to establish the reli-
gion of love and compassion by trying to remove
hypocrisy and injustice. We also find that all the
avataras emphasized the virtues of truth, right-
eousness, justice, and good conduct.

In this modern age Ramakrishna did not kill
any demons, nor did he fight any person. Rather,
he destroyed the greatest demon that plagues the
human mind: doubt regarding God’s existence.
It is easier to kill a demon or an unrighteous
person than to eradicate doubt. Ramakrishna’s
ecstasies, visions, and experiences of samadhi
proved to him that God exists. In this way he
removed all doubts about the existence of God
from the minds of his devotees. Moreover, he
demonstrated how one can realize God and
even imparted spiritual experiences to many
with a touch.

On 1 March 1885 Ramakrishna told M. about
one of his experiences: ‘I saw Satchidananda
come out of this sheath [his body]. It said, “T in-
carnate Myself in everyage.” ... I saw that itis the
fullest manifestation of Satchidananda; but this
time the Divine Power is manifested through the
glory of sattva’ It is due to the preponderance
of the sartva quality in Ramakrishna that he ex-
perienced samadhi many times a day. According
to available records, this was not seen earlier in
other avataras.
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As all rivers lead to the ocean, all religions
are different paths to God. Amongavataras only
Ramakrishna practised different religions and
proclaimed: ‘As many faiths, so many paths.’ In
this way he established an ideal harmony of re-
ligions for our present age, in which religions
are continually in conflict and hatred and vio-
lence. Ramakrishna repeatedly stated that the
goal of human life is to realize God. He taught
a religion badly needed today, a religion that is
constructive and not destructive, scientific and
not fanatical, practical and not theoretical, ra-
tional and not superstitious, universal and not
parochial. Truly, Ramakrishna worked to create
unity in our time.

The followers of every religion think that
their prophet is the greatest. Once Sariputra said
to Buddha:

“You are the manifestation of supreme know-
ledge, and none is grearter than you!

Buddha replied, ‘Do you have knowledge of

the past arhars?’

‘No, I do nor, Lord’

‘Are you aware of the knowledge of the present
Buddha?’

‘No, Lord’

“Then how do you dare make such a bold

statement?’

‘I made this statement based on the limits of
human understanding and by accepring the

standard of the highest ideal of Buddhahood.”

Similarly, Vivekananda used the expres-
sion ‘the greatest of the avataras’ based on his
understanding of Ramakrishna and his own
spiritual experiences. Vivekananda himself ad-
mitted that he had understood very little of the
infinite Ramakrishna. He said: “To remove all
this corruption in religion, the Lord has incar-
nated Himself on earth in the presentage in the
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person of Sri Ramakrishna. The universal teach-
ings that he offered, if spread all over the world,
will do good to humanity and the world.” Some
of Ramakrishna’s westernized disciples were
amazed when they saw how their Master faced
agnostics, atheists, sceptics, and materialists, and
silenced them through his infallible logic, apt
and convincing illustrations, magnanimous per-
sonality, and spiritual power—even though he
had no formal education.

Itis not proper to try and judge the greatness
of avataras with our limited understanding, yet
from a worldly standpoint we do see a difference
in the manifestation of each avatara. God smiles
at the ignorance of his children when Hindus,
Christians, Buddhists, Muslims, and others
quarrel among themselves about the greatness
of their religion and their respective prophets.
But all quarrels and hatred will stop when they
realize that God is One without a second and
that they all are his children. This is the attitude
that Ramakrishna taught to humanity in the
modern age.

Dimension of Ramakrishna’s Activities

All avataras travelled to some extent to fulfil their
mission and spread their message among people.
Ramachandra’s activities were confined to Ayo-
dhya, Chitrakut, Dandakaranya, Panchavati,
Rameswaram, and Sri Lanka; Krishna's move-
ments and activities took place in Mathura,
Gokula, Vrindavan, Dwaraka, and Kurukshetra;
Buddha carried his message to Nepal, Uttar
Pradesh, and Bihar during his lifetime; Jesus
preached in Galilee, Samaria, Judea, and Idumea.
At that time the population of the world was
not as large as it is now and many parts of the
world were unknown. People now call the world
a global village. Although Ramakrishna went on
pilgrimage to Deoghar, Varanasi, Mathura, Vrin-
davan, Prayag, and Navadwip, he did not travel
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very far to spread his message. He mainly stayed
at the Dakshineswar temple garden and now and
then visited nearby Calcutta by horse carriage.

During Ramakrishna’s time Calcutta was
the capital of British India, the citadel of ma-
terialistic civilization. Many people in Calcutta
imitated the English lifestyle and were carried
away by the current of Western culture. When
the Master said ‘Calcutta people; he meant the
city’s westernized and worldly inhabitants. They
were slaves of the British and beggars in search of
name and fame, and their main goal was the en-
joyment of lust and gold. They were bound souls
and atheists. Thus, when he referred to ‘Calcutta
people;, the Master meant all the atheistic he-
donists of the world. ‘Calcutta people’ can also
be found in Europe, America, and other parts
of the globe. Ramakrishna remarked: ‘It is not
in England alone that one sees attachment to
worldly things. You see it everywhere.*

With his sharp, discriminating intellect,
Ramakrishna understood that a life based on
worldly enjoyment cannot bring permanent
peace and happiness. And he knew that by con-
fronting the materialistic milieu of Calcutta, he
could change materialism throughout the world.
If the capital is conquered, then it is not neces-
sary to conquer the entire country.

In various ways Ramakrishna gave his life to
help the people of ‘Calcutta’ But he especially
tried to build their spiritual life, the source of
eternal peace and happiness. In fact, most people
of the world run after lust and gold. Rama-
krishna conquered those two invisible enemies
of spiritual life and concluded, ‘kamini kanchan
maya; lust and gold are maya. The world was in
need of Ramakrishna, who was fully capable of
giving a suitable answer to the hedonistic and
materialistic philosophers of the West.

A Sikh battalion was once marching towards

Fort William, the British fort in Calcutta. When
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the soldiers saw Sri Ramakrishna in a carriage,
they dropped their rifles to the ground and
bowed down to him, shouting, “Victory to the
guru!’ The British Commander was nonplussed.
When he asked the Sikh soldiers about their un-
usual behaviour they replied that it was the cus-
tom of their religion to show respect for their
guru in that manner. Thus, Ramakrishna con-
quered the British fort by merely sitting in his
carriage. It was not even necessary for him to step
out of the vehicle. This was truly amazing! The
Master later compared the road to Fort William
with the path to perdition. He said: ‘Men do not
realize how far they are dragged down by women.
Once I went to the Fortin a carriage, feelingall
the while that I was going along a level road. At
last I found that I had gone four storeys down. It
was a sloping road. A man possessed by a ghost
does not know he is under the ghost’s control.
He thinks he is quite normal’ (439).

[t takes time for the message of an avatara
to spread. Ramachandra’s and Krishna’s eter-
nal message of truth and righteousness were re-
corded by Valmiki and Vyasa in Sanskrit, and
they are still spreading among the people. Bud-
dha’s disciples recorded 84,000 of his teachings
in the Tripitakas. After 400 years his message
spread during Emperor Ashoka’s reign in 250
BCE. Christ’s teachings were recorded by Mat-
thew, Mark, Luke, and John in the New Testa-
ment. It takes only two and a half to three hours
to read what Christ said in the Bible, but those
immortal teachings are still spreading. In 597 CE,
during the time of Pope Gregory the Great, Au-
gustine brought Christianity to England. At that
time it was easy to proselytize: If the king and
queen were converted to a particular religion, all
of their subjects would accept that religion. But
those days are gone.

Science and technology have made the
world small. Ramakrishna’s message encircled
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the globe within seven years after his passing
away. His main disciple, Swami Vivekananda,
presented his guru’s message of universal reli-
gion at the Parliament of Religions in Chicago
in 1893. Yet even now the spiritual current of
Ramakrishna has not yet become fully mani-
fest. The Master himself said: T have seen big
steamers going by on the Ganges, at the time
hardly noticing their passing. But oh, my! What
a terrific noise is heard after a while, when the
waves splash against the banks!” (322). Similarly,
people cannot recognize the avatara when he
comes. His life and mission become more ap-
parent after some time has passed.

Forms of Religious Intolerance

Religion is supposed to bring peace and bliss.
The Golden Rule is the same in all religions.

Buddhism: ‘Hurt not others in ways that you
yourself would find hureful.®

Christianity: ‘Do for others what you want
them todo for you; this is the meaning of the Law
of Moses and the teaching of the prophets.’

Hinduism: “Whatever you consider injurious
to yourself, never do to others. Thisis the essence
of dharma [righteousness].”

Islam: ‘No one of you is a believer until he
desires for his brother that which he desires for
himself.’®

Judaism: “What is hateful to you, do not do
to your fellowman. That is the entire Law; all the
rest is commentary.”

Despite all these wonderful teachings there
is so much intolerance, narrowness, bigotry, fan-
aticism, unrest, mistrust, and the consequent
bloodshed among people of all religions.

Once an old rabbi from New York told me
that he wondered what Moses, Jesus, Muham-
mad, Krishna, and Buddha think of all the hatred
and animosity between followers of their reli-

gions. He thought they must be ashamed by the
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foolishness of their children, whom they never
taught such things.

A professor of world religions at the Har-
vard Divinity School once asked this question
to his students: ‘How can we solve the problem
of religious intolerance and bloodshed in this
world?’ A Muslim student replied: “This prob-
lem will be solved if all people in the world be-
come Muslims.” A Christian student said that
there would be no more problems if all people
become Christians. The professor replied: ‘But
I see sectarian fightingamong Muslims. See how
the Shias and Sunnis are fighting among them-
selves.” Then, calling the students’ attention to
the fighting between Catholics and Protestants
in Ireland, the professor told this story: ‘Once
there was a peace conference that included a
Catholic priest, a Protestant minister, and a Jew-
ish rabbi. An angel appeared before them and
asked how peace could be restored in Ireland.
The minister said: “Peace will reign supreme
if all Catholics leave Ireland.” The priest said:
“There will be permanent peace if there is not
a single Protestant here.” The angel then asked
the rabbi for his opinion, and he said: “I have
no personal opinion. Just attend to the wishes
of these two gentlemen, and then there will be
peace in Ireland.”

Ramakrishna’s Message
Counters Intolerance

Ramakrishna was born at a critical time of re-
ligious history. Referring to the significance of
Ramakrishna’s message to the modern world
Vivekananda said:

This is the message of Sri Ramakrishna to the
modern world. ‘Do not care for doctrines, do
not care for dogmas, or sects, or churches or
temples; they count for little compared with
the essence of existence in each man, which
is spirituality; and the more thart this is de-
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veloped in a man, the more powerful is he for
good. Earn thar first, acquire thar, and criticize
no one, for all doctrines and creeds have some
good in them. Show by your lives thar religion
does not mean words, or names, or sects, but
that it means spiritual realization. Only those
can understand who have felt. Only those that
have arrained to spirituality can communicate
it to others, can be grear teachers of mankind.
They alone are the powers of light.

The more such men are produced in a coun-
try, the more that country will be raised; and
that country where such men absolutely do
not exist is simply doomed, nothing can save
it. Therefore, my Master’s message to mankind
is ‘Be spiritual and realize truth for yourself.”
He would have you give up for the sake of your
fellow beings. He would have you cease ralking
abour love for your brother, and set to work
to prove your words. The time has come for
renunciarion, for realization; and then you
will see the harmony in all the religions of the
world. You will know thar there is no need of
any quarrel, and then only will you be ready to
help humaniry. To proclaim and make clear the
fundamental unity underlying all religions was
the mission of my Master. Other teachers have
taughr special religions which bear their names,
but this grear teacher of the nineteenth century
made no claim for himself. He left every reli-
gion undisturbed because he had realized thar
in reality, they are all part and parcel of one
eternal religion."’

In Ramakrishna’s life we find a synthesis of
four yogas: karma, jnana, bhakti, and raja. More-
over, the philosophies of the three main schools
of Vedanta—dualism, qualified nondualism, and
nondualism—were harmonized in his teachings.
He lived his life at a crossroads where many reli-
gious sects of India met. He never spoke a harsh
word against any faith. He was so all-embracing
that members of every sect thought that he was
one of them. Hisall-encompassing love and com-
passion transcended sectarian narrowness and
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bigotry. Truly, Ramakrishna’s life was a bridge
between the ancient and the modern, between
the East and the West.

Ramakrishna came to make religion simple.
He knew that human beings in this age had com-
plex personalities and little time to practise spir-
itual disciplines and think of God. Peace and
bliss cannot be bought from the market. They
can be acquired only through leading a spiritual
life. For this reason Ramakrishna’s teachings
are practical and universal, free from doctrines
and dogmas. They do not need any commen-
tary. Ramakrishna incorporated into his teach-
ings parables, symbols, songs, stories, folklore,
myths, scientific reasoning, anecdotes from or-
dinary life, and examples from nature as well
as the behaviour of humans and animals. He
seldom quoted the scriptures; rather, he taught
from his personal experience and explained the
deep truths of spiritual life in an utterly simple
way. Here are some examples of Ramakrishna’s
teachings, which suit any temperament:

« You see many stars in the sky at night, but
not when the sun rises. Can you therefore say
that there are no stars in the heavens during the
day? O human beings, because you do not find
God in your ignorance, say not that there is no
God.

+ God dwells in all beings, butall beings do not
identify themselves with God, so they suffer.

« Some people shed a jugful of tears to have
children; some cry for money and property; but
who longs to see God? Those who want God,
find Him.

« In this Kaliyuga a human being can attain
perfection in three days. Those who cry with a
longing heart for God day and night see Him.

+ Question: ‘How can one ascertain the state
of perfection?’

Answer: ‘As potatoes and eggplants become
soft when they are boiled, so people become
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devotee from Ballygunge, Kolkata, said to M
A {on 12 February 1919): You all are very fortunate.
You have touched Sri Ramakrishna, seen him, heard his
talks, and served him. M replied: ‘No. Sri Ramakrishna
has said that all his followers will receive his splendour.
His splendour is discernment, renunciation, knowledge,
devotion, and love. If one thinks of Srl Ramakrishna,
good impressions are formed within. ... The devotee
calls on God because of God’s greatness. It is God who
makes the devotee call on him. ... Sri Ramakrishna said
that the Divine Mother was making all act. Even now,
if one meditates on Sri Ramakrishna'’s form, or if one
meditates on his teachings, it amounts to contemplat-
ing his person (just as we saw him while he was living).
The result is the same!

—Rameshchandra Sarkar, ‘Srima Samipe’,
Udbodhan, 67/8, 437

very soft or humble when they attain perfection.
Their egos dissolve completely’

« A room may be dark for a thousand years,
but it is lighted instantly as soon as a lamp is lit.
Similarly, one glance of God’s grace can wipe
away sins accumulated in thousands of births.

« If one drops a salt doll, a cloth doll, and a
stone doll in the ocean, the salt doll melts in-
stantly and loses its individual existence. The
cloth doll becomes soaked with water—it does
not become one with it and it maintains its own
separate existence. Water does not enter into the
stone doll at all. A free soul is like the salt doll, a
worldly soul is like the cloth doll, and a bound
soul is like the stone doll.

« The sun may shine equally everywhere, but
it reflects more clearly in clean water, mirrors,
and other transparent objects. Similarly, God
may dwell in every heart, but He manifests more

completely in the hearts of holy people.
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« Tears of repentance and tears of joy come out
from opposite corners of the eyes: the former
from the inner corner and the latter from the
outer corner.

+ Question: ‘Nowadays many preachers
are preaching religion. What do you think of
them?’

Answer: ‘It is like a man who has food for
one person, but he has invited one hundred.
After practising a little sadhana, he has started
to make money by initiating disciples like a pro-
fessional guru’

« Question: “What is real preaching?’

Answer: ‘Real preaching requires that one
be absorbed in God before preaching spiritu-
ality to others. He who tries to make himself
free, preaches well. Hundreds of people from all
directions come to one who is free and they ask
for instruction. When the flowers bloom, bees
come of their own accord.

« Let the boat be in the water, but not water in
the boat. Let a spiritual aspirant live in the world,
but not let worldliness enter inside him.

« The same God manifested here as Krishna
and manifested there as Jesus.

+ God laughs twice. When two brothers di-
vide the land, saying, “This part is mine and that
part is yours, God laughs. He says to Himself,
“The whole universe belongs to Me, but they say
they own this portion or that portion.” When
the physician says to a patient’s mother, ‘Don’t
be afraid, mother; I shall certainly cure your boy,
God laughs. He says to Himself, ‘T am going to
take his life, and this man says he will save it!’

« When shall I be free? When ‘T’ ceases to be.
If T wants to remain, let it stay as a servant-I
of God.

« Neither sin nor mercury can be hidden.

« One who eats radish belches radish; one who
eats cucumber belches cucumber. What is inside
of a person comes out through his or her speech.
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+ One cannot see God without renouncing
lust and gold.

+ Question: “What should I do with bad
thoughts?’

Answer: ‘Let bad thoughts arise in the mind;
they cannot do any harm until you do something
wrong.

« Once the Master said, ‘If you want to under-
stand after hearing one sentence, come to me.
And if you want to understand after hearing a
thousand words, go to Keshab Chandra Sen” A
man asked him, ‘Please give me knowledge in
one sentence. He said, ‘Jagat mithya Brahma
satya; this world is impermanent and Brahman
isreal’

+ One cannot achieve anything if there is
any theft in the chamber of the heart [meaning
hypocrisy].

« Friend, aslongas1 live so long do I learn.

« As many faiths, so many paths. Have stead-
fast devotion to your path, but never hate or
criticize the paths of others.

+ God loves simplicity. Call on Him with a

simple and pure mind. You will then surely find
Him."

Ramakrishna’s Symphony

Ramakrishna lived for only fifty years, but the
impact of his life and message is immense. It is
not possible for ordinary people to comprehend
the greatness of avataras, so we try to get some
understanding of them through the words of
great thinkers and savants of the world.

Romain Rolland, a French writer and Nobel
Prize winner, wrote: ‘I am bringing to Europe,
as yet unaware of it, the fruit of a new autumn, a
new message of the Soul, the symphony of India,
bearing the name of Ramakrishna. ... The man
whose image I here evoke was the consumma-
tion of two thousand years of the spiritual life
of three hundred million people.**
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The famous English historian Arnold J. Toyn-
bee wrote: ‘Sri Ramakrishna’s testimony to the
harmony of religions ... can make it possible for
the human race to grow together into a single
family—and, in the Atomic Age, this is the only
alternative to destroying ourselves.*

Joseph Campbell, an American writer and
orientalist wrote: ‘Sri Ramakrishna cut the
hinges of the heavens and released the fountains
of divine bliss’ (32).

The Russian novelist and social reformer Leo
Tolstoy said: “Wonderful sayings! Ramakrishna
... aremarkable sage’ (33).

The Indian nationalist leader Mahatma Gan-
dhi wrote: ‘The story of Ramakrishna Parama-
hamsa’s life is a story of religion in practice. His
life enables us to see God face to face**

Itis said that we have enough religion to hate
one another, but not enough to love one another.
Religious sects are not bad, but sectarianism is
horrible: it teaches people to hate others. This
world would be an awfully boring place if all
people looked alike, thought alike, ate alike,
dressed alike, drove the same type of car, prayed
the same prayer, learned the same things, and
died from the same disease.

Vivekananda once said: ‘It is the clash of
thought, the differentiation of thought, that
awakens thought. Now, if we all thought alike,
we would be like Egyptian mummies in a mu-
seum, looking vacantly at one another’s faces.>

In this diverse world if we cannot live together
in peace, we shall die together by killing each
other. Love unites and hatred separates. Hatred
cannot be conquered by hatred, it can be con-
quered only by love. All avataras teach us to love
one another, but religious bigotry, narrowness,
and superstition separate us from one another.

Variety is the spice of life. A restaurant that
lists various kinds of food on its menu attracts

many people, because people get bored if they
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eat the same food every day. Ramakrishna
did not care for one-sidedness. He used to
say, “‘Why do I eat a variety of dishes? In order
not to become monotonous.** Again, he said:
‘One player is producing only a monotone on
his flute, while another is creating waves of mel-
odies in different ragas and raginis. That is my
attitude. Why should I produce only a mono-
tone when I have an instrument with seven
holes?’ (1009-10).

In this present age Ramakrishna played a var-
iety of notes on his divine flute and created a
symphony to blend all ‘isms’ of the world. He
taught humanity to listen to the splendid sym-
phony of the Soul and realize the divine unity in
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the diversity of this world. Y

References

1. M, The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna, trans. Swami
Nikhilananda (Chennai: Ramakrishna Math,
2002), 720.

2. Swami Basudevananda, Ashtarage Alapan (Cal-
cutta: Ramakrishna Basudevananda Sangha,
1956), 2.99—100.

3. The Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda,

9 vols (Calcutta: Advaita Ashrama 1-8, 1989;

9,1997), 6.465.

Gospel, 452.

Udana-Varga, 5.8.

Matthew, 7.12.

Mahabharata, 39.71.

See Sunna.

Talmud, Shabbat 3id.

1o. Complete Works, 4.187.

11. See Swami Chetanananda, How to Live with God
(St Louis: Vedanta Society, 2008), 348—50.

12. Romain Rolland, Tke Life of Ramakrishna (Cal-
cutta: Advaita Ashrama, 1984), 12—13.

13. Great Thinkers on Ramakrishna-Vivekananda
(Kolkata: Ramakrishna Mission Institute of
Culture, 2009), 6.

14. Swami Nikhilananda, Life of Sri Ramakrishna
(Kolkata: Advaita Ashrama, 2008), ix.

15. Complete Works, 2.363.

16. Gospel, 782.

Yo e

27



Sri Ramakrishna: The ‘New Man’ of the Age

Swami Bhajanananda

Eseche nitan manus dekbbi jadi ay cale.

A New Man has come; if you wish to see him,
come, let us go.

HIS IS THE OPENING LINE of a beautiful
Bengali song on Sri Ramakrishna, which is
set to a lilting tune and sungin many Rama-

krishnaashramas, especially on Sri Ramakrishna’s
birthdays. The song was composed about a hun-
dred years ago. The young people who used to
sing this songand dance to its tune grew old and
passed on. In subsequent years, generation after
generation, thousands of people have sung this
songand have grown old or passed on. For all of
them Sri Ramakrishna was the New Man. Men
and women come and go, but Sri Ramakrishna
abides as the New Man, and will apparently con-
tinue to do so for centuries to come. The reason
for this timeless newness of Sri Ramakrishna is
that he represents the archetypal or prototypal
man of the present age.

The Epochs

Anybody who studies history can see that
human culture passes through several stages of
development. These stages are known as epochs,
ages, or eras. An epoch refers to a certain period
in human history during which a certain zeit-
geist prevails in society. By zeitgeist—a term
popularized by the nineteenth-century Ger-
man philosopher Hegel—is meant the general

The author is Assistant Secretary, Ramakrishna
Math and Ramakrishna Mission.

28

intellectual, moral, and cultural climate of an
era; the ideas, beliefs, and values that dominate
the collective mind of the people duringa given
period.

As regards the nature of the succession of
epochs, there are two main views. According
to one view, historical progression is linear:
human culture goes on progressing from a
primitive or less developed stage to more and
more advanced stages—Hegel, Karl Marx, and
several others held this view. According to the
other view, the succession of epochs takes place
in a cyclic way.

The cyclic theory of the succession of differ-
ent epochs is found in several ancient cultures
such as Indian, Greek, and Chinese. In Indian
culture these epochs are called yugas, which are
enumerated as Satya, Treta, Dvapara, and Kali.
These yugas are believed to recur in long cycles
in the same sequential order. The ancient Greeks
and Romans also conceived human history as
consisting of ever-recurring cycles of four ages,
which they defined as Golden, Silver, Copper,
and Iron. In the writings of Marcus Aurelius and
Seneca it is described how history begins with
the Golden Age, which is an age of innocence
and simplicity, and how increase in wealth and
luxury leads to vices and degeneration.

The theory of cycles was revived in the nine-
teenth century by Nietzsche and, later on, by
Oswald Spengler and other thinkers. Speng-
ler regarded culture as a living organism: just
as human life has the four stages of childhood,
youth, old age, and death, so has culture four
stages. He believed that Western culture is in a
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state of irremediable decline. Arnold Toynbee,
Pitrim Sorokin, Caroll Quigly, and other think-
ers have also held the view that human history
passes through periods of growth, prosperity,
and decline and that Western culture isin a state
of decline. But according to them, after the de-
cline a resurgence of culture may take place.

Paradigm Shifts

Even without accepting any of the above the-
ories, if we carefully study human history, we
can see that it consists of a series of epochs, each
one being characterized by a set of dominant
thoughts, a certain belief pattern, values, and
outlook on life. A paradigm shift in all these
elements of culture takes place when an epoch
gives way to another epoch. This paradigm shift
starts with a fundamental epochal question or
set of questions.

Western culture has its roots deep in Greek
culture. Around the sixth century BCE a new
epoch began in Greek culture when several
thinkers like Thales, Anaximander, Empedocles,
and others raised the question: what is the ul-
timate substance of which the universe is made
up? Three hundred years later came Socrates,
who opened a new epoch with the basic ques-
tion: what is virtue? The answer he gave was:
virtue is knowledge. Three hundred years later
there arose in Palestine a young carpenter’s son
named Jesus, who gave a different answer to the
above question. His answer was: virtue is love—
love for man and love for God. With this answer
a new millennium began in Europe. The ques-
tions raised by the ancient Greek philosophers
were taken up again in the sixteenth century.

At the dawn of Indian culture the Vedic
Rishis raised some basic questions: What is the
nature of the ultimate Reality? What is the real
nature of man? What is life? What is the root
from which life springs again and again? What
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is the real source of all happiness? With these
questions began a new epoch in the history of
Indian culture.

Around the sixth century Bcg, Buddha raised
the question: what is the root-cause of all human
suffering? With that he inaugurated another
epoch. The Vedic and Buddhist paradigms con-
tinued as parallel streams in India for about a
thousand years, until Acharya Shankara arose
in the eighth century cE and established the su-
premacy of Advaita Vedanta, thereby opening a
new epoch. With the introduction of Islam in
the eleventh century another major paradigm
shift took place in Indian culture.

The greatest paradigm shift in Indian culture
began in the eighteenth century, when it encoun-
tered Western culture. Three aspects of Western
culture posed challenges to Indian culture: ma-
terialistic science, which called in question trad-
itional religious beliefs; open society based on
equality and social justice, which was in con-
trast to the caste-bound Indian society based on
inequality and social injustice; and the concept
of God as the saviour of sinners, the poor, the
downtrodden, and the sick. It was at that crit-
ical juncture that Sri Ramakrishna and Swami
Vivekananda arose and met these challenges.

In the year 1881 Swami Vivekananda—thena
college student known as Narendra—went to Sri
Ramakrishna at Dakshineswar and put to him
the question, ‘Sir, have you seen God?’ With-
out a moment’s hesitation Sri Ramakrishna an-
swered, ‘Yes, I see him as clearly as I see you, in
fact more intensely.” Sri Ramakrishna also told
him, on a later occasion, that he saw God in him
and in all human beings. With the above ques-
tion and answer Sri Ramakrishna and Swami
Vivekananda opened a new epoch in the history
of human culture.

For all their apparent simplicity, the above
question and answer have epochal significance.
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More than fifty years before science began to
confirm such views [about the unity of mat-

ter and spirit] tentatively, Ramakrishna realized these
truths in his own being and gave them to the world. He
is a great prophet who ushered in the new age some
time before the doctrines and the structures of the age
of dualism began to give way and break down. Rama-
krishna himself is a symbol of such richness and depth
that he has to be realized to be understood. No man can
bring him to us. Only he himself can make us know him.
—Dr Gualtherus H Mees,

‘Sri Ramakrishna and Religious Symbolism;

Vedanta for East and West, 11/3, 81—2.

In the first place, they have enabled countless

people to recover their faith in God. Secondly,
they have freed religion from the constraints of
scriptures and have paved the way for establish-
ing harmony among world religions. Thirdly,
Sri Ramakrishna and Swami Vivekananda sep-
arated spirituality from traditional religions,
making spirituality an independent personal

quest for the ultimate Truth in the depths of
one’s soul. They further showed that this inner
quest, which had formerly been confined only
to a small class of contemplatives, is possible

for all people and should indeed become an es-
sential dimension of everyone’s life. It was this

separation of spirituality from the cultic, ritu-
alistic, and institutional matrix of religion that
in due course developed into a universal spir-
itual movement that has been growing strong

in recent years, especially in Western countries,
under such names as New Age Movement, ‘sec-
ular spirituality, ‘global spirituality;, and ‘spir-
itual revolution’

The Power of Ideas

The nineteenth-century novelist and thinker
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Victor Hugo said, Nothing in this world is so
powerful as an idea whose time has come.” An
idea is the linguistic expression of a piece of
knowledge. Ideas expressed in a logical form con-
stitute what is known as ‘reason’. Just as animals
are guided by instincts, human beings are guided
byideas. Hegel, Toynbee, and other philosophers
of history have shown that ideas have played an
important role in determining the course of
human history. In a sense, human history may
be regarded as the history of ideas. However, the
popular understanding of ideas is superficial. To
have a deeper understanding of ideas it is neces-
sary to study the views of great thinkers.

It was in the fourth century BCE that the
Greek philosopher Plato first postulated the
self-existence of ‘ideas, independent of human
minds and external objects. Every objectin the
universe is only a copy or shadow of an eternal
Idea or Form or Archetype. This Idea cannot
be perceived or known by ordinary think-
ing. All these ‘ideas’ constitute a well-ordered,
perfectly logical, eternal system known as the
Logos, which is the basis of true reason. Plato’s
student Aristotle taught the reality of external
objects and denied the eternality of Platonic
‘ideas’ From that time Western philosophers
have been divided into two groups: idealists,
who hold that ‘ideas’ constitute the sole reality,
and realists, who hold that external objects con-
stitute the sole reality.

In Indian philosophy the third century BCE
philosopher Bhartrihari first propounded the
self-existence of knowledge independent of
mind. Knowledge exists as independent units
called sphora. The function of words and sen-
tences is to reveal the knowledge, sphosa, which
they symbolize. Words are perishable and unreal,
whereas sphota is unchanging and eternal. All
individual sphozas are parts of a universal sphoza

known as Shabda Brahman.
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The Mimamsakas reject the theory of sphoza
and hold the opposite view, that letters and
words are eternal. Vedantins also reject the sphota
theory. According to Advaitins, Brahman alone
is eternal. Letters and words may also be re-
garded as eternal, but only in the sense that they
are created at the beginning of each kalpa, cycle
of creation, exactly in the same way they existed
in the previous ka/pa. Knowledge is in the mind;
it does not exist independently. Atman is the ul-
timate source of consciousness or awareness. But
to know anything the medium of a v##, mental
modification, is necessary. Knowledge is the re-
sult of the illumination of vr#s by the light of
the Atman. Vr#is may be produced by external
perception, by reading books, or by thinking.
Vrttis are of two main kinds: nama-vyeti, which
produces words, and r#pa-vysti, which produces
imagesin the mind. Knowledge gained through
vretis gives rise to ideas.

In recent years ideas have gained great im-
portance in all fields. One reason for this is
the explosion of knowledge caused by the on-
going electronic revolution. All over the world
nations are moving from ‘agricultural society’
or ‘industrial society’ to ‘knowledge society’.
India is trying to leapfrog from an agricultural
economy to a knowledge-based economy. In a
knowledge society nothing is more important
than new ideas. Hence, innovation and cre-
ativity have become important aspects of
present-day education.

Another factor that has contributed to the
importance of ideas in recent years is the new
line of thinking that considers ideas, concepts,
values, and other elements of cultural informa-
tion to be self-propagating units termed ‘meme’
Meme is compared to the gene embedded in a
chromosome. Just as genes determine the phys-
ical traits of a living organism, memes determine
the ideas, beliefs, and culture of a human being.
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It is also held that memes undergo evolution fol-
lowing the same Darwinian principles of vari-
ation, competition, and natural selection. Justas
genes combine to form complexes, which deter-
mine physical traits, so memes combine to form
‘meme complexes, which determine the nature of
a culture. A whole new branch of social science
known as ‘memetics, on the lines of genetics, has
come into existence.'

It is in the light of the ancient and modern
streams of thought mentioned above that we
have to understand Swami Vivekananda’s views
on ideas as determinants of cultural epochs.

Swamiji’s Concept of Epochal Ideas

Swami Vivekananda attempted to reconcile and
unify Bhartrihari’s concept of sphoza and Shabda
Brahman with the Vedantic concept of Hiranya-
garbha, the Sankhyan concept of Mahat, and the
ancient Greek idea of Logos. In his discourse on
bhakti yoga, Swamiji writes:

In the universe, Brahma or Hiranyagarbha or
the Cosmic Mahar first manifested himself as
name, and then as form, i.e. as this universe.
All this expressed sensible universe is the form,
behind which stands the eternal inexpressible
Sphora, the manifester as Logos or Word. This
eternal Sphota, the essential eternal marerial of
all ideas or names, is the power through which
the Lord creates the universe; nay, the Lord first
becomes conditioned as the Sphota, and then
evolves Himself our as the yet more concrete
sensible universe.”

Vedanta holds that the microcosm and the
macrocosm, the individual and the universal, are
built on the same plane, in structure and function.
Thought vibrations arising in individual minds
travel like radio waves and influence other minds.
In fact, the mind of each person acts like a broad-
casting centre and also as a radio receiving set.
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Regarding this Swamiji says:

Good and evil thoughts are each a porent
power, and they fill the universe. As vibrarion
conrinues so thought remains in the form of
thoughr until rranslated into action. ... We are
the heirs to good and evil thoughr. If we make
ourselves pure and the instruments of good
thoughts, these will enter us. The good soul will
not be receprive to evil thoughts. Evil thoughts
find the best field in evil people; they are like
microbes which germinare and increase only
when they find a suitable soil (6.134).

Apart from the thoughts of individuals,
there are also universal thought waves. These
arise in the Mahat, cosmic mind, and are the
expressions of cosmic sphota known as Shabda
Brahman. These universal thoughts arise peri-
odically and spread all over the world, creating
new epochs in human history. They determine
the zeitgeist of an epoch. Regarding this Swami
Vivekananda says: ‘Mere [human] thoughts are
like little wavelets; fresh impulses to vibration
come to them simultaneously, until at last one
great wave seems to stand up and swallow up
the rest. These universal thought-waves seem
to recur every five hundred years, when invari-
ably the great wave typifies and swallows up the

others (ibid.).
Role of the Prophet

Arnold Toynbee, in his twelve-volume Study
of History, says that when wealth and vices in-
crease a civilization undergoes decline. At that
critical juncture a small group of thinkers who
have new ideas and are inspired by new ideals
arise and rejuvenate the culture by inaugurating
a new epoch. He calls this group the ‘creative
minority. How does this creative minority arise,
and how does it get its motivating ideas? After
examining several alternatives Toynbee comes
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to the conclusion that a group of people associ-
ated with a spiritual leader, such as a prophet or
incarnation of God, alone succeeds in inaugur-
ating a new epoch in the cultural history of hu-
manity. Swami Vivekananda’s ideas, expressed
forty years before Toynbee’s, are in accord with
the above view.

According to Swamiji, the prophet comes
riding the crest of the universal thought wave.
By ‘prophet’ is meant an illumined world
teacher who comes with a new message for the
whole humanity. All the world religions ac-
cept the concept of world teacher. Hinduism
and Christianity have the idea of incarnation
of God. In Christianity God is believed to in-
carnate only once in human history, whereas in
Hinduism God is believed to incarnate again
and again as an avatara ‘whenever virtue de-
clines and evil prevails’

Whatever be the name by which the world
teacher is known, the universal thought waves,
the epochal ideas, originate from him. He origin-
ates, energizes, spreads, and sustains the univer-
sal spiritual ideas that create the zeitgeist of the

epoch. Speaking about this Swamiji said:

It is this which constitutes a propher. He
focuses in his own mind the thoughr of the age
in which he is living and gives it back to man-
kind in concrete form. Krishna, Buddha, Christ,
Mohammad, and Luther may be instanced as
the great waves that stood up above their fel-
lows (with a probable lapse of five hundred
years between them). Always the wave thar is
backed by the grearest purity and the noblest
character is whar breaks upon the world as a
movement of social reform (ibid.).

The prophet or world teacher inspires a
group of disciples who spread the master’s mes-
sage among a ‘creative minority. The prophet
and his disciples function something like a hu-
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mongous hydroelectric dam. The waters of an

ordmary river do not have much ps-r BRar: ’ I 'he world could not bear a second birth like that
o

f Ramakrishna Paramahamsa, in five hundred years.
The mass of thought that he has left, has first to be trans-

from their use in irrigation and transport. But
when the waters flow through the giant tur-

bines of a hydroelectric dam, they produce tre-
mendous energy in the form of electricity. In a
similar way, the prophet or avatara generates
universal spiritual ideas and, by applying them
in his own life through his sadhana, imparts tre-
mendous power to those ideas and gives them
to the world as his message. Like high tension
power lines, which carry electricity from the
power plant to various parts of the country, the
disciples of the prophet serve as carriers of his
message and as the main channel for the flow of
his power to the common people.

Swamiji has stated that universal, epochal
thought waves occur approximately every five
hundred years. This means a world teacher or
prophet or incarnation appears on the world
scene once in five centuries or so. The history of
world religions shows that this, to a great extent,
is true. According to Swamiji, Sri Ramakrishna is
the latest of these generators of universal thought
waves. Swamiji said: ‘Once again in our day there
is a vibration of the waves of thought and the
central idea is that of the Immanent God, and
thisis everywhere cropping up in every form and

every sect (ibid.).
The Epochal ‘New Man’

Sri Ramakrishna is regarded as the avataraof the
modern age by millions of people. This popular
adoration is not the result of any propaganda.
There are thousands of homes, some even in the
most unlikely places, in which Sri Ramakrishna
is worshipped by people who know little about
him. In spite of his homely appearance, there is
something in his personality that radiates divin-
ity. Nearly a century ago a senior monk of our
Order once showed a photograph of Sri Rama-
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formed into experience; the spiritual energy given forth

has to be converted into achievement. Until this is done,
what right have we to ask for more? What could we do

with more?

—Sri Aurobindo Ghosh,
Prabuddha Bharata, 41/2,144

krishna to Sri Narayan Guru, the great saint and
social reformer of Kerala, and asked him, “What
do you think of this person?” After lookingat the
picture intently for a minute or two the Guru
replied, ‘If Brahman be given a Form, it would
be like this’ He then asked the swami whose pic-
ture it was, and was immensely pleased to know
that it was the picture of the guru of Swami
Vivekananda.

For a person who was to be regarded as the
modern incarnation, Sri Ramakrishna was born
in a most favourable place, time, and culture. It
is doubtful whether there was any better part
of the globe for an avatara to be born in than
India and, more particularly, Bengal. India is,
in the words of Swami Vivekananda, ‘the land
where humanity has attained the highest to-
wards gentleness, towards generosity, towards
purity, towards calmness, above all, the land of
introspection and of spirituality’ (3.105). The
Indian ethos provides the most favourable soil
for saintliness and spirituality to flourish, flower,
and fructify. This is the land where saints, sages,
and spiritual teachers are venerated as gods. Hin-
duism is a vast conglomeration of sects, cults,
beliefs, philosophies, practices, and traditions
and is an inexhaustible storehouse of vast spir-
itual power accumulated by thousands of rishis,
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yogis, munis, jnanis, bhaktas, monks, lay people,
saints, and sages through several millennia. The
whole of this vast spiritual power was available
to the new avatara to draw upon.

Bengali society, culture, and ethos were
particularly favourable to the advent of a new
avatara. The cultural homogeneity of Bengali
society cutting across caste barriers, the great
work of liberalizing social attitudes and uplift-
ing the masses carried on by Sri Chaitanya and
his followers, the kula-guru, hereditary system of
spiritual instruction, the popularization of con-
gregational singing, sazkirtan, and of meditation
and yogic practices by tantric followers among
the masses, the worship of God as the Mother
of the universe, mother-centred family life—all
these factors had prepared the socio-cultural
ambience for the work of the avatara of the age.
Moreover, since Calcutta was the capital of the
then British India, the awakening of the Indian
mind consequent upon the impact of Western
culture began in Bengal, and this had made the
minds of people more receptive to new ideas of
religious harmony, universalism, and divinity of
humankind taught by Sri Ramakrishna.

Naturally endowed with many extraordinary
qualities and capacities, Sri Ramakrishna was
out from the ordinary run of people. From his
childhood, he seemed to have an awareness of
his inherent divine nature and the uniqueness
of his personality; he also had the awareness
that he was born with a great mission in life.
This awareness made him think independently
and not follow the herd, while maintaining at
the same time an uncompromising adherence
to truth all through his life. Since he knew the
limitations of secular knowledge, he refused
to have more than two or three years of for-
mal schooling. He had a sharp intellect, gigan-
tic willpower, equality of vision, equanimity of
mind, unconditional love for all, deep compas-
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sion for suffering people, openness to diverse
views, and an attitude of harmony and accept-
ance towards life.

There are other features that make Sri Rama-
krishna stand out even among the elite group
of prophets and avataras. One of these is the
superhuman spiritual power that he displayed
in following the different spiritual paths of dif-
ferent Hindu sects and different world reli-
gions. Normally, all spiritual persons, including
great prophets, confine themselves to their own
unique spiritual paths discovered or traversed by
them. But Sri Ramakrishna not only followed
different spiritual paths with ease, he also at-
tained peak after peak of transcendental experi-
ence in each path with incredible rapidity. This
has no parallel in hagiography. About this extra-
ordinary spiritual feat, Sri Aurobindo writes:

In the life of Ramakrishna Paramahansa, we
see a colossal spiritual capaciry, first driving
straight to the divine realisation, taking, as it
were, the kingdom of heaven by violence, and
then seizing upon one Yogic method after an-
other and extracting the substance out of it with
an incredible rapidity, always to return to the
hearr of the whole marrer, the realisarion and
possession of God by the power of love, by the
extension of inborn spirituality into various
experience and by the sponraneous play of an
intuitive knowledge. Such an example cannor
be generalised.’

The other extraordinary feature of Sri Rama-
krishna’s personality was the tremendous,
unprecedented, and unparalleled degree of in-
tensity of love for God that he displayed in his
life. After Chaitanya Mahaprabhu the world
has never seen such an unimaginable intensity
of thirst for the experience of God. It was this
spiritual thirst that made him follow different
pathways to God.
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the avatarahood of Sri Ramakrishna through
some direct transcendental experience, which
he never divulged to anybody. This is clear from
the fact that the same Sri Ramakrishna whom
he doubted to be an avatara was later described
by him as Jrmbhita yuga isvara, jagadisvara;
God of the new age, God of the world’ and as
‘avataravaristha; the greatest of all incarnations’
in sublime hymns and songs that are now sung
in hundreds of homes and ashramas.

What was the reason behind Narendra’s hesi-
tation in accepting Sri Ramakrishna as an ava-
tara? It should be pointed out in this context
that the avatarahood of Sri Ramakrishna was
not adogma propounded by his disciples. Long
before the disciples started gathering around
him, he had been openly declared to be the
new avatara by several eminent scholars like
Vaishnavacharan, Narayan Sastri, Gauri Pandit
of Indesh, and others. Narendra knew all this,
he was also aware of the supernatural events in
the Great Master’s life. One day the well-known
Brahmo Samaj leader Vijaykrishna Goswami
had a vision of Sri Ramakrishna in Dhaka, and
by actually touching the figure he was seeing,
he checked that it was not an illusion. Later,
when he narrated the event before Sri Rama-
krishna at Cossipore in Calcutta, Narendra
was also present and said, ‘I too have seen him
many times. How can I say [ do not believe your
words?’ (885).>

From the above facts it is reasonable to as-
sume that the real cause behind Narendra’s hesi-
tation was that he was trying to understand the
deeper implications of the avatara doctrine and
wanted to have certitude regarding the truth of
it. Whereas the other disciples thought of Sri
Ramakrishna in relation to their own personal
salvation, Narendra thought of him in relation
to the implications of avatarahood for Hinduism
as a whole and for the well-being of humanity.

36

However, once he gained the certitude he was
seeking, Narendra used his insights to work out
the religious, national, and global implications of
Sri Ramakrishna’s avatarahood. One of the great
contributions Swami Vivekananda made to the
modern world was his new interpretation of the
concept of avatara and his exposition of the sig-
nificance of Sri Ramakrishna’s unique life.

In this regard Swamiji's work was somewhat
similar to that of St Paul. St Paul did not attempt
to expound the teachings of Jesus, of which
there is hardly any mention in his epistles; his
great work was to expound the significance of
Jesus’s life and death as well as to give a new in-
terpretation of the Jewish concept of Messiah,
the relevance and purpose of God’s incarnation.
Similarly, Swamiji’s main effort was not so much
to explain Sri Ramakrishna’s teachings, for he
knew that, since they are based on the eternal
truths of the spiritual realm, they had the force
of a new revelation and the intrinsic power to
create their own irresistible impact on the lives

of millions of people.
(To be concluded)

Notes and References

1. The concept of ‘meme’ was introduced in 1976
by Richard Dawkins through his book The Self-
ish Gene, and was popularized by the American
philosopher Daniel Dennet in 1991 through his
book Consciousness Explained.

2. The Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda,
9 vols (Calcutta: Advaita Ashrama, 1-8, 1989;
9,1997), 3.57-

3. SriArobindo, The Synthesis of Yoga (Pondicherry:
Sri Aurobindo Ashram, 2005), 36. Emphasis
added.

4. M, The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna, trans. Swami
Nikhilananda (Chennai: Ramakrishna Math,
2002), 962.

5. 'This kind of supersensuous experience belongs
to the category of what Christian mystics call
‘corporeal vision®
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Understanding Bhavamukha:
Sri Ramakrishna’s Unique
State of Consciousness

Swami Atmapriyananda

N HIS FAMOUS ESSAY TITLED ‘Hinduism
and Sri Ramakrishna, Swami Vivekananda

writes:

Truth is of two kinds: (1) that which is cogni-
sable by the five ordinary senses of man, and
by reasonings based thereon; (2) that which is
cognisable by the subtle, supersensuous power
of Yoga.

Knowledge acquired by the first means is
called science; and knowledge acquired by the
second is called the Vedas. ...

The person in whom this supersensuous
power is manifested is called a Rishi, and the
supersensuous truths which he realises by this
power are called the Vedas.

This Rishihood, this power of supersensuous
perception of the Vedas, is real religion. And so
long as this does nort develop in the life of an
initate, so long is religion a mere empry word
to him, and it is to be undersrood thart he has
not taken yer the first step in religion."

The Indian spiritual tradition is an authentic
record of the realizations of rishis constantly en-
gaged in Consciousness research. The truths that
they actually ‘saw) not through the eyes or the
senses but through supersensuous perception,

form a dynamic and vibrant body of knowledge

The author is Vice Chancellor, Ramakrishna Mission
Vivekananda University, Belur Math.
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created through their exploration and insight
into the mystery of Consciousness. This river of
rich spiritual tradition, set in motion by the rishis
ages ago, is flowing unhindered in a thousand
streams over the millennia through a perennial
chain of teacher-disciple succession, guru-Sisya
parampara, coming down to the present age of

Ramakrishna-Vivekananda.

‘Remain in Bhavamukha’

Bhavamukha s one of Sri Ramakrishna’s unique
contributions to the Indian spiritual tradition.
Sri Ramakrishna, who lived and moved about
soaked in God-consciousness, did not ‘concep-
tualize’ bhavamukha as a philosophical principle,
for his mind was too absorbed in the Divine to
attempt to transform any spiritual realization
into a ‘concept. The term bhivamukbha arose
from three spiritual experiences of Sri Rama-
krishna, perhaps unparalleled in the Indian spir-
itual tradition, and later on was conceptualized
as a unique philosophical principle by one of
his monastic disciples, Swami Saradananda, the
author of Sri Syi Ramakrishna Lilaprasanga—a
remarkable interpretive treatise on Sri Rama-
krishna’s exploratory adventures in the amazing
expanse of super-consciousness.”

Sri Ramakrishna was commanded by the
Supreme Being, whom he called the Divine
Mother Kali, to ‘remain in bbavamnkha —an
experience that he had a couple of times during
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the period of his superhuman spiritual struggles,
and a third time almost at the culmination of
his twelve years of intense sadhana. Interestingly,
this unique spiritual experience was triggered
by the mental disturbance that the childlike Sri
Ramakrishna, innocence incarnate that he was,
felt at the words of his cousin Haladhari. Hala-
dhari, who was arrogant, snobbish, and proud
of his scholarship, quoted the scriptures to say
that Sri Ramakrishna’s visions of gods and god-
desses were nothing but a fancy, resulting from
a frenzied brain. Sri Ramakrishna was visibly
perturbed. Like a child, he ran to his Divine
Mother Bhavatarini Kali and piteously impor-
tuned her to tell him about the veracity of his
visions. What the divine response was is best de-
scribed in Sri Ramakrishna’s own words:

I thoughr thart the divine visions that I had
had during ecstasy and the commands I had
received were all false. The Mother must have
cheated me! I was extremely upset. Piqued, I
cried to the Mother: ‘Mother, I am unlertered
and ignorant. Why have You cheated me in this
way? I couldn’t control myself, and kepr crying.
I was in a room of the kurhi [bungalow]. After
a while a smoke-like mist arose from the floor
and covered some space before me. Then I saw
within it a golden-complexioned, living, calm
face with long flowing beard. Thar figure looked
at me intently and said in a deep voice: ‘My
child, you remain in bhavamukha. You remain
in bhavamukha. You remain in bhavamukha!’
After repeating this three times, the form slowly
dissolved into the mist, then that mist also dis-
appeared. This vision reassured me.’

On another occasion he again felt terribly
perturbed remembering those words of Hala-
dhari. “While performing worship in the temple;
he narrated later, Tcried and pressed the Mother
to solve that matter. At that time the Mother, in
the guise of a woman known as “Rati’s mother”,
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appeared beside the consecrated pitcher [in-
stalled in front of the image] and told me: “You
remain in bhavamukha!™ (234). On a third oc-
casion, when Sri Ramakrishna had remained in
the nirvikalpa plane of consciousness, merged in
the absolute Brahman for nearly six months at a
stretch—after the peripatetic teacher Tota Puri
had imparted the Vedantic knowledge and left
Dakshineswar—he heard the incorporeal voice
of the Divine Mother speaking in his heart of
hearts: ‘You remain in Bhavamukha’ (ibid.).

Bhavamukha and Vijiana

There is another concept from the Indian spir-
itual tradition to which Sri Ramakrishna
provides fresh insightful meanings: vijzana.
Vedanta commonly speaks about an ajzani, ig-
norant person, and a j#4nz, one who hasattained
the knowledge of the supreme Reality. Besides
these two, Sri Ramakrishna highlights the state
of the vijiani. An ajiani is one who takes this
unreal world of relativity to be real. A jian: is
one who has realized the ephemeral nature of
the world, and equating ephemerality with un-
reality sees the world of relativity to be unreal
like a dream. Traditional Vedanta calls this per-
son a brahma-vid, knower of Brahman. Some
Vedantins speak of gradations amongst know-
ers of Brahman: brabhma-vid-vara, brabhma-vid-
variyan, and brabma-vid-varistha. In the case
of the brahma-vid-varistha, the highest type of
jAani, there is no question of seeing the world of
relativity atall, just as a person in deep sleep sees
nothing. He remains absorbed in the supreme
Brahman, and perceiving nothing else becomes
merged in it: ‘Brabma-veda brahmaiva bhavati;
aknower of Brahman becomes Brahman.

Sri Ramakrishna adds a new category into the
classes of brahma-jranis: the vijani. A vijhani,
according to Sri Ramakrishna, is one who having
attained parpa jiana, full knowledge of Brah-
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man, emerges from this state of complete ab-
sorption in the Supreme—by divine will—for
the good of the world, which for a vijzan: stands

transformed as the /74, divine play, of supreme

Consciousness. For a vijszant, the world is God’s

lila, the play of the supreme Consciousness in

the relative existence. Under a divine command,
and out of great compassion and unbounded

love for all beings, the vijzan: engages in the wel-
fare of all beings: sarva-bhuta-hite-ratah. While a
jnani rejects the world—considering it to be un-
real, like a mirage or adream—a vijziani sees the

world transformed into a luminous and joyous

reality saturated with divine bliss. From a philo-
sophical point of view, it may be said thata jan:
remains tuned to the saz and ciz aspects of saz-
cit-ananda, Existence-Knowledge-Bliss, while

a vijiani, by remaining tuned to the ananda as-
pect of Brahman, lives immersed in supreme joy
and rejoices, ramate, is tultilled, #ripro bhavati,
and sports, kr7dati, in Brahman.

The Bhagavadgita and the Upanishads may
be said to describe the state of a vijsani, rather
than that of a jzans, through such terms as azna-
rata, atma-typta, atma-santusta, and atma-krida,
and others. Such a vijAani, who has gone beyond
the sar and cit aspects of Brahman and has real-
ized the ananda aspect, sees the world not as
unreal, mithya—as is the case with a jzani—but
as the divine play of the supreme Consciousness,
with the full manifestation of the arnanda as-
pect of Brahman subsuming and overwhelming
the sar and cir aspects. The vijrani perceives the
nitya—absolute, transcendent—aspect of the
supreme Reality as vijzana-ghana-ekarasa, an
unbroken mass of awareness, and also perceives
the /ila aspect of the same Reality as the infilling
and overflowingbliss that interpenetrates and sat-
urates, otaprota, all that exists. This dual percep-
tion of the nizya and /ila aspects of the supreme
Reality, realized as one’s own inner Self, Atman,
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in the stillness of nirvikalpa samadhi and as an
all-pervading awareness and joy in the divine
sportof life, is the state of bhavamukhba. The state
of vijfiana as explicated by Sri Ramakrishna is
manifest in the avataras, divine incarnations. The
avataras, remaining in the state of bhavamukha,
express through their lives, teachings, and the
tradition they initiate and head the ananda as-
pect of Reality, the infinite bliss of God. Jesus
Christ’s exhortation to ‘rejoice and be exceed-
ingly glad’ points to this ananda aspect of God.

Philosophically speaking, the vijzani’s per-
ception represents a paradigm shift. The vijsan:
sees the supreme Reality, Brahman, as nirya—
transcendent, absolute, impersonal, and in-
finite; and simultaneously realizes the same
supreme Reality as /i/a—the immanent and all-
pervading Consciousness, the indwelling Reality
of all beings, antaryamin, that interpenetrates
and saturates the universe through and through.
The world of relativity is no longer rejected as
mithya, but is seen as 714, as ananda-svarapa, of
the nature of bliss. Thus, the new paradigm of
the vijiani is nitya-lila, which replaces the trad-
itional jzani’s paradigm of satya-mithya. The
famous dictum ‘brabma satyam jagat mithya;
Brahman is real, the world unreal’ is transformed
into ‘Brahma nityam jagat lila; Brahman is eter-
nal, the world (its) sport’ In this last assertion
the oneness and transcendence of Brahman, as
declared in the Advaita philosophy, is not com-
promised. The manifoldness and immanence of
Brahman, emphasized in the Dvaita schools, is
also not rejected. Both are perceived as being
subsumed into a totality where Reality is per-
ceived as the ‘one’ as well as the ‘many’—not
the ‘many’ seen in the unawakened state of an
ajrani, but the ‘many’ seen through the eyes of
a vijani, a transformed world of manifoldness
through which the ‘one’is playing, as it were, its
explicable divine sport as the ‘many’
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A jAani merginginto and becomingabsorbed
and lost in the infinitude of the Advaita experi-
ence of Brahman, now emerges as a vijzani in
the finite world of relativity, which stands trans-
formed before his vision as the manifestation of
the same Brahman. This transformed vision of
relativity and duality, as it were, ‘goes beyond’
the non-dual Advaita experience without any
contradiction between the two. This perhaps
is the meaning of Sri Ramakrishna’s statement:
“The spiritual experiences of this place (meaning
himself ) have surpassed even the Vedas and Ved-
anta’ (380). If one seeks a logical explanation of
how a vijnani emerges from the state of complete
absorption in the absolute and infinite Brahman,
one has to conclude that such a logical formu-
lation is impossible. This is the mystery of the
divine incarnation, avatara-tattva, which defies
all logic, as far as our limited minds go. Though
this state defies logic, it does not contradict it;
in this sense it is not a mystery, it is something
mystical. Swami Tapasyananda once told the
present author that Sri Ramakrishna’s concept
of the vijzani abiding in bhavamukha, may be
called ‘alogical mysticism. for it is non-logical
withoutbeing illogical; and it can only be under-
stood, if at all, through a divinely blessed super-
sensory perception.

The Ultimate Reality as
Impersonal-Personal

Sri Ramakrishna realized the ultimate Reality
as both impersonal and personal, both form-
less and with form, both transcendent and im-
manent. He has used wonderful illustrations
in his own inimitable style to describe this
realization. One of his teachings—which are
nothing but divine music—about the ultimate
Reality is as follows: Do not put any limitation
on the infinitude of the supreme Reality. It is
wrong to affirm that God can be formless and
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not with form, that God can be transcendent
and not immanent, impersonal and not per-
sonal. Different spiritual aspirants realize the
infinite and absolute Reality in innumerable
ways, and none has the right to say that this or
that alone is ‘the’ right perception of Reality.
Sri Ramakrishna says: ‘Yes, God has form and
He is formless too. Further, He is beyond both
form and formlessness. No one can limit Him."*
He illustrates the impossibility of the limited
human mind attempting to comprehend the
infinitude of the supreme Reality with the im-
agery of an ant going to a sugar hill, picking up
a grain of sugar to carry home, and imagining
that it can carry the whole hill back the next
time round! (102). Such is the predicament of
the human intellect.

Philosophically speaking, Vedanta posits two
forms of Brahman: sopadhika brahma, Brahman
associated with #padhis, limiting adjuncts; and
nirupadhika brahma, Brahman devoid of any
upadhi. They are also called saguna brabma,
Brahman with attributes, and nirguna brahma,
Brahman without attributes. Since these two
forms of Brahman are but aspects of the same
Reality, they are not different. Acharya Shankara
speaks of these two forms of Brahman and their
non-difference as follows:

Dviraspam hi brabhmavagamyate nama-ripa-
vikara-bhedop adbi-visistamn tad-viparitam
ca sarvopadhi-vivarjitam. ... Evam-ckam-
api brabmapeksitopadhi-sambandbam
nivastopadhi-sambandham copdsyatvena
Jjheyatvena ca vedantesu upadisyate.

Brahman, verily, is known to be of two forms:
that which is qualified by the adjuncrt or differ-
ence caused by the modifications of name and
form, and that which, on the conrrary, is devoid
of all adjuncts. ... Although Brahman is one, it
is taughr in the Vedantic texts as thar which is
to be medirated upon [or worshipped] as being
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related to assumed adjuncts, and as that to be
realized [or known] as being devoid of any rela-
tion to adjuncts.’

Acharya Shankara calls the saguna aspect of
Brahman as upasya-brabma, capable of being
worshipped or meditated upon. On the other
hand, the nirguna aspect of Brahman is jzeya-
brabma, to be realized or known as one’s own
Self, and not worshipped as different from one-
self. The acharya dismisses the differences as
merely in name:

Eko hy-ayam-atma nama-matra-bhedena
babudhabhidhayata iti.

The one Self, indeed, is designared differently
on account of the difference in mere name

(1.4.22).

Sri Ramakrishna givesa striking example to il-
lustrate the non-difference of God without form

and God with form:

Look, God is with form and again formless.
Who knows whar else He is besides these? Do

you know what God with form is like? It is like

warer and ice. When warer freezes, it becomes

ice—which inside and outside is warer only.
Ice is nothing bur water. Burt look, water does

not have any particular form, whereas ice does.
Similarly, through the cooling influence of the

devoree’s love the ocean of the indivisible Sat-
chidananda freezes and rakes various forms, as

does ice.®

And again:

No one can say with finaliry that God is only
‘this’ and nothing else. He is formless, and again
He has forms. For the bhakra He assumes forms.
Bur He is formless for the jnani, that is, for him
who looks on the world as a mere dream. ...
Think of Brahman, Existence-Knowledge-
Bliss Absolute, as a shoreless ocean. Through
the cooling influence, as it were, of the bhakeas

PB January 2011

love, the water has frozen at places into blocks
of ice. In other words, God now and then as-
sumes various forms for His lovers and reveals
Himself to them as a Person. Bur with the ris-
ing of the sun of Knowledge, the blocks of ice
melt. Then one doesn’t feel any more that God
is a Person, nor does one see God’s forms. Whar
He is cannot be described. Who will describe
Him? He who would do so disappears. He can-
not find his T’ any more.”

Sri Ramakrishna was also fond of comparing
a sadhaka, spiritual aspirant, who ventures to de-
scribe God to asalt doll that went to measure the
depth of the ocean. It dissolved in and became
one with the ocean. Who then would remain as
the individual to come back and give a description
of the ocean?

Yogodyan, 1898. Rambabu, Girishbabu, Akshay-
babu, Haramohanbabu, Kalipadababu, and Mano-
mohanbabu were present. Three or four of us were also
present. Suddenly, one person said, ‘Those who had
the good fortune to come to Sri Ramakrishna are all
spiritual aspirants and pure souls! Monomohanbabu
said, 'l cannot accept that. If that criterion were therein
Sri Ramakrishna's grammar, what would have been our
plight? When we came to him our condition was just
like these (pointing to the youth nearby). We had no
faith, no dedication, no definite goal, and no longing
to attain a goal. We did not know what sense control
was. We have learnt from our experience that these
qualities do not come from the beginning. They came
onhe by one afterwards because of his mercy. After hold-
ing on to him through his grace, we developed faith in
God, dedication, devotion, and whatever else. We did
not get those qualities through our own effort. We got

them through his grace.
—Bhakta Manomohan, 227
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Nitya and Lila:

Aspects of the Same Reality

Conditioned as we are by names and forms—our
bodies to be counted first among these—our
spiritual ascent to the attributeless Brahman,
nirupadhika nirguna brabhma, should perforce be
through Brahman with attributes and with qual-
ities, sopadhika saguna brahma. The realization
of the transcendental Reality, nirguna brabma,
is through the realization of the saguna brahma
that interpenetrates the world of names and
forms we live in. Swami Vivekananda observes:
“The Hindus have discovered that the absolute
can only be realised, or thought of, or stated,
through the relative.® Swami Yatiswarananda
has called it one of the ‘laws of spiritual life’:
“The realization of the Absolute—the transcen-
dental Reality—lies always through the realiza-
tion of the immanent divine Principle. The holy
Personality (Isza Devata) is a manifestation of
this divine Principle.”

Sri Ramakrishna said that the same Satchid-
ananda Brahman of the Vedanta tradition is Sat-
chidananda Krishna of the Vaishnava tradition as
well as Satchidananda Kali of the tantra tradition.
Sagupa brahma, called Ishvara or Divine Mother
Kali, is the same Brahman conceived of as with
attributes and qualities. As a corollary we could
argue that if, from the point of view of Brahman,
Ishvara or Kali could be called the saguna aspect
of Brahman, then, by the same logic, from the
perspective of Ishvara or Kali, Brahman should
be the zirguna aspect of Kali. Thus, from his real-
izations, Sri Ramakrishna arrived at what can be
putin simple equations: Kali = sag#na Brahman;
Brahman = nirgupa Kali.

As pointed out above, the realization of Brah-
man, the transcendent principle, is first through
the realization of the immanent principle. Sri
Ramakrishna says, ‘Pray to Brahman with attri-
butes, who listens to your prayers, and He Him-
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self will give you full Knowledge of Brahman; for
that which is Brahman with attributes is verily
Brahman without attributes, that which is Brah-
man is verily Shakti. One realizes this non-duality
after the attainment of Perfect Knowledge. The
Divine Mother gives Her devotee Brahmajnana
t0o.'® The uncompromising Advaitic text Ava-
dhuta Gitabegins with the following statement:
[Svaranugrahad-eva pursam-advaita-vasana; as-
piration for the Advaitic realization dawns in the
aspirant’s heart oz/y by divine grace, by the com-
passion and blessings of Ishvara.’

Einstein’s theory of relativity speaks of
frames of reference, a concept that could be
used with telling effect in the present context.
If Brahman is chosen as the frame of refer-
ence from which to look at Reality, Shakti is
the sagupa aspect of Brahman. Brahman is the
transcendent and absolute Reality, while Shakti
is the immanent aspect interpenetrating the
relative world of existence. On the other hand,
it Shakti is chosen as the frame of reference,
then Brahman becomes the zirgupa or tran-
scendent aspect of Shakti. From the Brahman
frame, the world of relativity—of names and
forms, including the jivas, beings, and ultim-
ately Ishvara—appear unreal, because from that
frame there is only one absolute transcendent
Reality in which the triad of jiva-jagat-isvara is
sublated. From the Brahman frame, therefore,
Brahman appears as the one Reality, brabma
satyam, and the world of relativity appears un-
real, jagat mithya, for it has no independent
existence apart from Brahman.

However, a new vision appears when, after at-
taining the Absolute, one looks at Reality from
the Shakti or Ishvara frame—it is the immanent
Reality seen as sporting and playing as innumer-
able names and forms, which in fact derive their
reality and existence from the Absolute. They ap-
pear as the /i/4, divine sport, of the transcendent
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Absolute, the zirya. Why and how the zirya
‘chooses’ to play its divine sport as the /7/z is a
question that cannot be logically formulated
with regard to the Absolute, as Swami Viveka-
nanda once pointed out in answer to a simi-
lar question by a group of pundits in Madras:
‘Questions of how; why, or wherefore relate to
the manifested world, and not to the Unmani-
fested, which is above all change and causation,
and therefore above all relation to the changing
universe. ... The question, therefore, is not one
which can be reasonably put. Put a proper ques-
tion ... and I will answer.* This is the paradigm
shift from satya-mithya to nitya-lila spoken of in
the earlier section.

Now, the Brahman frame is no frame at all,
there being no question of observation or per-
ception of Reality, the observer or the perceiver
himself having become one with Brahman, and
the mriputi, triad, of jata-jheya-jhana, knower-
known-knowledge, having vanished—the salt
doll having got dissolved in the ocean. All ob-
servation, transaction, and perception is possible
only in the Shakti frame; and the only paradigm
that accommodates the reality of the relative
world as /i, rooted in and derived from the
reality of Brahman, is the paradigm of nirya-lila
emphasized by Sri Ramakrishna. Advaita is not
compromised, and the Dvaita reality is accepted
as the /1l aspect of the same Reality, nitya. Lila
being the ananda aspect of Brahman, life in the
relative world is one of great joy—the joyous
play of the »itya as lila. This is the para-bhakti,
supreme love, spoken of in the very last chapter
of the Gita,'* and attained ‘after’ the fullness of
brahma-jrana, as distinguished from the bhakti
mentioned in the Gita as leading to brahma-
jrana (14.26). In vijrana, jnana and bhakti
are blended. This beautiful blend then issues
out in action, karma—the whole of life being
transformed into one divine /i/4, with the full
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realization of the nifya intact. The following well-
known hymn composed by Swami Vivekananda
on Sri Ramakrishna beautifully epitomizes this
synthesis:

Advaya-tattva-samabita-cittam
projjvala-bhakti-patavrta-vittam;

Karma-kalevayam-adbbuta-cestam
yami gurum sarvanam bhava-vaidyam.

I take refuge in thar guruy, the physician for cur-
ing the disease of samsara (relative existence)
whose mind is absorbed in the absolute non-
dual Consciousness, who is covered with the
effulgent envelope of bhakt, who is wonder-
fully active [in redeeming beings] through his
[divine] body engaged in karma."?

(To be concluded)
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Sri Ramakrishna on Himself

Compiled by Mohit Ranjan Das

Ancestry and Childhood

¢ HEN MY FATHER WALKED along the
lanes of the village wearing his wooden
sandals, the shopkeepers would stand

up out of respect and say, “There he comes!”

When he bathed in the Haldarpukur, the villa-
gers would not have the courage to get into the
water. Before bathing they would inquire if he
had finished his bath.

‘“When my father chanted the name of Raghu-
vir, his chest would turn crimson. This also hap-
pened to me. When I saw the cows at Vrindavan
returning from the pasture, I was transported
into a divine mood and my body became red.”

‘My mother was an embodiment of simplicity.
She was not worldly-wise at all; she did not even
know how to count money. She was not clever
enough to keep confidences when necessary.
She would divulge whatever was in her mind to
everyone. That is why people called her “loose-
lipped”. She was fond of feeding people.”

‘Once my father went to Gaya. There Raghu-
vir said to him in a dream, “I shall be born as
your son.” Thereupon my father said to Him: “O
Lord, I am a poor brahmin. How shall I be able
to serve You?” “Don’t worry about it”, Raghuvir
replied. “It will be taken care of.””*

‘I was born on the second day of the bright
fortnight of the moon. My horoscope shows the
positions of the sun, the moon, and Mercury at

The compiler is an engineer and environment
management consultant.
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the time of my birth. There are not many more
details’ (813).

‘During my younger days the men and women
of Kamarpukur were equally fond of me. They
loved to hear me sing. I could imitate other
people’s gestures and conversation, and I used
to entertain them that way. The women would
put aside things for me to eat. No one distrusted
me. Everybody took me in as one of the family.

‘But I was like a happy pigeon. I used to fre-
quent only happy families. I would run away
from a place where I saw misery and suffering.

‘One or two young boys of the village were
my close friends. [ was very intimate with some
of them; but now they are totally immersed in
worldliness. A few of them visit me here nowand
then and say, “Goodness! He seems to be just the
same as he was in the village school!” While T was
at school, arithmetic would throw me into con-
fusion, butI could paint very well and could also
model small images of the deities’ (239—40).

“While young, I could model small images of
deities. Lord Krishna, with flute in his hand. In
this way, I could model images of various gods
and goddesses. I then sold them at the price of
five or six annas. ... Also, [ used to draw pictures. I
used to model dolls with machinery for the move-
ment of their hands and legs. Many times, the
technicians of the Ras festival came to me to know
proper styles. ... T also knew the work of bricks.”

‘I loved to visit the free eating-places main-
tained for holy men and the poor, and would
watch them for hours. I loved to hear the read-
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ing of sacred books such as the Ramayana and
Bhagavata. If the readers had any affectations, |
could easily imitate them and would entertain
others with my mimicry.”

‘During my boyhood I could understand what
the sadhus read at the Lahas’ house at Kamar-
pukur, although I would miss a litde here and
there. If a pundit speaks to me in Sanskrit I can
follow him, but I cannot speak it myself” (407).

‘In that part of the country [Kamarpukur]
children are given pufted rice to eat from small
baskets. Those who are poor and have no baskets
eat from the corner of a cloth. Boys go cut to
play on the roads or in the fields carrying pufted
rice either in a basket or in the comer of a cloth.
It was June or July. I was then six or seven years
old. One morning I tock some puffed rice in a
small basket and was eating it as I walked along
the narrow ridges of the rice fields. In one partof
the sky a beautiful black cloud appeared, heavy
with rain. I was watching itand eating the puffed
rice. Very soon the cloud covered almost the
whole sky. Then a flock of cranes came flying,
white as milk against the black cloud. It was so
beautiful that I became absorbed in the sight; I
lost conscicusness of everything cutside of my-
self. I fell down, and the pufted rice was scattered
over the ground. I cannot say how long [ was in
that state. Some people saw this and carried me
home. That was the first time I lost external con-
sciousness due to ecstasy.®

First Vision of the Divine Mother

‘Once, sitting on the bank of the Ganges near the
Panchavati, holdinga rupee in one hand and clay
in the other, I discriminated, “The rupee is the
clay—the clay is verily the rupee, and the rupee
is verily the clay”, and then threw the rupee into
the river. But I was alitde frightened. “How fool-
ish of me to offend the goddess of fortunet” I
thought. “What shall I do if she doesn't provide
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me with food any more?” ... I said to the goddess,
“Mother, may you dwell in my heart™’

‘Ramprasad and other devotees had the vision
of the Divine Mother. One can definitely see Her.
Why can’t I2 ... Mother, You showed Yourself to
Ramprasad. Why won't You show Yourself to me?
I don’twant wealth, friends and family, or objects
of enjoyment. Please reveal Yourself to me.®

‘Mother, I have been praying to You so long!
Why don't You listen to me? You showed Your-
self to Ramprasad. Why won't You show Your-
self tome? ...

“There was an unbearable pain in my heartbe-
cause I could nothave avision of Mother. Just as
aman wrings out a towel with all his strength wo
get the water out of it, so I feltas if my heartwere
being wrungcut. I began to think I should never
see Mother. [ was dying of despair. In my agony,
I asked myself: “What’s the use of living this
life?” Suddenly my eyes fell on the sword that
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hangs in the Mother’s shrine. I decided to end
my life then and there. Like a madman, I ran to
the sword and seized it. Then I had a marvellous
vision of the Mother and fell down unconscious.
Afterwards what happened in the external world,
or how that day and the next passed, I don’t
know. But within me there was a steady flow of
undiluted bliss that I had never before experi-
enced, and I felt the immediate presence of the
Divine Mother. ... It was as if the room, doors,
temple, and everything else vanished together;
as if there were nothing anywhere! And what I
saw was an infinite shoreless ocean of light; that
ocean was consciousness. However far and in
whatever direction I looked, I saw shining waves,
one after another, coming towards me to swal-
low me up. They were madly rushing towards me
from all sides, with a terrific noise’ (212).

God-intoxicated State

“There is an image of Bhairava [a form of Shiva]
in meditation on the parapet of the natmandir
in front of the Kali temple. While going to the
temple to meditate, I would point to that image
and tell my mind, “You must meditate on the
Mother like that motionless statue”. No sooner
did I sitdown to meditate than I would hear clat-
tering sounds in all of my joints, beginningin my
legs. It was as if someone inside me were turning
keys to lock me up, joint by joint. I was power-
less to move my body or change my posture, even
slightly. I couldn’t stop meditating, or leave the
temple, or do anything else I wanted. I was forced
to sit in that posture until my joints began clat-
tering again and were unlocked, this time begin-
ning at my neck and endingin my legs’ (214).

‘I put my hand near the Mother’s nostrils and
felt that She was actually breathing. At night I
watched carefully, but in the lamplight I could
never see Her shadow on the temple wall. From
my room [ would hear Mother running upstairs,
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as merry as alictle girl, with Her ankletsjingling.
I would rush outside to see if this was true. And
there She would be standing on the veranda of
the second floor of the temple, with Her hair
blowing in the breeze. Sometimes She would
look towards Calcutta and sometimes towards
the Ganges’ (216).

‘“When I performed spiritual disciplines and
worship according to scriptural directions, I
used to think that the papa-purusha [evil spirit]
within me had been burnt. Who knew then that
a papa-purusha dwells in every human body, and
that it could be truly burnt and destroyed? In
the beginning of sadhana I felt a burning sen-
sation in my body. I thought, “What kind of
disease is this?” Gradually it increased in sever-
ity until it became unbearable. I applied various
medicated oils, but to no avail. Later on, I was
seated in the Panchavati one day when suddenly
I saw a terrible-looking, red-eyed man of black
complexion come out of this body ... and begin
to stumble about in front of me like a drunk-
ard. The next moment I saw a handsome per-
son emerge from this body, wearing an ochre
cloth and holding a trident in his hand. He vehe-
mently attacked the terrible person and killed
him, and from that point on the burning sensa-
tion diminished. Prior to this I had suffered from
that burning continually for six months’ (220).

‘At one time Rani Rasmani was staying in the
temple garden. She came to the shrine of the Di-
vine Mother, as she frequently did when I wor-
shipped Kali, and asked me to singa songor two.
On this occasion, while I was singing, I noticed
she was sorting the flowers for worship absent-
mindedly. At once I slapped her on the cheeks.
She became quite embarrassed and sat there with
folded hands.

‘Alarmed at this state of mind myself, I said to
my cousin Haladhari: “Just see my nature! How
can I get rid of it?” After praying to the Divine
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Mother for some time with greatyearning, [ was
able to shake off this habit:®

‘Atfirst I practised sadhanain the Panchavati.
I made a grove of tulsi-plants and used to sit in-
side it and meditate. Sometimes I cried with a
longing Heart, “Mother! Mother!” Or again,
“Rama! Rama!™ (543).

‘As I was perfectly unmindful of cleaning the
body at that time, the hairs grew long and got
matted of themselves, being smeared with dirt
and dust. When [ used to sit in meditation, the
body used to become stift and motionless like
a stock through intense concentration of mind,
and birds, taking it to be an inert substance, came
freely, perched on the head, and pecked into the
matted hair in search of food. Sometimes I used
to feel so intensely the pangs of separation from
God, that in great bitterness I rubbed my face on
the earth; often it used to get lacerated and bleed.
And in meditation, prayer and other devotional
practices, the day used to fly away so quickly that
I was not conscious of it. At dusk, when the ap-
proach of night was announced by the ringing
of bells and the blowing of conches from the
temple, I used wo be reminded that the day had
passed and the night had set in. With this con-
sciousness a frenzy of despair would seize my soul,
and I'would throw myself on the ground and rub
my face on it, crying loudly, “Mother, a day has
passed; still Thou hast not appeared before met”
A gnawing anguish used to torment my soul, and
those who saw me like that, writhing in agony,
thought that I was suffering from colic pain’*®

T thought that the divine visions I had had
during ecstasy and the commands [ had received
were all false. The Mother must have cheated
me! [ was extremely upset. Piqued, I cried to
the Mother: “Mother, I am unletered and ig-
norant. Why have You cheated me in this way?” I
couldn’t control mryself, and kept crying. I wasin
aroom of the kuzhi [bungalow]. After a while a
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smoke-like mistarose from the floor and covered
some space before me. Then [ saw within it a
golden-complexioned, living, calm face with
long flowing beard. That iigure locked at me in-
tently and said in a deep voice: "My child, you
remain in bhavamukha. You remain in bhava-
mukha. You remain in bhavamukha!***!

“The Divine Mother revealed to me in the
Kali temple that it was She who had become
everything. She showed me that everything
was full of Consciousness. The Image was Con-
sciousness, the altar was Consciousness, the
water-vessels were Consciousness, the door-sill
was Conscicusness, the marble floor was Con-
sciousness—all was Consciousness.

I found everything inside the room socaked,
as it were, in Bliss—the Bliss of Sarchidananda.
I saw a wicked man in front of the Kali temple;
but in him also I saw the Power of the Divine
Mother vibrating.

“That was why I fed a cat with the food that
was to be offered to the Divine Mother. I clearly
perceived that the Divine Mother Herself had be-
come everything— even the cat. The manager of

the temple garden wrote to Mathur Babu saying
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that I was feeding the cat with the offering in-
tended for the Divine Mother. Bur Mathur Babu
had insight into the state of my mind. He wrote
back to the manager: “Let him do whatever he
likes. You must not say anything to him”"**

“To my Divine Mother I prayed only for pure
love. I offered flowers at Her Lotus Feet and
prayed to Her: “Mother, here is Thy virtue, here
is Thy vice. Take them both and grant me only
pure love for Thee. Here is Thy knowledge, here
is Thy ignorance. Take them both and grant me
only pure love for Thee. Here is Thy purity, here is
Thy impurity. Take them both, Mother, and grant
me only pure love for Thee. Here is Thy dharma,
here is Thy adharma. Take them both, Mother,

and grant me only pure love for Thee™ (138—9).

Stippers made of canvas used by Sri Ramakrish na

‘Tdidn'task even for knowledge or publicrec-
ognition’ (635 ). T could not say: “Mother, here is
Thy truth and here is Thy falsehood. Take them
both.” I gave up everything at Her feet but could
not bring myself to give up truth’ (312).

‘At Dakshineswar [ was initiated into the mys-
tery of Rama worship. I painted my forehead
with a long mark and put on a string with a dia-
mond round my neck. But after a few days I gave
them up’ (305).
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“While repeating the name of Rama, I some-
times assumed the attitude of Hanuman and
fixed a tail to the lower end of my backbone. I'was
in a God-intoxicated state. At that time I used to
put on a silk robe and worship the Deity. What
joy I experienced in that worship!” (543—4).

‘By constant meditation on the glorious charac-
ter of Hanuman [ totally forgot my own identity.
My daily life and style of food came to resemble
those of Hanuman. I did not feign them; they
came naturally to me. I tied my cloth round the
waist, letting a portion of it hang down in the
form of a tail, and jumped from place to place in-
stead of walking. I lived on fruits and roots only,
and these I preferred to eat without peeling. I
passed most of the time on trees, calling cutin a
solemn voice, “Raghuvirt” My eyes looked restless
like those of amonkey, and most wonderful of all,
my coccyx enlarged by about an inch. It gradually
resumed its former size after that phase of mind
had passed on the completion of that course of
discipline. In short, everything about me was
more like a monkey than a human being’*?

‘I saw Sita in a vision. I found that her entire
mind was concentrated on Rama. She was tot-
ally indifferent to everything—her hands, her
feet, her clothes, her jewels. It seemed that Rama
had filled every bit of her life and she could not
remain alive without Rama’**

‘A young monk exactly resembling me would
come out of my body and instruct me in all mart-
ters. Sometimes when he would emerge from
me [ would have a little outer consciousness; at
other tmes I would lose it altogether and be-
come inert. I would watch his movements and
listen to him speak. The Brahmani and Tota Puri
only reiterated the spiritual teachings thac I had
heard from him. They taught me what I had al-
ready learned. It seems that they came into my
life as gurus in order that respect for the injunc-

tions of the scriptures would be maintained. No
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other purpose can be found for my acceptance

of Tota Puri and others as gurus.*’

Tantra Sadhana

‘Ifelt such a burning sensation all over my body; I
used to stand in the waters of the Ganges, with my
body immersed up to shoulders and a wet towel
over my head all through the day, for it was insuf-
ferable. Then a Brahmana lady came and cured
me of itin three days. She smeared mybody with
sandalwood paste and put garlands on my neck,
and the pain vanished in three days.*®

‘During the day the Brahmani would travel to
various places far away from the temple and col-
lect rare articles prescribed by Tantra. At night-
fall she would set up the ritual either under the
bel tree or under the Panchavati, then call me to
worship the Divine Mother with those articles,
advising me to be absorbed in japa and medita-
tion. But I could seldom do japa after worship
because my mind was so absorbed that I would
merge into samadhi while turning the rosary. I
would truly experience the result of that rite, as
described by the scriptures. Thus I had vision
after vision and innumerable wonderful spiritual
experiences. The Brahmani made me practise all
the sixty-four sadhanas prescribed in the Vishnu-
kranta section of the Tantra, one after the other.
Those were difficult practices; most aspirants fall
while practising them. But I got through them
successfully by the Mother’s grace.

‘One night the Brahmani brought a beautiful
young woman from somewhere and arranged
the worship. She put the woman on the Devi’s
seat, then instructed me, “My child, worship her
as the goddess.” When the worship was over, she
said to me: “My child, think of her as the ver-
itable Divine Mother. Sit on her lap and prac-
tise japa wholeheartedly.” I was seized with fear,
wept piteously, and said to the Divine Mother:
“Mother, why do You give this command to one
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who has taken refuge in You? Does Your weak
child have the power to withstand such a severe
trial?” As soon as I said that, my heart was filled
with divine strength. Like a hypnotized person,
not knowing what I was doing, I repeated the
mantra, sat on the woman’s lap, and immedi-
ately went into samadhi. When I regained outer
consciousness, the Brahmani said: “You have
completed the rite, my child. Under such cir-
cumstances, others restrain themselves with great
difficulty and finish by repeating the mantra
for a very short time. But you entered samadhi,
losingbody-consciousness completely!” When I
heard this I was reassured. With a grateful heart
I bowed down to the Divine Mother again and
again for enabling me to withstand the ordeal.

‘One day [ saw the Brahmani cook fish in a
human skull and offer it to the Divine Mother.
She made me do the same and asked me to eat
that fish. At her command I did so, and T had no
aversion in my mind.

‘But on another day she brought a piece of
rotten human flesh, offered it to the Mother, and
asked me to touch it with my tongue. I was hor-
rified with disgust and protested, “How can I do
that?” She replied: “What do you say, my child?
Look, I am doing it.” Saying so, she put a lictle
into her mouth. Saying “Please shun aversion,”
she placed a portion of itin front of me. As soon
as [ saw that, the Divine Mother’s terrible form
of Chandika arose in my mind; then repeating

“Mother, Mother” [ went into ecstasy. I then felt
no aversion when the Brahmani put a bit of the
flesh into my mouth.

‘Having thus initiated me into Purnabhisheka
[full initiation into Tantric rites], the Brahmani
made me perform innumerable rites. I don’t recall
all the details now. But I do remember the day I
witnessed the union of a man and a woman: I per-
ceived only the divine sport of Shiva and Shakd,

and went into samadhi. When I regained outer
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consciousness, the Brahmani told me: “My child,
you have attained perfection in an extremely dif-
ficult esoteric sadhana and are established in the
divine mode. Thisis the last sadhana of the heroic
mode of worship.” Shortly afterwards, with the
help of another Bhairavi who came to Dakshin-
eswar, | performed the worship of the female fig-
ure in accordance with Tantric rites. This ritual
was performedin the daytime in view of all, in the
open natmandir of the Kali temple. I gave her one
and a quarter rupees as an offering. Thus, I com-
pleted the sadhana of the heroic mode. Through-
out the long period of the Tantric sadhana, I
always maintained my atticude towards all women
as mother, and I also could not touch even a drop
of karana [ meaning wine, but also canse]. When-
ever [ heard the word karana or smelled wine, 1
would realize the Cause of the universe, God, and
lose outer consciousness. I would likewise go into
samadhi as soon as I heard the word yozni, [mean-
ing female organ, but also source], thinking of the
Source of the world, God."’

Vatsalya Bhava Sadhana
‘Babaji [ Jatadhari] served the image of Ramlala

for many years. He carried his deity wherever
he went. Whatever he got by begging he would
cook and offer to him. Not only that, he actually
saw Ramlala eating, or demanding something
to eat, or wanting to go for a walk, or childishly
asking for something, and so on. Jatadhari was
absorbed in serving Ramlala and overwhelmed
with joy. I also saw Ramlala acting like that. I
stayed with Jatadhari for almost the whole day
and watched Ramlala.

‘As the days passed, I felt that Ramlala loved
me more and more. As long as I remained with
Jatadhari, Ramlala was happy and playful. But
whenever [ left and went to my own room, he
followed me there at once. He wouldn’t remain
with Jatadhari, even though I ordered him not to
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come with me. I thought at first that this must

be an illusion. For how could the deity whom

Jatadhari had worshipped for so long with such

devotion love me more than him? But it was not

my imagination. I actually saw Ramlala as I see

you—now dancing ahead of me, now following

me. Sometimes he insisted on being taken on my

lap. But then when I picked him up, he wouldn’t

want to stay there. He would run around in the

sun, plucking flowers among the thorns, or

splashing and swimmingin the Ganges. I told

him over and over again: “Don’t do that, my
child. You'll get blisters on the soles of your feet
if you run in the sun. You'll catch cold and fever

if you stay in the water so long.” But he never lis-
tened to my words, however much I warned him.
He'd go right on with his pranks. Sometimes he'd

look at me sweetly with his beautiful eyes, or he'd

pout and make faces at me. Then I'd get really
angry and scold him, “Just you wait, you rascal,”
I'd tell him, “T’ll give you a big thrashing today.
I'll pound your bones into powder.” I'd pull him

out of the water or the sun and try to tempt him

with some gift to stay and play inside the room. If
he went on being naughty, I'd give him a couple

of slaps. But when I did that he'd pout and look
at me with tears in his eyes, and I'd feel such pain

that I'd take him on my lap and comfort him. All

these things actually happened.

‘One day, when I was going to bathe in the
Ganges, he insisted on coming with me. What
couldI do?Thad tolet him. But then he wouldn'’t
come out of the water. I begged him to, but he
wouldn’t listen. At last I got angry and I dunked
him, saying, “All right—stay in as long as you
like!” While I was doing this, I actually saw him
gasping and struggling for breath! “What am I
doing?” I thought to myself in dismay. I pulled
him out of the water and took him in my arms.

T can’t describe how greatly another incident
pained me and how bitterly [ wept because of it.

PB January 2011



Sri Ramakrishna on Himself 89

On that day Ramlala kept asking me for some-
thing to eat, and all I had to give him was some
coarse parched rice that wasn't properly husked.
As he was eating it, the husks scratched his deli-
cate, tender tongue. [ felt so sorry! I took him
on my lap and exclaimed: “Your mother Kau-
salyaused to feed you cream and butter with the
greatest care, and I've been so thoughtless, giving
you the coarse food!™ (574—6).

‘On some days Jatadhari would cook food
to offer Ramlala, but couldn’t find him. Then
he would come running in distress to my room,
and there would be Ramlala playing on the floor.
Jatadhari’s feelings were terribly hurt. He'd scold
Ramlala, saying: “I took so much wouble to cook
food for you. I locked all over the place—and
hereyou were, all the time! You don’t care about
me. You have forgotten everything. And that’s
how you always are. You do just as you please.
You have no kindness or affection. You leftyour
parents and went into the forest. Your poor father
died of a broken heart, and you never even came
back to show yourself to him on his deathbed!”
Talking like this, Jatadhari would drag Ramlala
back to his own room and feed him. Thus, the
days rolled on. Jatadhari stayed on at Dakshin-
eswar for a long time, because Ramlala didn’t
want to go away and leave me. And Jatadhari
couldn’t bear to leave Ramlala behind, having
loved him for so long,

“Then one day Jatadhari came to me, crying
with joy, and said: “Ramlala has revealed him-
self to me in a way that I have never known be-
fore but have always longed for. Now the desire
of my life is fulfilled. Ramlala says he won't go
away from here; he doesntwantto leave you. But
I'm not sad about it anymore. He lives happily
with you and plays joyfully, and I am full of bliss
when I see him this way. [ have learned now to be
happy simply in his happiness, so I can now leave
him with you and go away. I will enjoy knowing
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that he is happy with you” Then Jatadhari gave
me the image of Ramlala and said good-bye. And
Ramlala has been here ever since’ (579-80).

Woollen socks worn by Sri Ramalrishna

Madhura Bhava Sadhana

“Unless one is free of lust, one cannot understand
Radha, the embodiment of mahabhava. When
the gopis saw Satchidananda Krishna, they
would lose body-consciousness as they experi-
enced bliss a million times more intense than
sexual union. Could the thought of trivial sen-
sual pleasure arise then in their minds? The di-
vine lustre of Krishnas body would touch them,
making them experience more ecstasy in every
pore of their bodies then sexual pleasure could
ever give them!’ (289).

‘Teisimpossible to describe the incomparable,
pure, heavenly beauty and sweetness of Radha,
who rencunced everything out of her passion-
ate love for Krishna. Her complexion was light
yellow like stamens of the nagakeshara [mesua
ferra) flower’ (300).

‘Oh, what a state I passed through! I passed
some days absorbed in Shiva and Durga, some
days absorbed in Radha and Krishna, and some
days absorbed in Sita and Rama. Assuming
Radha’s attitude, I would cry for Krishna, and as-
suming Sita’s attitude, [ would cry for Rama’™*®

‘Sometimes, when the mind descended to the
Lila,  would meditate day and nighton Sitaand
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Rama. At those times I would constantly behold
the forms of Sita and Rama. ...

‘Again, I used to be absorbed in the ideal of
Radha and Krishna and would constantly see
their forms. Or again, I would be absorbed in
the ideal of Gauranga. He is the harmoniza-
tion of two ideals: the Purusha and the Prakriti.
At such times I would always see the form of
Gauranga.

“Then a change came over me. The mind left
the plane of the Lilaand ascended to the Nitya.
... I no longer enjoyed seeing the forms of God;
I said to myself, “They come and go™. I lifted my
mind above them. I removed all che picrures of
gods and goddesses from my room and began
to meditate on the Primal Purusha, the indi-
visible Satchidananda, regarding myself as His
handmaid’ (743—4).

‘For many days I cherished the feeling chac I
was a companion of the Divine Mother. I used

Leather slippers used by Sri Ramakrishna

S

to say: “I am che handmaid of Brahmamayi, che
Blissful Mother. O companions of the Divine
Mother, make me the Mother’s handmaid! T shall
go about proudly, saying, T am Brahmamayi's
handmaid! ™' (483).

‘T spent many days as the handmaid of God. I
dressed myself in women'’s clothes, put on orna-
ments, and covered the upper part of my body
with a scarf, jusc like a woman. Wich the scarfon
T'used to perform the evening worship before the
image’ (603).

‘I put on anose-ring. One can conquer lust by
assuming the attitude of a woman.

‘One must worship the Adyasakd. She must
be propitiated. She alone has assumed all female
forms. Therefore I look on all women as mother’

(701).
(To be concluded)
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Sri Ramakrishna in Contemporary Eyes

Swami Vimalatmananda

N HIS FOREWORD TO the Gospel of Sri Rama-
I/erisbm, Aldous Huxley regrets the dearth of

reliable accounts of the lives of spiritual ge-
niuses." Itis therefore of singular importance that
many of Sri Ramakrishna’s disciples left authen-
tic records of his life and teachings. There were
also numerous devotees, scholars, and admirers
who after meeting Sri Ramakrishna recorded their
wonderful observations in journals, periodicals,
and books. Some among them were famous per-
sonalitiesand scholars of high repute, while others
were ordinary persons. They had spoken with Sri
Ramakrishna, bowed at his feet, stayed with him,
witnessed his divine play, listened to his conversa-
tions, and observed him closely. Thus, their writ-
ings have an historical value. They have analysed
Sri Ramakrishna’s life and teachings in their own
way and understanding. Swami Vivekananda
rightly said: ‘Each devotee colours Shri Rama-
krishnain the light of his own understanding and
each forms his own idea of him from his peculiar
standpoint. He was, as it were, a great Sun and
each one of us is eyeing him, as it were, through
adifferent kind of coloured glass.”* Here we shall
briefly review a few of these personalities and their
views on Sri Ramakrishna’s life and teachings.

‘Bees’ Swarm to Dakshineswar

Sri Ramakrishna used to say, ‘As soon as flowers
blossom, bees come of themselves. They have
not to be invited. When love for and devotion

The author is Trustee, Ramakrishna Math and
Ramakrishna Mission.
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to God become truly manifested in you, all who
have sacrificed their lives, or have resolved to do
so in quest of God, that is to say, for the attain-
ment of Truth, cannot but come to you under
the influence of an inexplicable spiritual law.*
Indeed, there was a continuous flow of sadhakas,
saints, pandits, devotees, and other people from
various parts of the country to the Dakshineswar
Kali temple after Sri Ramakrishna perfected him-
self in different sadhanas. He enjoyed their com-
pany, and some of them took spiritual initiation
from him. Upon his wish, Mathur Babu, his
‘sponsor’ for fourteen years, arranged for various
requisites of worship, a large store of goods, and
comfortable accommodation for these visitors.
Vaishnavacharan Goswami, a great leader of
the Vaishnava community, a sadhaka versed in
the scriptures and scholar of Nyaya and Vedanta,
accepted the invitation by Mathur Babu and
Bhairavi Brahmani to ascertain the spiritual con-
dition of Sri Ramakrishna. He came to the Kali
temple and wasastounded to see Sri Ramakrishna.
Vaishnavacharan was the first scholar to proclaim
Sri Ramakrishna’s uniqueness. “With the help of
the subtle insight born of Sadhana, Vaishnavacha-
ran came to know the moment he saw him that
the Master [Sri Ramakrishna] was a great soul’
(582). Further, Vaishnavacharan firmly asserted
that Sri Ramakrishna had undoubtedly experi-
enced mababhava' and that was a sure sign of the
rare manifestation of God in human form.
Gauri Pandit of Indesh, a village in the
Bankura district of West Bengal, was a great
scholarand an eminent tantric sadhaka who paid
Sri Ramakrishna a visitin 1870 at Dakshineswar.
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Gauri had developed through sadhana an occult
power that rendered him invincible in debate.
This time also, Mathur Babu convened a meeting.
Gauri Pandit saw Sri Ramakrishnas lifestyle and
personality. With a keen spiritual insight born of
tapas he came to know that Sri Ramakrishna was
not an ordinary sadhaka, but a great soul. Not
entering into any scholarly discussion Gauri Pan-
dit unhesitatingly said, ‘Does Vaishnavacharan
call you an incarnation only? I should consider
his estimate very low. My conviction is that you
are He, from a part of whom the Incarnations
come down to the world from age to age to do
good to humanity, and with whose power they
accomplish that work of theirs!” (s94).

Pandit Padmalochan, a scholar of Nyaya and
Vedanta, was the court pandit of the Maharaja
of Burdwan. Once, while convalescing from an
illness at Ariadaha, not far from Dakshineswar,
Sri Ramakrishna went to see him along with his
nephew Hriday. Sri Ramakrishna found Pan-
dit Padmalochan aliberal-minded sadhaka, well
versed in the scriptures. Padmalochan also had
the firm conviction that Sri Ramakrishna was
a great soul who had attained an extraordinary
state of spiritual evolution that went beyond the
states described in the scriptures. He said to Sri
Ramakrishna: “When I shall come round, I’ll
convene a meeting of all the scholars and tell
them all that you are an incarnation of God. I'll
see who can refute my word’ (634).

Another scholar who visited Sri Ramakrishna
was Narayan Shastri from Rajputana. He had led
an orthodox life of a brahmachari, celibate stu-
dent, for twenty-five years and studied the five
branches of Indian philosophy under compe-
tent teachers at Varanasi and some other places.
He came to Navadwip to study the Nyaya phil-
osophy. After acquiring mastery over Nyaya he
came to Dakshineswar and stayed with Sri Rama-
krishna for several months. He was charmed on
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seeing Sri Ramakrishna and decided to realize
Brahman under his guidance. He witnessed Sri
Ramakrishna’s wonderful spiritual experiences
and visions of the seven spiritual planes as men-
tioned in Vedanta. He had read and learnt words
like samadhi and Satchidananda while Sri Rama-
krishna was actually experiencing these states
day and night. Narayan Shastri said to himself:
‘Ah, how wonderful! Where else shall T have
such a person to teach and explain the hidden
meanings of the Sastras? This opportunity must
not be missed. The means of immediate know-
ledge of Brahman must be learnt from him at
any cost’ (627). One day he got the opportunity
and prayed to Sri Ramakrishna for sannyasa. Sri
Ramakrishnaagreed to grant sannyasa to his able
disciple. Narayan Shastri was the first sannyasin
disciple of Sri Ramakrishna. After sannyasa
he left Dakshineswar and went to Vasishtha
Ashrama for the realization of Brahman.

Swami Dayananda Saraswati (1824-83), the
founder of the Arya Samaj and an independ-
ent interpreter of the Vedas, stayed at Baranagar
(Sinthi), Calcutta, from 15 December 1872 to 15
April 1873.° Though widely known for his schol-
arship, he had not started his own movement
yet. On hearing of Swami Dayananda, Sri Rama-
krishna visited him and later referred to this in-
cident thus: ‘Tfound that he had acquired alittle
power; his chest was always red. He was in the
state of Vaikhari, speaking on scriptural subjects
night and day’® That day Keshabchandra Sen
also came to see Dayananda. Seeing Keshab, Sri
Ramakrishna went into samadhi. Swami Daya-
nanda became spellbound at this sight and ex-
pressed his high opinion about Sri Ramakrishna
to Captain Vishwanath Upadhyay: “We merely
study the Vedas and Vedanta; but I see the fruits
of the scriptures in this great soul. After seeing
him it is evident that scholars only drink butter-
milk by churning the scriptures and great souls
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like him partake of the entire butter.”

One cught not to imagine that only eminent
sadhakas and pandits recognized Sri Rama-
krishna’s greatness. Chinu Shankhari of Kamar-
pukur was among the first persons to realize Sri
Ramakrishna’s divinity. Prasannamayi of the
Laha family of Kamarpukur also respected Sri
Ramakrishna as a man of God. Aunt Bhanu of
Jayrambati knew who Sri Ramakrishna really
was. Sri Ramakrishna himself was surprised tw
find some really advanced souls at Kamarpukur

who could appreciate his spiritual eminence.

Views of Brahmo Leaders

During Sri Ramakrishna’s time the Brahmo move-
ment had great influence on people, especially
on theyouth. After Raja Rammohan Roy (1774~
1833 ), who founded this movement in 1828, the
leadership rested successively on Devendranath
Tagore, Keshabchandra Sen, Shivanath Shastri,
Pratapchandra Majumdar, and others. Sri Rama-
krishna knew them all. He went to see Devendra-
nath (1817-190s) at his Jorasanko residence in
Kolkata with Mathur Babu. He also paid a visit
to Keshabchandra Sen (1838—84) who was then
staying with his followers in a garden-house at
Belgharia, a short distance from Dakshineswar,
on 15 March 1875. Although Keshab could not
fully understand Sri Ramakrishna, the latter
could grasp Keshab’s spiritual potential.

It was Keshab who first thought of making
Sri Ramakrishna widely known through the
Brahmo Samaj’s organ the fudian Mirror. It was
also Keshab who first collected Sri Ramakrishna’s
teachings and published them in Dharma Tattwa,
aBengali journal, on 31 July1875. The first public
report on Sri Ramakrishna was published in the
Indian Mirror on 28 March 1875:

A HINDU SATNT—We metone (asincere Hindu
devotee) notlong ago and were charmed by the

PB January 2011

depth, penetration and simplicity of his spirit.
The never-ceasing metaphors and analogies in
which he indulged, are most of them as apt as
they are beautiful. The characteristics of his
mind are the very opposite to those of Pan-
dit Dayananda Saraswati, the former being so
gentle, tender and contemplative, as the latcer
is sturdy, masculine and polemical. Hinduism
must have in it a deep sense of beaury, truth and
goodness to inspire such men as these.”

In the 14 May 1875 issue of Dharma Tattwa
a life sketch of Sri Ramakrishna was published
by Keshab. Keshab continued to publish news
about Sri Ramakrishna till his (Keshab’s) death
in 1884, and after that his disciples followed in
the footsteps of their leader.”

The Dbarma Taztwa published news of Sri
Ramakrishna’s passing in the issue of 31 August
1886. It reflected the close relationship that the

Devendranath Tagore
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Brahmo devotees had with him: ‘On Thursday
evening before Bhadrotsab (7th Bhadra) Bhai
Trailokyanath Sanyal gave a discourse on the life
of the late Paramhansa. That day at 7 oclock in
the morning, a special prayer service was held
at Devalaya for Paramhansa. All the preachers
spent that day by going bare-footed and eating
vegetarian food (havishyanna). ™

Pratapchandra Majumdar (1840-1905) had
travelled and preached the Brahmo ideas of re-
ligion in different parts of India, Europe, Japan,
and the US. Pratap went to Dakshineswar with
Keshab on many occasions and enjoyed Sri
Ramakrishna’s holy company. Sri Ramakrishna
also loved him much. Pratap wrote a fine article
on Sri Ramakrishna for the Surnday Mirror of 16
April 1876, which was reproduced in the Zheistic
Quarterly Review of October-December 1879. 1t
also included the sayings of Sri Ramakrishna, the
first time these were being published in English.
In this article Pratap wrote:

His religion is his only recommendation. And
whar is his religion? It is Hinduism, bur, Hin-
duism of a strange type. Ramkrishna Param-
hansa (for thart is the saint’s name) is the
worshipper of no particular Hindu God. He
is not a Shaivaite, he is not a Shakra, he is not
a Vaishnava, he is not a Vedantist. Yer he is «//
these. He worships Shiva, he worships Kali, he
worships Rama, he worships Krishna, and is
a confirmed advocate of Vedantist doctrines.
He is an idolater and is yer a faithful and most
devoted medi|[t]aror of the perfections of the
one, formless, infinite Deity whom he terms

‘Akbhanda Sachchidananda’ ™

Acharya Shivanath Shastri (1847-1919), an-
other Brahmo leader whom Sri Ramakrishna
loved much, recorded his reminiscences in the
book Men I Have Seen. He observed: ‘I was con-
vinced that he was no longer asadhak or adevotee
under exercise, but was a siddba purusha or one
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who had attained direct vision of spiritual truth.

... My acquaintance with him, though short, was

fruitful by strengthening many a spiritual thought
in me. ... He was certainly one of the most mem-
orable personalities I have come across in life."?
Acharya Vijaykrishna Goswami came from
the Vaishnava tradition and was a descendant
of Advaita Goswami, one of the chief compan-
ions of Sri Chaitanya. But he embraced Brahmo
Dharma and had become an acharya, teacher,
of the Brahmo Samaj. Due to differences in
opinion with Keshab, he founded the Sadharan
Brahmo Samaj and subsequently returned to the
Vaishnava fold. He visited Sri Ramakrishna many
times at Dakshineswar and accepted him as an
incarnation. Once Vijaykrishna said, ‘I have trav-
elled to various parts of this country and across
mountains, and have met many sadhusand great
souls, but, I have never seen any one like him
(pointing to the Master). Here I see one hundred
percent spirituality. Elsewhere I have seen twelve
percent, sometimes six, sometimes two and
sometimes one percent, but I have never found
even twenty-five percent in any other soul.’**

In the Eyes of Christians and Muslims

Two Christian missionaries, Rev. Joseph Cook
and Miss Mary Pigot, met Sri Ramakrishna with
Keshabchandra Sen aboard a steamer cruising
on the Ganga on 23 February 1882. The two
were charmed to see Sri Ramakrishna in ecstasy,
something they had never seen before. This inci-
dent was published in the New Dispensation and
Dharma Tattwa on 16 February 1882

On Thursday last there was an interesting excur-
sion by a steam launch up the river to Dakshin-
eswar. The Rev. Joseph Cook, Miss Pigot, and
the apostles of the New Dispensation together
with a number of our young men embarked at
abour 11 oclock. The revered Paramhansa of
Dakshineswar, assoon as he heard of the arrival
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of the party, came to the riverside, and was raken
on board. He successively went through all the
phases of spiritual excitement which character-
izes him. Passing through a long interval of un-
consciousness he prayed, sang, and discoursed
on spiritual subjects. Mr. Cook watched him
very closely, and seemed much interested by
what he saw. Mr. Cook represented the extreme
culture of Christian theology and thought. The
Paramhansa represented the extreme culrure
of Indian Yoga and Bhaki in short the trad-
irional piety of the East. And the apostles of
the Brahmo Somaj in bringing together the
two proved thar they combined both in the all-
inclusive harmony of the New Dispensation.'*

Dr Abdul Wajij of East Bengal—now Bangla-
desh—while studying medicine in Calcutta
met Sri Ramakrishna in 1885 through his friend
Ramchandra Dutta and became a devotee. In
1898 Dr Whajij visited Ramchandra Dutta at
Kankurgachhi and was received cordially by the
devotees. He removed his shoes and socks, went
to the shrine, and bowed down three times to Sri
Ramakrishna. The memory of Sri Ramakrishna
brought tears to his eyes. At the devotees’ re-
quest Dr Wajij narrated his reminiscences: ‘Our
holy Koran mentions some signs of a prophet.
We noticed those signs in Sri Ramakrishna. After
seeing and listening to him we believed that he
was a prophet. I still had some attachment to
lust and gold, so I did not dare visit him again at
Dakshineswar.*?
Impressions of Poets,
Educationists, and Writers

We shall now present the impressions of three cele-
brated personalities on Sri Ramakrishna. The first
is [shwarchandra Vidyasagar (1820-91), whom Sri
Ramakrishna visited on 5 August 1882 at his Badur-
bagan residence in Calcutta. Vidyasagar was a
great scholar, educator, writer, and philanthropist.
He gave shape to modern Bengali, wrote a book
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on Sanskrit grammar that still remains a stand-
ard text, and founded the Metropolitan Institute.
Knowing that M, the recorder of the Gospel of
Sri Ramakrishna was a teacher in Vidyasagar’s

school, Sri Ramakrishna requested him to arrange

a meeting with Vidyasagar. With the latter’s con-
sent, Sri Ramakrishna visited him at home in the

company of M, Bhavanath Chattopadhyay, and

Pratapchandra Hazra. Vidyasagar was then sixty-
two, while Sri Ramakrishna was forty-six. As soon
as Sri Ramakrishna met Vidyasagar, he smiled in

an ecstatic mood and asked for a glass of drinking
water. Vidyasagar himself brought some sweets

for Sri Ramakrishna to take with the water. The

conversation that followed was interspersed with

humour. When Sri Ramakrishna explained the

nature of a pandit, Vidyasagar listened to him
in silence. The others too were attentive to every
word he said. When he remarked that Brahman
is the sole entity undefiled by speech Vidyasagar
exclaimed: ‘Oh! Thatis a remarkable statement. I
have learnt something new today’

Sri Ramakrishna went on discussing one topic
after another. Vidyasagar remained a keen lis-
tener. Sri Ramakrishna also sang two songs in his
melodious voice. M observed, “While singing,
the Master went into samadhi. He was seated
on the bench, facing west, the palms of his hands
joined together, his body erect and motionless.
Everyone watched him expectantly. Vidyasagar,
too, was speechless and could not take his eyes
from the Master.*® Sri Ramakrishna invited
Vidyasagar to visit Dakshineswar. Vidyasagar
agreed, but the visit never materialized.

Next year, on 2 May, the young Rabindra-
nath Tagore (1861-1941) met Sri Ramakrishna
ata Brahmo Samaj festival in Kashishwar Mitra’s
house at Nandan Bagan, Calcutta (219). Later,
Tagore composed beautiful poems on Sri Rama-
krishna in Bengali and English to commemorate
the latter’s birth centenary in 1936. In these
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poems he expressed his views on the life, spiritu-
ality, and universal teachings of Sri Ramakrishna,
and also on his contribution to religious history.

A parliament of religions was held in Calcutta
between 1 and 8 March 1937, in connection with
the centenary celebration of Sri Ramakrishna. Emi-
nent speakers from across the globe participated
in the fifteen sessions of the parliament. Tagore
presided over the evening session of 3 March at
University Institute Hall, College Square. He paid

tribute to Sri Ramakrishna in these words:

Ivenerare Paramahamsa Deva, because he, in an
arid age of religious nihilism, proved the truth
of our spiritual herirage by realizing ir, because
the largeness of his spirit could comprehend
seemingly antagonistic modes of sadhana, and
because the simplicity of his soul shames for all
time the pomp and pedantry of pontiffs and
pundits. ...

Grear souls, like Ramakrishna Paramahamsa,
have acomprehensive vision of Truth, they have
the power to grasp the significance of each dif-
ferent form of the Reality that is one in all—bur
the masses of believers are unable to reconcile
the conflict of codes and commands. Their rimid
and shrunken imagination, instead of being lib-
erated by the vision of the Infinite in religion, is
held caprive in bigotry and is torrured and ex-
ploited by priests and fanarics for uses hardlyan-
ticipated by those who originally received it."”

Another great contemporary literary figure
was the deputy magistrate and author Bankim-
chandra Chatterjee (1838—94). He wrote many
novels on social, religious, and historical themes.
He wasa friend of Adhar Sen (1855-85), a staunch
devotee of Sri Ramakrishna, whose house the lat-
ter blessed with his presence on several occasions.
It was at Adhar’s house that Sri Ramakrishna met
Bankim on 6 December 1884. Adhar introduced
Bankim to Sri Ramakrishna as a great scholar
and author of many books. ‘He has come to see
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you, he added. The conversation began with the
meaningof the name ‘Bankim’ Sri Ramakrishna
was in a humorous mood and there was plenty
of laughter. Trailokyanath Sanyal of the Brahmo

Samaj sang for the devotees.

Presently Sri Ramakrishna stood up and lost
consciousness of the outer world. He became
completely indrawn, absorbed in samadhi. The
devorees stood around him in a circle. Pushing
aside the crowd, Bankim came near the Mas-
ter and began to warch him attentively. He
had never seen anyone in samadhi. After a few
minutes Sri Ramakrishna regained partial con-
sciousness and began to dance in an ecstaric

mood. It was a never-to-be-forgotten scene.
Bankim and his Anglicized friends looked at

. 18
him in amazement.

When Bankim was about to leave, he bowed
down to Sri Ramakrishna and said, ‘I have a
prayer to make. Please be kind enough to grace
my house with the dust of your holy feet’ (675).
Sri Ramakrishna agreed to this proposal, but
also pointed out that it depended on the will of
God. Bankim’s desire was never fulfilled. To re-
spect Bankim’s invitation, Sri Ramakrishna sent
Girish and M to his Calcutta residence. Bankim
had a long discussion with them about Sri Rama-
krishna, as he was charmed by this God-man of
Dakshineswar (676).

What His Doctors Said
The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna records the names

of around twenty-one medical practitioners—
Ayurvedic (Kaviraj), homeopathic, and allo-
pathic—who came to treat Sri Ramakrishna for
his various ailments at different times. Among
them were Gangaprasad Sen (1824-95), Bhaga-
wan Rudra, Rajendralal Dutta (1818-89), and
Mahendralal Sarkar (1833-1904). All of them ex
pressed their high regards for Sri Ramakrishna.
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Sri Ramakrishna had been placed under the
treatment of Dr Sarkar from October 1885 up
to his mabasamadbi. Though Dr Sarkar was a
very busy physician, he spent six or seven hours
aday in conversation with Sri Ramakrishna. He
also argued with him, and Sri Ramakrishna gave
him rational answers that he had o accept. He
locked upon the devotees of Sri Ramakrishna as
his own kith and kin. The association with Sri
Ramakrishna gradually transformed Dr Sarkar.
Abour Sri Ramakrishna’s teachings he once re-
marked: “Why do his [meaning the Master’s]
words go straight to our hearts? He has experi-
enced the truths of different religions. He him-
self has practised the disciplines of the Hindu,
Christian, Mussalman, Sakta, and Vaishnava reli-
gions. The bees can make good honey only if they
gather nectar from different flowers’ (876—7).
One day one of the doctor’s friends said to him,
“Sir, | hear that some speak of the Paramahamsa
as an Incamnation of God. You see him every day.
How do you feel about it?” Dr Sarkar answered,
‘T have greatest regard for him as a man’ (879).

What the Journalists Wrote

Journalist Nagendranath Gupta (1861/62-1940)
was a follower of the Brahmo Samaj and a writer
of repute. He held editorial posts with the Phoe-
nix, the Tribune, the Leader, Pradip, and Prabhat,
He was a lifelongmember of the Bangiya Sahitya
Parishad and also wrote many books.

Nagendranath saw Sri Ramakrishna during
his steamer cruise in 1882. He wrote in his book
Reflections ana Rewsiniscences:

The Paramhansa was wearing a red-bordered

dhoti and a shirt, unbuttoned. ... The Param-
hansa was dark-complexioned with a beard, and
his eyes, never wide open were introspective.
He was of medium height, slender almost to

leanness and very frail-looking. As a matcer of
fact, he had an exceprionally nervous tempera-
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ment, and was extremely sensitive to the slight-
est physical pain. He spoke with a very slight
but charming stammer in very plain Bengali,
mixing the two ‘yous’ frequently. Practically
all the talking was done by the Paramhansa,
and the rest, including Keshab himself, were
respectful and eager listeners. ... I have never
heard any other man speak as he did. It was
an unbroken flow of profound spiritual truths
and experiences, welling up from the peren-
nial spring of his own devotion and wisdom.
The similes and metaphors, the aptillustrations,
were as striking as they were original."”

Nagendranath left a graphic account of Sri

Ramakrishna’s mabasamadbi in the same book:

AsTwas going out of the house in the afternoon,
a printed slip was handed to me announcing
that Paramhansa Ramakrishna had passed into

final Maha-samadhi. 1 drove straight to the gar-
den house at Cossipore where the august patient

had passed his last days, surrounded and tended
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with unremitting love and devortion by his dis-
ciples, admirers and worshippers. There he lay
on a handsome bed covered with a fresh white

sheerand flowers, in front of the portico of the

house, under the open sky. He lay on his right
side, a pillow under his head and another be-
tween his legs. The lips which had never ceased

teaching even during the months he had been

suffering from the intolerable agony of can-
cer of the throar were stilled in the silence of
death. The final serenity, the calm, the peace

and the supreme majesty of death were on the

face, now smooth and relaxed in its last repose.
The smile on the lips showed thar the spirit had

passed in the rapture of samadpi. Narendranath

(Vivekananda), Mahendranath and other dis-
ciples, Trailokya Nath of the New Dispensation

Church of the Brahmo Samaj and others were

seated on the ground. As I satdown beside them

and looked ar the ineffable peace of the face be-
fore us, the words of Ramakrishna came back to

me, that the body is merely a sheath and the in-
dwelling real Self is difficult of realization. And

as we sat in the waning afternoon, waiting for
the hear of the day to pass before carrying the

remains to the cremarion ground, a single cloud

passed overhead and a small shower of very large

dropsofrain fell. Those present said this was the

pushpa-vrishti, the rain of flowers from heaven,
of which the ancient books write, the welcome

of the immorral gods to a mortal man passing
from morrality to immorrality, one of the great
ones of the earth and heaven (76-7).

Krishnaprasanna Sen (1849-1902) was an ora-
tor, patriot, singer, poet, and preacher, the founder
of Aryadharma Pracharini Sabha and the editor
of Dharmapracharak. He took sannyasa in 1859
from Sri Dayaldas Baba and came to be known
as Swami Krishnananda. Krishnananda met Sri
Ramakrishna at Dakshineswar. He collected
material from Ramchandra Dutta and wrote a
thoughtful article, Mahatma Ramakrishna in
the Dharmapracharak of 6 August 1884:

60

One whose father (Shiva in the cremartion
ground) is mad, mother (Kali) is mad, cannot
help being mad. Whoever goes to a fair of mad
people, a mart of mad persons, commerce of
madness, turns mad. Maharma Ramakrishna is
a mad man of this marker. ...

He does not wear an ochre loincloth, his
head is not ronsured; so why have people raken
him to be a Paramahamsa? He is not a Parama-
hamsa by virtue of his insignia, but a Parama-
hamsa by his actions. Wonderful is his mood
and wonderful his nature. ... His words are so
simple, so sweet, and so touching thar hear-
ing them leads to an outpouring of devortion
even inastony hearrt. ... Truly, he is a man with-
out foes. By sitting near him for a while one
receives through conversation such lofty and
penetraring wisdom as is hard to acquire even
after studying the scriprures for a long time. His
life is a living book, worthy of study by all seek-

ers of welfare’ (24-s).

Bhavanicharan Banerjee alias Upadhyay
Brahmabandhava (1861-1907) was a remarkable
personality. A staunch follower of Keshabchandra
Sen, he embraced Roman Catholicism in later
life before finally reverting back to Hinduism.
He was ajournalist, patriot, orator, and Vedantist
who travelled across Europe to deliver lectures on
Vedanta. He met Sri Ramakrishna with his friends
at Dakshineswar and wrote articles on him in the
Bengali daily Sandhya and the monthly Swaraj,
both of which he edited. Brahmabandhava ex-

pressed his ideas beautifully in Swaraj:

Who is this Ramakrishna? He is the prince of
Sadhakas, who through hisspiritual practice, so
rich with emortion and fervour, gathered round
him all the peculiar spiritual attitudes of the
different sects and faiths of the world, and thus
demonstrated the all-comprehensiveness of his
Brahman-realization. In his personality have
been synthesized and unified the supercon-
sciousness of the Yogis, the sweetness of the
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love of the Gopis of Brindavan, and the awe-
inspiring artitude of the Sakt worshipper. He
practised Islam and realized its highest goal. He
also realized the Christhood of Jesus. Fully es-
tablished in his consciousness of the immurable
Brahman and keeping intact the continuirty of
the Eternal Dharma of Aryas, Sri Ramakrishna
welcomed with open arms all the diversirties
of the spiritual life and enriched India by in-
corporating in it all the new spiritual forces and
orientaring them all to Advaira.”

In the February 1886 number of Vzdavyas, the
organ of the Hindu revivalists, the editor wrote:
“We used to visit him frequently to hear his nectar-
like instructions. ... We used to see his place fre-
quented by men of all religions. Besides Christian,
Mussalman, Buddhist, Brahmo, Jaina, Hindu,
countless men of other religions used to come to

him and respectfully bowed at his feet.”"

Adoration of Devotees and Disciples

It was but natural that the devotees and dis-
ciples of Sri Ramakrishna, both lay and monastic,
preached his glory during his lifetime. They are
the eternal companions of Sri Ramakrishna. M
recorded the conversations and acts of Sri Rama-
krishna in his unparalleled work Sri Sri Rama-
krishna Kathamrita. Swami Saradananda wrote
anauthentic biography, 877 87 Ramakrishna Lila-
prasanga, an analytical account of the life, phil-
osophy, and religion of Sri Ramakrishna. Romain
Rolland notes that ‘Saradananda is an authority
both as a philosopher and as an historian. His
books are rich in metaphysical sketches, which
place the spiritual appearance of Ramakrishna
exactly in its place in the rich procession of
Hindu thought** Ramchandra Dutta, Akshay-
kumar Sen, Priyanath Sinha (alias Gurudas Bar-
man), Vaikunthanath Sanyal, Dr Shashibhushan
Ghosh, and Sureshchandra Dutta—each of these

lay disciples recorded their observations on the
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life and teachings of Sri Ramakrishna, which
have great historical relevance. Mahendranach
Dutta (1869-1956), Swami Vivekananda’s
brother, and Ramlal Chattopadhyay (1858-1933),
Sri Ramakrishna’s nephew, also chronicled the
life and teachings of Sri Ramakrishna.
Ramchandra Dutta compiled the teachings of
Sri Ramakrishna in his book Tartwasara in 188s.
Later he elaborated upon Tastwasara and pub-
lished it as Tarttwa-prakashika in 1886—7. He also
published a Bengali magazine Tartwamanjari
to spread Sri Ramakrishna’s teachings. After
Sri Ramakrishna’s mahasamadhi, Ramchandra
wrote his first Bengali biography Sri Sri Rama-
krishna Paramabamsadever Jivanavrittanta,
which was published on 8 July 1890. He also de-
livered eighteen lectures on Sri Ramakrishna in
Calcutta between 1893 and 1897.
Mahendranath Dutta saw Sri Ramakrishna
on many occasions. He was a gifted thinker and
wrote around eighty-six books on different sub-
jects. In Sri Ramakrishner Anudhyan (Recollec-

tions of Sri Ramakrishna) he wrote:

When I went to eat on the roof [of the house
where Paramahamsa Mahashaya was visiting | I
found that brahmanas, kayasthas, and all were
sitting rogether and partaking of the food. ... It
was not the custom in those days for people of
different castes to eat together. It was also the
practice then to invite people at their homes;
bur here I found people eating uninvited. And
it was not a feast of merry friends. ... Here
everyone was partaking of the food with rev-
erence and devotion; none was disrespectful.
There was a feeling of attraction berween the
people taking food; a feeling that everybody
there was one’s own. ...

A glow or power would emanate from the
person of Paramahamsa Mahashaya. It would
fill the whole room and then the courryard;
it would even pass through the window grills
and spill on to the road in waves. ... [Under its
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influence] one would lose one’s usual thoughrs,
even the thought of one’s home. The mind
would leave the bodyand go to adifferent realm.

...The world and its acrivities would be left far

away, [and would appear] like an image. All
desire for and arrachment to the world would
be lost; even the consciousness of one’s hand,
feet, body would vanish. One would ger into a
disembodied stare, as it were. ...

Paramahamsa Mahashaya silently brought
aboura [new]| consciousness in society through
his love, withour anyone noticing it. The so-
cial customs and pracrices that others could
not change through rational arguments and
lectures, Paramahamsa Mahashaya gradually
modified through his influence; and yet, even
the orthodox could nort say anything against
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this change’

Ramlal Chattopadhyay—popularly known as

Ramlaldada—was Sri Ramakrishna’s nephewand

hisattendant. He gave a vivid picture of Sri Rama-

krishna’s morning routine at Dakshineswar:
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The Master usually got up art three or three
thirty in the morning, and as soon as he got out
of bed, I would wake up. When he went to the
pine grove I would either lead the way or follow
him with a jug and towel. He would then go
to the pond, throw off his cloth, and sit on the
ghat, dangling his legs. I would bring him warer
and he would wash his face, hands, and feer.
After covering himself with his towel, he would
return to his room. ... After that he would rake
a little Ganga water on his palm and sprinkle
it on his head, saying, ‘Brahma-vari, Brahma-
vari! Ganga, Ganga! Hari Om Tart Sat! [The
warer of the Ganga is as pure as Brahman. God
is the only Reality]’ Then he would take some
prasad of Jagannath and Kali and also a few bits
of dried bel leaves thar had been offered at the
shrine of Tarakeshwar Shiva, which he kepr in
asmall bag. With joined palms he would salute
all the holy pictures in his room and then sit
down on the small cor...

Artaboutnine or ten in the morning, after he
had finished ralking with the devotees, I would
rub oil on his body. But I would pur oil on his
head only with his permission. ...

After oil had been rubbed on him, he would
go to the chandni ghat on the Ganga fora bath
and then go to the Kali remple. There he would
decorate the Mother with flowers or offer
flowers and bel leaves at her feet. Sometimes
he would put flowers on his own head and then
merge into samadhi.**

Swami Adbhutananda—Sri Ramakrishna’s
‘Leto’—an unschooled shepherd boy whom
Swami Vivekananda once described as ‘Sri Rama-
krishna’s greatest miracle} was his faithful attend-
ant. The observations of Swami Adbhutananda
on the significance of the Master’s life are re-
markable. He said to the devotees:

Sri Ramakrishna embodies an ideal for everyone.
He was an ideal householder, an ideal monk, an

ideal guru, and an ideal disciple. Moreover, his

life can serve as an example for all faiths and all

sects. He isan ideal for the worshippers of Shakti,
as he pracrised and atrained perfection in all the

important Tantric sadhanas. He is an ideal for

the Vaishnavirtes, for his devotion to Hari is un-
paralleled. He is also an ideal for the Shaivires, as

he arrained the vision of Lord Shiva too. He isan

ideal for the devorees of Ramachandra, for he saw
Rama and Sira. He is an ideal for the Vedanrins

as well, having experienced nirvikalpa samadhi,
the culminarion of the Vedantic sadhana, within

three days. He is also an ideal for the Christians

and Mohammedans, because he had the vision

of Christ and also of the Prophet.25

Rani Rasmani (1793-1861), the proprietor of
the Dakshineswar Kali temple, and her son-in-
law Mathur Babu (d.1871), recognized the divin-
ity of Sri Ramakrishna early during his stay at
Dakshineswar. To them, the Divine Mother’s play
was wonderful, and so was her worshipper. Both
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of them regarded Sri Ramakrishna as their guru.

Since then a multitude of scholars, monks,
and Brahmo devotees met Sri Ramakrishna.
Long before his close companions arrived, Sri
Ramakrishna would summon them in the even-
ings from the roof of the building where he stayed,
saying, ‘Come my children! Oh, Where are you?
I cannot bear to live without you."* These dis-
ciples came to Dakshineswar between 1879 and
1885. Whenever he heard about any person of
renown, Sri Ramakrishna would visit him. He
also visited the houses of the devotees and sang
and danced with them. These devotees were an
assorted lot: men and women, educated and un-
educated, rich and poor; of diverse castes, faiths,
and social status; theists and atheists, Christians
and Muslims, intelligent and sober, as well as
drunk and mad. They were all blessed. Some of
them became his intimate disciples, and some
who had been living a brutish life were turned
into gods. They all served him wholeheartedly as
they saw their own God in him. All of them re-
membered their holy association with Sri Rama-
krishna. Their reminiscences, marked by deep
insight and authenticity, have a special value. It
is because of their writings that we know better

23

who Sri Ramakrishna was. Y
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Sri Ramakrishna: A Wonderful Man

Swami Nirantarananda

T IS UNDENIABLE THAT our world is full
I of contradictions. The Vedantins rightly say

‘dvandvatmakam-idam jagat; this world is a
conglomerate of pairs of opposites.” Even from
a secular viewpoint, life is a paradox. You do not
get what you want; what you get, you do not
enjoy; what you enjoy is not permanent; and
whatever is permanent is boring. But there have
been a few people who perceived the unity be-
hind this paradoxof the world. Sri Ramakrishna
was one of them.

Sri Ramakrishna was indeed a multi-faceted
personality. In him was blended jiva and Ishvara,
disciple and guru, woman and man. These op-
posites existed in such perfection in his being
that onlookers were often left dumbfounded
and would ask in astonishment: ‘Sir! What are
you?’ Girishchandra Ghosh, his staunch dis-
ciple, reputed playwright, and actor, once asked
the Master: ‘Sir, are you a man or a woman?’
The Master replied with a smile: ‘T don't know.
Swami Saradananda, his biographer, arrived at
two probable interpretations of the Master’s
reply. First, that he was the sexless Atman and
second, that he perceived the co-existence of
both male and female natures within himself.'

One is faced with a similar perplexity in de-
ciding if Sri Ramakrishna was a guru or adisciple.
Hisdisciples certainly regarded him notonlyasa
guru but as an avatara. However, they had to face
some criticism over these views from others who

The author is Principal, Probationers’ Training
Centre, Belur Math.
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would argue: “We have seen Sri Ramakrishna—
how humble he was with everyone, how meek,
how patient like the earth, how devoid of
egotism, lower than the lowliest!” Again, they
would quote the Master saying to the devotees:
‘God is the only guru, father, and master. I am

the lowliest of the lowly, a servant of servants. I

am equal to a tiny hair of your body—not even

abighair; and refer to his protests when anyone

addressed him as ‘guru, ‘baba’ [father], or ‘karta’
[master].

Similarly, many were not able to accept Sri
Ramakrishna as incarnate Ishvara. They would
regard him only as a holy man. It is interesting
to see their minds:

These people [the followers] have formed a
group with the purpose of making Sri Rama-
krishna a god. They are trying to add one
more to the existing 333 million deities. ... Are
they nort sarisfied with such a large number of
deities? They can choose whomever, as many
as they like, from among them. Why increase
their number by one more? It is strange thart
these fellows do not realize that people will lose
respect for this holy man if their false claims are

exposed (442).

Coexistence of such diverse forms is possible
in a person established in a state from which all
things and beings of the universe emerge. It is said
in Sri Ramakrishna the Grear Master, the bio-
graphical work by Swami Saradananda, that there
is a spiritual state between the Absolute and the
relative, the junction of the realms of Advaita and
Dvaita And Sri Ramakrishna was commanded
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by the Divine Mother to remain in this state,
which she termed bhavamukha. Established in
bhavamukhba, in obedience to the command of
the Divine Mother, Sri Ramakrishna could see
unity underlying multiplicity. For the common
people, however, it is a mystery how these appar-
ently contradictory forms and states are blended
harmoniously in a single personality.

God and Man

About the nature of divine incarnations Sri
Ramakrishna would say: “When God incarnates,
all of His actions become like those of ordinary
humans. He assumes a human body and attains
perfection through zeal, self-effort, and austerity
like other human beings’ (150). He also referred
to the life of Sri Ramachandra: ‘Don’t you see
how bitterly Rama wept for Sita? “Brahman
weeps, ensnared in the meshes of maya.”"*

Swami Saradananda provides some valuable
insights that help us understand this blend of
human and divine natures in the divine incarna-
tion. He says that without regarding an avatara
as human, one cannot make any sense of his life
and actions.” It was his firm conviction that by
acceptance of both the aspects, human and di-
vine, of the incarnations we would be greatly
benefited: ‘If we do not think of him as one of
us, we shall not be able to find meaning in the
superhuman enthusiasm and effort he made at
the time of his sadhana’ (151-2). That is why
he described Sri Ramakrishna as deva-manava,
God-man.

Bhairavi Brahmani had a divine commission
to guide Sri Ramakrishna in his tantric sadhana.
She also had two other disciples, Chandra and
Girija, who lived in East Bengal, now Bangladesh.
With the Master’s permission Brahmani had
Chandra come over to Dakshineswar, though
the Master was not informed about this. Brah-
mani and Chandra were engaged in a conversa-
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tion when the Master happened to approach.
After saying a word or two the Master went into
a trance and exclaimed: ‘Ah, here is Chandra! Is
this not Chandra?’ Then he became motionless.
Chandra took hold of his hands and roused him
from samadhi by calling aloud his name three or
four times.

Chandra: ‘You seem to know me. Why did
you forget me so long?’

Master: ‘Tt was the will of God.

Chandra: ‘You are God himself; then why
do you forget?’

Master: ‘Forgetfulnessisinevitable when one
is embodied.™

Unschooled, yet Wise

Sri Ramakrishna had only a limited schooling.
When his elder brother Ramkumar, who brought
him to Calcutta for his education, admonished
him for neglecting his studies, he replied: ‘T do
not want to pursue a bread-winning education. I
want an education that helps one manifest right
knowledge and find true fulfillmentin life’* This
was a remarkable reply for a boy of his age.

Sri Ramakrishna would say: “You know I am
a fool. I know nothing.'® Yet, learned people
like Ishwarchandra Vidyasagar, Keshabchandra
Sen, Vijaykrishna Goswami, and Mahendralal
Sarkar would spend hours listening to his sim-
ple but profound words of wisdom. Once
Narendranath, later Swami Vivekananda, re-
ferred to the bhakta’s faith of God with form as
‘blind faith’ Sri Ramakrishna was quick to point
out the incongruity: “Well, can you explain what
you mean by “blind faith”? Faith is always blind.
Has faith eyes? Either simply say “faith’, or say
“knowledge”’” Such insightful comments fre-
quently issued from his lips.

Though he had shunned formal schooling, Sri
Ramakrishna would tell the devotees, ‘As longas
I live so longdo I learn” He had a curious mind

65



84 Prabuddha Bharata

that was keen to learn about such matters as the
cause of tides and the principles of photography.
Eager to see things for himself, Sri Ramakrishna
visited the Calcutta zoo and museum. He was a

great lover of knowledge.

Of the World and of God

In the introduction to his book the Silenr Life,
Thomas Merton defines a monk as a man of
God’ Sri Ramakrishna’s life shows us that the
states of 7ifya, the eternal, and lila, the sportive,
are aspects of the same Reality. All that exists is
verily the Divine Mother herself. The world is the
sportive manifestation of the »izya. The highest
possible experiences in the spiritual realm—ec-
stasy, visions, samadhi—as well as the manners,
etiquette, actions, and reactions of the mundane
day-to-day life were seamlessly harmonized in
his person.

It was 11 March 188s. Sri Ramakrishna was
conversing with the devotees assembled at Bala-
ram’s house in Calcutta. As dusk fell Sri Rama-
krishna stopped speaking and started a prayer
addressed to the Divine Mother: ‘O Mother,
I throw myself on Thy mercy; I take shelter at
Thy Hallowed Feet. ... Be gracious, Mother, and
out of Thy infinite mercy grant me love for Thy
Lotus Feet” M, the chronicler of the Gospel of Sri
Ramakrishna, writes: ‘Every word of this prayer,
uttered from the depths of his soul, stirred the
minds of the devotees. The melody of his voice
and the childlike simplicity of his face touched
their hearts very deeply.”®

No sooner had he finished the prayer than
Girish importunately invited him to his house,
which was very near Balaram’s. Sri Ramakrishna
readied himself to leave for Girish’s residence at
9.00 p.m. As Balaram had arranged for his sup-
per, the Master said to him: ‘Please send the food
you have prepared for me to Girish’s. I shall enjoy
it there. He did not want to hurt Balaram’s feel-
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ings. As he was coming down to the ground floor,
he entered into ecstasy. He looked as though he
were drunk. Soon after reaching the ground floor
he was totally overwhelmed. Narayan came for-
ward to hold him lest he should fall down, but
Sri Ramakrishna was annoyed at this. After a
while he said to Narayan: ‘If you hold me by the
hand people may think I am drunk. I shall walk
by myself” (ibid.).

Here we see a person passing through a series
of apparently contrasting experiences, mov-
ing back and forth between the spiritual and
material planes in such a natural way that left
most people wonderstruck. His contemporaries
found it remarkable that Sri Ramakrishna could
enter into ecstasy now and be alert enough the
next IMOMent to accept a devotee’s invitation,
take care of another devotee’s feelings a minute
later and also be cautious enough to avoid pub-
lic criticism.

A Man of Principles and Good Manners

Sri Ramakrishna was an exemplar of good
human behaviour. His disciple Swami
Premananda described the following incident

to Bibhuti Ghosh and told him how the Master

taught them moral lessons:

It was half-past one art night. I was asked to
fetch fire in a chillum [an earthen bowl]. Hazra
was out on the veranda and there was fire in a
pot nearby. I wenr there to collect some burn-
ing embers, and was a little late returning, so
Thakur asked, “Whyare you so late?’ I explained,
‘Hazra was asking Rakhal: “Do you come here
just to gulp rasagollas [a juicy sweet]? Unless
you ask for it, he will not give you anything.”
Placing the earthen bowl] on the hubble-bubble,
Thakur said, ‘Ler’s go and listen to what theyare
saying. He went to the door, but as he tried to
raise his right foor to cross the threshold, the
foot would not budge. He then said, ‘One must
not eavesdrop.”
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Sri Ramakrishna was ever alert about not hurt-
ing anyone. He always stood for freedom and
was averse from his very childhood to the idea of
accepting an employment, which he deemed to
be a cause of bondage. His biographers mention
that he would not think highly of a person who
willingly accepted an employment when not in
dire need. That his elder brother Ramkumar had
accepted service as pujari to the Divine Mother
Bhavatarini in the newly constructed temple at
Dakshineswar caused much pain to Sri Rama-
krishna. Unavoidable circumstances led him to
stay with his brother at the Kali temple. It is also
well known that Sri Ramakrishna was uncom-
promisingly truthful; but the straightforward-
ness born of truth did not lead him into hurting
others unnecessarily. Thus, when he was earnestly
requested to officiate as Mother Kali’s priest by
Mathur Babu, who agreed to meet all his precon-
ditions, Sri Ramakrishna consented to do so.

Sri Ramakrishna could also manage awkward
situations and put his interlocutors at ease with
exquisite humour. Once, while he was visiting
the devout Adharlal Sen, the famous author
Bankimchandra Chatterjee started discussing
the Master’s explanation of Sri Krishna’s form
with his friends in English. Sri Ramakrishna
asked them what they were talking about. On
being told the details he smiled and proceeded
to tell the story of the gentleman who cried
‘damn’ when he was accidentally hurt while being
shaven by a barber. The barber put his razor
aside, tucked up his sleeves, and said: “You said
“‘damn” to me. Now you must tell me its mean-
ing’ The gentleman tried to reassure him that
it didn’t mean anything in particular, but the
barber would not let him off so easily. He said,
‘If “damn” means something good, then I am a
“damn”, my father is a “damn”, and all my ances-
tors are “damns”. But if it means something bad,
then you are a “damn’, your father is a “damn’,
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and all your ancestors are “damns”. They are not
only “damns”, but “damn—damn—damn—da-
damn—damn”"*® As everyone present burst out
laughing, the Master had made his point that it
was not proper to speak to a group in a language
that is foreign to anyone present.

Immensely Practical
Though Sri Ramakrishna had first-hand experi-

ence of the world beyond, he would not remain
indifferent to the hard realities of our day-to-
day life. He would say to his visitors: ‘Man’s
worries over bread and butter are simply amaz-
ing; they make even Kalidasa lose his wits' (727).
During the rainy season Sri Ramakrishna would
go to Kamarpukur, his native village. One day
he was sitting in the small parlour in front of his
house and conversing with the people of the vil-
lage. Seeing his niece Lakshmi enter the house,
Sri Ramakrishna asked her, ‘O Lakshmi, where
did you go?’

Lakshmi (with sobs): ‘T went to Mukundapur
to buy some rice. But I couldn’t”

Sri Ramakrishna: ‘Alas! How much people
in the world suffer.’ ... (to Lakshmi’s mother): ‘Is
the rice running short?’

Lakshmi’s mother: “The (fine variety of ) rice
meant for you is there. But there’s no rice for us’

Sri Ramakrishna: “Today you cook the fine
rice and offer it to Raghuvir and Mother Sitala.
All of us will take that as prasad.’

Sri Ramakrishna then sent for a villager
named Gangavishnu and asked him to buy some
farmland as early as possible. Gangavishnu was
not very optimistic; he said: ‘It is the rainy sea-
son now; this purchase can be made in spring.’ Sri
Ramakrishna would not take this argument: ‘Is
there a dearth of crows if rice is thrown around?
One who is in need of money will agree to sell
his land right now. If we have to pay ten rupees
extra, so be it.
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With Gangavishnu's help one and a half
bigha of land was purchased in Dompara at a
cost of seventy-nine rupees. A further fourteen
bighas were procured at Sihore through Hriday.
Sri Ramakrishna went to Goghat by palanquin
to have these plots registered. The two pieces
of land were registered in the name of Raghu-
vir, with Ramakrishna Chatopadhyay and his
heirs as sevayars, caretakers. On return to Kamar-
pukur, Sri Ramakrishna said to Lakshmi: “Your
sufferings are over! No more have you to go to
Mukundapur for rice’ "'

A pandit had come to Calcutta from some
placein North India. He visited Sri Ramakrishna
at the house of Ramchandra Datta, one of the
foremost disciples of the Master. Sri Rama-

krishna introduced the pandit to Mahendranath
Guprta and other devotees assembled there, say-
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ing that he was a great student of the Bhagavata.
There arose discussions about Yogamaya, the
difference between Sri Radhika and Yogamaya,
and such issues. When the pandit was about
to take leave Sri Ramakrishna asked him ten-
derly: ‘Have you earned anything?’ “The mar-
ket is very dull. I've earned nothing; replied the
pandit. After he had left the Master expressed
his concern to the devotees: You see how great
the difference is between worldly people and
the youngsters? This pandit has been worrying
about money day and night. He has come to
Calcutta to earn money; otherwise his people
at home will have nothing to eat. So he has to
knock at different doors. When will he concen-
trate his mind on God?’**

Deep Concern for Others

Early in life Sri Ramakrishna was overwhelmed
by an unconrtrollable urge to see God. And he saw
the Supreme Being by following various paths.
During his sadhana, he would remain perpetu-
ally in God-conscicusness. But after his sadhanas
were over, he dedicated himself to the service of
humanity. He was full of concern for others.

Mahendranath Gupta, the chronicler of the
Gospel of Sri Rarsakrishna, had been visiting Sri
Ramakrishna for about a month when he was
unable to go to Dakshineswar for some time
due to personal reasons. The Master happened
to visit Keshabchandra Sen at his home in Cal-
cutta and saw Mahendranath seated amidst the
group of devotees assembled there. So he re-
quested Keshab to ask Mahendranath why he
had stopped going to Dakshineswar despite giv-
ing repeated assurances that he wasnot attached
to his wife and children. Sri Ramakrishna had
even told Mahendranath to write to him in case
of a delay in coming (94—5).

Mahendranath reports that whenever Sri
Ramakrishna happened to see people suffering
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owing to a lack of food and clothing, he would
implore the Divine Mother to putan end to their
miseries. He used to say that worries about food
and clothing prevented the mind from resting in
God. Therefore, if any devotee happened to be
without work, the Master would request other
devotees to provide him with one." Kishori, one
of the devotees, had several children. His salary
was too small to support his family. Naran prom-
ised to find a job for Kishori. The Gospel records
Sri Ramakrishna asking Mahendranth to remind
Naran of the matter.**

Sri Ramakrishna once started telling a man
visiting him about the means to improve the con-
dition of one’s family and about one’s worldly re-
sponsibilities. “This I get to hear everywhere, the
man protested, ‘please speak a few words about
God” ‘My boy! Now I am telling this, Sri Rama-
krishna replied. ‘You may go away if you do not
like it.” On enquiry the devotees learnt that the
man had no job, his family was without food,
and a daughter of marriageable age was at home.
Sri Ramakrishna, with his yogic insight, saw that
spiritual instruction to such a person would be
useless. He needed advice about work and family
responsibilities."®

A Progressive Mind

Sri Ramakrishna is considered the patron saint
of the Bengal stage. His pictures can be seen in
Kolkata theatres even now—in the green room,
in the drawing room, and in some of the pri-
vate dressing rooms of actors. Even today, before
going onstage, actors and actresses bow down
before the Master’s picture and some of them
wave lights before it. His picture is decorated
with a garland before every performance.
Girishchandra Ghosh, the bohemian de-
votee of the Master, was responsible for all this.
Through him Sri Ramakrishna exerted a great

influence on Bengal theatre and its actors and
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actresses. Girish, Binodini, Tarasundari, Tinkari,
and many others were blessed by Sri Rama-
krishna and had their lives completely trans-
formed. Before Sri Ramakrishna’s association
with them, theatres in Bengal and people work-
ing there were condemned by the Brahmo Samaj,
orthodox Hindu society, and other groups. No
person conscious of one’s civic sense and aristoc-
racy would visit the theatres of Calcutta in the
nineteenth century, till Sri Ramakrishna started
visiting Girish’s theatres. His first viewing of
Girish’s drama Chaitanyalila on 24 September
1884 at the Star Theatre was a shockingevent for
many conservative men and women of Calcutta.
Some considered Sri Ramakrishna’s subsequent
visits to the theatre and his interactions with the
people there unpardonable. Ramchandra Datta
was one among them. He did not join the Mas-
ter in his first visit to the Star Theatre, though
he was in the habit of accompanying him to
other places. Shivanath Shastri, a Brahmo leader,
stopped visiting Sri Ramakrishna because of the
latter’s association with the ‘immoral people’ of
the theatre.'®

The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna records Sri
Ramakrishna’s attitude towards the theatre and
its participants:

Sri Ramakrishna was planning to go to a per-
formance of the Chaitanyalila at the Star The-
atre. ... Some of the devortees said that public
women took part in the play. They took the
parts of Nimai, Nitai, and others.

Master (to the devotees): ‘I shall look upon
them as the Blissful Mother Herself. Whar if
one of them acts the part of Chaitanya? An
imitation custard-apple reminds one of the real

. 7
fruic*

The caste system still hinders the growth of
Hindu society in India. Many thinkers have
suggested various remedies for the divisions it
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creates. According to Sri Ramakrishna, sincere
devotion to God could eradicate caste distinc-
tions. He said: “The caste-system can be removed
by one means only, and that is the love of God.
Lovers of God do not belong to any caste. The
mind, body, and soul of a man become purified
through divine love’ (155).

Providing the simile of a tender plant need-
ing a fence for protection from cattle, he would
explain the necessity of protective measures at
the beginning of one’s spiritual life. However, as
and when the spiritual relationship with God
matures, narrow restrictions fall off from a de-
votee. He then emerges as an embodiment of
catholicity. Sri Ramakrishna was himself the
best exemplar of this teaching. Owing to his
steadfastness in food habits based on caste re-
strictions he inherited, Sri Ramakrishna found
it difficult to stay with his elder brother at
Dakshineswar during his early days there. But
as he advanced in spiritual life, this and other
restrictions dropped off naturally.

On 6 September 1884 Sri Ramakrishna went
to the house of Adharlal Sen in Calcutta. Adhar
had prepared a feast for the Master and the de-
votees. He requested the devotees to partake of
the meal. Adhar belonged to a low caste. The
Mukherji brothers, who were present there, hesi-
tated to dine at the house of a non-brahmana.
The Master entreated the Mukherji brothers
to accept the invitation. When they tried ex-
cusing themselves he remarked: ‘But why? You
are doing everything else. Why this hesitation
only about eating the meal?” How the Mukherji
brothers reacted to this question is not known.
But Mahendranth notes: ‘Some of the brahmin
devotees hesitated to eat at his [Adhar’s] house.
They came to their senses at last when they saw
Sri Ramakrishna himself eating” (s11). After a
few weeks we find the Master requesting Kedar,
another brahmana devotee, to have dinner at
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Adhar’s house. Though he was hesitant in the
beginning, Kedar conceded the request at last
and had food there along with Sri Ramakrishna
and other devotees.

In reply to a question about food Sri Rama-
krishna said to Kedar: ‘One can eat food even
from an untouchable if the untouchable is a de-
votee of God. After spending seven years in a
God-intoxicated state at Dakshineswar, I visited
Kamarpukur. Oh, what a state of mind I was in
at that time! Even a prostitute fed me with her
own hands’ (576-7).

Sri Ramakrishna received the first alms after
his upanayana, investiture with sacred thread,
from Dhani, a blacksmith woman considered
socially low. This was not a stray incident, the re-
sult of a personal whim, for Sri Ramakrishna had
deep and steady love and also great respect for
Dhani throughout his life. On another occasion
the boy Gadadhar cleverly entered Dhani’s hut,
snatched away a delicious dish prepared by her,
and came out eating it in spite of her scoldings.
Girishchandra Ghosh tells us that the blessed
Dhani breathed her last in the presence of Sri
Ramakrishna uttering the Lord’s name ‘Hari’'®

High Nobility

Culture underlies civilization. It is the ‘noblemen’
of society who have been traditionally con-
sidered as makers of civilization from its cultural
components. But what is nobility? Sri Rama-
krishna says: ‘Mere possession of money doesn’t
make a nobleman. One sign of the mansion of
a nobleman is that all the rooms are lighted.’
A noble person ought to rise above the sordid
machinations of the world and does not leave
the shrine of the body dark but ‘illumine[s] it
with the lamp of wisdom’"

Sri Ramakrishna possessed a big heart. He
scolded Narendranath for asking to be blessed by

him with absolute detachment from the world
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and to remain absorbed in the blissful state of
samadhi like Shukadeva. ‘Shame on you!” the
Master said, “Your’s is such a big personality, and
you speak such words! I had thought that you
would be like a big banyan tree, and that thou-
sands of people would rest in your shade; instead,
you are seeking your own liberation. This is a
very trivial and mean talk. No, don’t make your
vision so narrow. *°

Petty minds cannot free themselves from such
dualities as pleasures and pains, vice and virtue;
they suffer from the fear, tension, and worries
of this life and the lives to come. Only a hero
can throw all these away and try to develop love
for love’s sake. A Vaishnava devotee asked Sri
Ramakrishna if a man was born again. He also
demanded eyewitness evidence. To this the Mas-
ter replied: ‘T don’t know about that, my dear sir.
... What you are talking about only shows your
petty mind. Try to cultivate love of God. You are
born as a human being only to attain divine love.
... You have come to the orchard to eat mangoes;
what need is there of knowing how many thou-
sands of branches and millions of leaves there are
in the orchard.

The ability to see and highlight positive qual-
ities in others is a great virtue. Once Mathur
Babu was entangled in a lawsuit. He requested
Sri Ramakrishna to offer a flower to the Di-
vine Mother, hoping for a favourable outcome
through divine grace. Sri Ramakrishna offered
it unsuspectingly. Though the Master later came
to know of Mathur’s motive, he appreciated
Mathur’s firm faith that he would attain his ob-
jective if the Master offered the flower to the
Mother (348).

The Divine Child

Sri Ramakrishna was an ever-blissful child of
the Divine Mother. Romain Rolland writes:
‘Certainly, he remained throughout his life
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the Bambino whose lips drank the milk of the
Mother.** His remarkable childlike traits in-
cluded unfathomable simplicity, absolute de-
pendence on the Divine Mother, unstudied faith,
unassuming curiosity, and natural purity.

Sri Ramakrishna was twenty-eight when he
practised Advaita Vedanta under the wander-
ing monk Tota Puri. When Tota Puri first saw
him at the Chandni Ghat in Dakshineswar, he
was amazed to discern in him an extraordinarily
competent student of Vedanta. He approached
Sri Ramakrishna and asked him: ‘It seems you
are an excellent spiritual aspirant. Would you
like to practise Vedanta?’ Sri Ramakrishna re-
plied: ‘Tdon’t know what to do or not to do. My
Mother knows everything. If She commands it,
then I will undertake the practice. He then went
to the Kali temple, merged into ecstasy, and re-
ceived the Divine Mother’s command: ‘Go and
learn. It is to teach you that the monk has come
here.” Sri Ramakrishna returned to Tota with a

‘ N T e intently watched Ramakrishna Paramahamsa
i

n Samadhi. The whole body relaxed and then
became slightly rigid. There was no twitching of the
muscles or nerves, no movement of any limb. Both his
hands lay in his lap with the fingers lightly interlocked.
The sitting posture of the body (Asana) was easy but ab-
solutely motionless. The face was slightly tilted up and in
repose. The eyes were nearly but not wholly closed. The
eyeballs were not turned up or otherwise deflected, but
they were fixed and conveyed no message of outer ob-
Jects to the brain. The lips were parted in a beatific and
indescribable smile, disclosing the gleam of the white
teeth. There was something in that wonderful smile
which no photograph was ever able to reproduce.

—Nagendranath Gupta,’A Day with
Ramakrishna Paramahamsa; in A Bridge to Eternity, 80
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smiling face and informed him of the Mother’s
command. Only then did Tota realize that by
‘Mother” Sri Ramakrishna meant the Goddess
in the temple. But Tota attributed such behav-
iour to ignorance and superstition, as he did not
believe in a personal God and in divine grace.
Therefore, when Sri Ramakrishna informed him
of the Mother’s approval to practise Vedanta,
Tota had ‘alittle smile of pity and disdain’ on his
lips. But at the same time he was charmed by Sri

Ramakrishna’s childlike simplicity.**

Love Personified

Swami Vivekananda tested Sri Ramakrishna in
innumerable ways, only to surrender himself to
the Master. Such total surrender on the part of
a giant personality is indeed mysterious. It is be-
lieved that this was possible only as a result of
Sri Ramakrishna’s boundless love. This love was
never conditioned by the distinctions commonly
seen in the mundane world. His love flowed
even to those who reviled him. Akshay Kumar
Sen has given a graphic account of the Master’s
love for a man who did not like him and would
always vilify him.

The Master was then staying at Shyampukur.
The vilifier’s young son fell ill. The man called
in many physicians of Calcutta, but to no avail.
All of them gave no hope of recovery for the
young boy, whose condition was critical. The
father wanted to bring the famous doctor Ma-
hendralal Sarkar, under whose treatment the
Master was placed, to treat his son. The man
went to the doctor’s house and entreated him
to see his son. But Dr Sarkar was then very busy
with the Master’s treatment. He liked spending
time with the Master. So he paid no attention
to the man’s request and got into a carriage to
visit the Master. The father began to run after

the doctor’s carriage. After a while both of them
reached Shyampukur. With his mind full of
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shame and fear, the man found himself stand-
ingin front of the Master, who was surrounded
by other devortees.

The Master asked the man the reason for his
visit and was told about his son’s critical con-
dition. Hearing his words the Master began to
shed tears and said: ‘T am old and have an or-
dinary pain in my throat. ... I can imagine how
painful is the suffering of your young child.” He
then requested the doctor to go and treat the
child first. Seeing the Master’s all-embracing
compassion and love, the man’s heart melted. He
began recalling all his past abuses and, with tears
rolling down his cheeks, repeatedly requested
the Master to pardon him.**

Mahatma Gandhi made a small but very
meaningful comment in his introduction to
the Life of Sri Ramakrishna: ‘His [Sri Rama-
krishna’s] love knew no limits, geographical or
otherwise.” This divine love has proved a balm
to many wounded souls.

Is It Possible?

Sri Ramakrishna lived a comparatively short
life, spanning a little over fifty years. He spent
twelve years in the practice of the sadhanas of
various faiths and sects. Plunging into the ocean
of spiritual practice he forgot the external world.
This practising the spiritual ways of different re-
ligious traditions in one lifetime is indeed un-
precedented. He attained perfection in the paths
he practised in an incredibly short time—several
of them in only three days. At the conclusion
of this Herculean effort, he gifted a unique and
unprecedented message: ‘Yato mat tato path; as
many faiths so many paths.’

While practising the religious disciplines
of various faiths, one after another, Sri Rama-
krishna accepted different persons as gurus for
different sadhanas. In his practice of Vedanta,
Tota Puri was his guru. A liberated soul, indif-
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ferent to the world, he intended moving about
the sacred places of pilgrimage for the rest of
his life. On his way to Gangasagar at the mouth
of the Ganga, Tota Puri stopped for three days
at Dakshineswar. He initiated Sri Ramakrishna
into sannyasa and made a concerted effort to
have him established in the state of nirvikalpa
samadhi, beyond all names, forms, and actions.
Sri Ramakrishna had little difficulty in with-
drawing his mind from all objects except one,
the radiant form of the blissful Divine Mother.
With the help of his guru, however, he managed
to transcend even this ‘hurdle’ and passed into
the ineffable nirvikalpa samadhi, in which all

the senses and the mind stop functioning and

Sri Ramakrishna was suffering from cancer in
Kashipur. Ramchandra Datta knew the famous
physician of Kolkata, Kailaschandra Basu. Ramchandra
went to Dr Kailas to request him to examine Sri
Ramakrishna. Hearing Ramchandra speak about the
greatness of his guru, Kailas Basu said, ‘Look Ram,
you people make a mountain out of a molehill. On
seeing someone’s goodness, you do not rest till you
proclaim that person a“Paramahamsa” or an “incarna-
tion” Also, you want to prove that you are great de-
votees and reputed people. On the one hand you say

Ua'H

"Paramahamsadeva”, “incarnation”, and on the other
you say that there is a deadly wound in his throat
which needs to be examined. Indeed, the Parama-
hamsa has to be an incarnation and be afflicted with
cancer tool Had it been me, | would have twisted the
ears of such a Paramahamsa or incarnation!

Pained on hearing this, Ramchandra said,
‘Brother, one should not talk caustically about such
a great soul. If one does so, it brings ill-fortune to
both the speaker and the listener’ Dr Kailas asked

Ramchandra’s pardon and arrived at Kashipur in a
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the body appears like a corpse. Tota Puri kept
vigil for three days and yet there was no sign
of life in Sri Ramakrishna, though his counte-
nance was serene and radiant. He was dead to
the world. With breathless wonder Tota Puri
said to himself: ‘s it really true? Is it possible
that this man has attained in the course of a sin-
gle day that which took me forty years of strenu-
ous practice to achieve?” He repeatedly touched
the disciple’s corpse-like body and exclaimed in
joyous wonder, ‘Great God, it is nothing short
of a miracle!"* Slowly Sri Ramakrishna regained
consciousness of the outside world. The guru an-
swered the worthy disciple’s prostration by lock-
ing him in a warm embrace.

Will You Twist My Ears?

horse-carriage. As soon as both of them reached
the ghat of the pond [at the Kashipur garden-house],
Sri Ramakrishna sent an attendant to call the phys-
ician. When both Ramchandra and Dr Kailas went to
his room, Sri Ramakrishna saluted the doctor and
asked, ‘Hello doctor, will you first treat me or twist
my ears? Which will you do first?” On hearing these
words a shudder passed through Dr Kailas’s inner
being. He understood that this Paramahamsa was
certainly the omniscient Bhagavan. Otherwise, when
there was none other than him and Ramchandra in
the horse-carriage, how did Sri Ramakrishna know
[what had transpired between them]? He said to Sri
Ramakrishna, ‘Kindly pardon my mistake. Please do
not make me feel further ashamed of the offence
| committed unknowingly. He examined Sri Rama-
krishna’s disease with great dedication and became
his devotee forever. His pride was shattered. Later, he
would never go out of his house without saluting the
Master’s photograph.
—Swami Chetanananda,
SriRamakrishner Sannidhye, 120—1
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Life Is a Harmony
A traditional Vedantin is eager to run away from
the clutches of maya. Butin Sri Ramakrishna we
have a unique Vedantin welcoming maya. One
day Gauri Ma, one of the women disciples of
the Master, saw Sri Ramakrishna standing on
the veranda of his room at Dakshineswar, facing
the Ganga. Waving his hands, he was calling
out repeatedly: ‘Come maya, come maya, come
maya.’ Becoming curious, Gauri Ma asked him:
“What'’s the matter? You are inviting maya with
great enthusiasm!” Sri Ramakrishna was a bit
embarrassed and replied: ‘Couldn’t you follow?
Nowadays my mind constantly tends to rise to-
wards higher spheres; I fail to bring it down in
spite of repeated efforts. That’s why I am inviting
maya, so that, entangled in maya, I may remain in
the company of the boy devotees for some more
days, forgetting (the transcendental realm).*
Maya for Sri Ramakrishna was the Divine
Mother herself. So he was not afraid of staying
in this mundane world, not even to be reborn
thousands of times. He said: ‘Let me be con-
demned to be born over and over again, even in
the form of adog, if so I can be of help to a single
soul!’* This extraordinary attitude was born of
his vision of God in every being and every ob-
ject. This vision led him to realize the harmony
underlying the multifarious world. He has said,
‘He is indeed a real man who has harmonized
everything.*® This message of harmony, which
he embodied, is one of Sri Ramakrishna’s great-

23

est contributions to the world. Y
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Dashavatara and Ramakrishna

Swami Brahmeshananda

Whenever, O descendant of Bharata, righteous-
ness declines and unrighteousness prevails, I
incarnate myself. For the protection of the
righteous and the destruction of the wicked,
and for the establishment of religion, I come
into being from age to age.'

God in His infinite love wants to make you
happy and healthy. For this reason you call Him
Father, Mother, Friend. Yer we find it impos-
sible to go ro Him. But He has such infinite love
that He comes to us; yer, just as a blind man
cannot see the forms abour him, so we do nort
see God. He has come to us in the form of our
mothers and fathers, in the form of our reach-
ers, in the form of our Sastras, but especially in
the form of Avararas.”

WAMI VIVEKANANDA CONSIDERS avataras

to be nara-deva, human beings having di-

vine characteristics and status: “The theory
of incarnation is the first link in the chain of ideas
leading to the recognition of oneness of God and
man.? According to the Hindu belief, God, out
of his infinite mercy, has incarnated nine times, in
the forms of: Matsya, Kurma, Varaha, Narasimha,
Vamana, Parashurama, Ramachandra, Krishna,
and Buddha. Kalki, the tenth incarnation, is yet
to come. While these are the commonly cited
ten incarnations of God, there are also certain
variations. In one of his hymns, the famous poet-
saint Jayadeva substitutes Balarama for Krishna,
since according to him and the Vaishnava trad-

The author is Secretary, Ramakrishna Mission
Ashrama, Chandigarh.
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ition, Krishna is God himself, the one who takes
various forms according to the times and needs.

Swami Abhedananda, in his hymn $vi Rama-
krishnavatara Stotram, extends the avatara list
to include both Balarama and Krishna, as well
as later prophets like Chaitanya, Shankara-
charya, Muhammad, and Jesus Christ. Moreover,
Abhedananda states that all these were incarna-
tions of Ramakrishna, this was in tune with his
spiritual experience and in accordance with Gauri
Pandit’s statement that: “You are He, from a part
of whom the Incarnations come down to the
world from age to age to do good to humanity.*

Although some of the incarnations, in either
of the lists, are mythological, their stories are sym-
bolic and convey a deep psychological and spir-
itual message. In this article we shall try and study
the lessons conveyed by the stories of the avataras

in the light of Ramakrishna’s life and teachings.

Matsyavatara

It is narrated in several Puranas that God incar-
nated for the first time in the form of a marsya,
fish, as there was a great deluge at that time and
that form suited him best. Once while Brahma
was reciting the Vedas ... Hayagriva, an asura,
stole the Vedas from the side of Brahma and with
them went ... to the bottom of the ocean.” Ac-
cording to Swami Ramakrishnananda, the del-
uge was a punishment to the whole population
for havingbecome perverse. Only the sage Manu
and his family were spared.®

Vivekananda says about Ramakrishna’s advent:
‘But in the past, no new-moon night of sorrow

veiled this holy land with such a dense darkness as
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at present. That nightisall but gone, it being now
at the fagend of its last quarter. However, the
last fall of the country has been, as it were, to the
bottom of the ocean, whereas, by comparison, all
previous falls have been but into the hoof-marks
of a cow.” Ramakrishna incarnated during a del-
uge of darkness in order to dispel it.

Coming back to the story, a small fish ap-
proached Manu and sought his protection.
Manu kept it in his kamandaln, water pot. The
next day it had grown large so as to occupy the
whole kamandalu. Manu, therefore, put it into
a larger pot. The fish, however, went on grow-
ing rapidly and Manu too went on transferring
it to larger and larger receptacles till, finally, he
released it into the ocean. The huge fish then re-
vealed its divine nature and warned of the immi-
nent deluge. It advised Manu to built a boat, put
into it pairs of all the various living species, fasten
the boat to the horn of the fish and board it with
his family. Manu and the pairs of living plants,
birds, animals, and the like were thus saved. After
the waters had subsided he came out and popu-
lated the earth. God, in his fish incarnation, also
recovered the Vedas.

In other incarnations, as we shall see, the gods
prayed to Bhagavan Vishnu for help and protec-
tion, and only then did he incarnate. In this in-
carnation no one had prayed, but his compassion
made him take the form of a tiny fish. There is a
great lesson behind this story: God can indeed
make himself a humble supplicant and test us.
One is reminded of Ramakrishna’s extraordinary
humility. Whenever he met anyone for the first
time, it was he who first bowed, even before the
other had the chance to do so. Interestingly,
Ramakrishna too once protected a fish that was
swimming round his feet, seeking his protection
as it were, as he was wading through a flooded
lane in Kamarpukur. Ramakrishna slowly guided

the fish to a big pond and thus protected it.
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We cannot say whether God incarnated this
time at the earnest prayers of the gods or the de-
votees. But it is sure that the decline of righteous-
ness and the unprecedented rise of evil forces
of lust and greed in the present age would have
destroyed religion. That same God incarnated
as Ramakrishna, who is called veda-murti, the
embodiment of the Vedas. Vivekananda said:
“Without studying Ramakrishna Paramahamsa
first, one can never understand the real import
of the Vedas, the Vedanta, of the Bhagavara and
the other Puranas. ... He was the living commen-
tary to the Vedas and to their aim.”® This time
too, Bhagavan as Ramakrishna has rescued the
Vedas and saved religion.

Kurmavatara

The story of God’s incarnation as a kxwrma, tor-
toise, is elaborate and symbolically significant.
While in the Matsyavatara there was no clear de-
marcation between demons and gods, the vicious
and the virtuous, the story of Kurmavatara begins
with the recognition of good and evil at various
levels. As it generally happens, evil prevails upon
good. The gods were defeated by the demons and
consequently decided to seek the divine nectar
for immortality and invincibility. Sometimes de-
feat is a blessing in disguise that leads to greater
good. Bhagavan as Kurmavatara, therefore, en-
couraged them to churn the ocean and obtain
nectar therefrom. Gods and demons are not only
external realities, the two tendencies—divine and
demonic—are always present within, producing
a constant tug of war in the ocean of the human
mind. Like the ocean the human mind too is a
storehouse of many gems, even nectar, as well as
dangerous creatures and poison. Ramakrishna
used to sing a song in which the mind is described
asan ocean of beauty, r#p-sagar, diving into which
one may get the jewel of divine love.

The churning of the ocean as described in the
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mythological story symbolically represents the
process of diving within one’s own heart, till one
reaches the level of immortality represented by
amvrita, ambrosia. However, this churning can
only be done with the help of the rod of the ego.
Afterall, the ego is the only stable element amidst
the ever-changing good and evil tendencies of the
mind. This ego ought to be based on the Divine.
Ramakrishna has repeatedly advised that the ego
must be united with God, so that it becomes
‘ripe’ and no more remains the ‘unripe’ ego that
we usually have. Even then, there is every possi-
bility of the ego becoming inflated. In the story
this is represented by the Kurmavatara support-
ing the churning rod on its back and prevented
its rising by sitting on it in the form of an eagle.

Swami Virajananda has eulogized Rama-
krishna as: ‘dambhi-darpa-daranam; destroyer
of the pride of the haughty.” Indeed, on more
than one occasion Ramakrishna crushed the ego
of those who came to him. The most striking
example is that of Mahendranath Gupta, ‘M
whose pride was destroyed for ever by a few tell-
ing rebukes from Ramakrishna during one of M’s
earliest visits to Dakshineswar.

The story of the churning of the ocean by the
gods and the demons does not come to an end
with obtaining the nectar of immortality. God had
to incarnate again as Mohini, a strikingly beauti-
ful woman, to prevent the demons from drinking
that nectar. Ramakrishna too, in various ways,
subdued the evil tendencies of his disciples.

Varahavatara

That the ego can cause havoc is evident from
the story in the next two incarnations of God.
Vishnu's doorkeepers Jaya and Vijaya belonged
to Bhagavan’s inner circle. Out of pride they
insulted the sages Sanaka and others and were
cursed by them to be born as demons. They were

born as Hiranyaksha and Hiranyakashipu, and
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God had to assume the form of a varaha, boar,
and nara-simha, 2 man-lion, to destroy and lib-
erate them from the curse.

In these legends also there is a great lesson for
all spiritual aspirants. However advanced one
may be in spiritual life—even to the extent of be-
cominga member of the inner circle of Vishnu—
one may still have a fall. Eternal vigilance is the
price one pays as longas one does not merge into
the absolute non-dual Reality.

Jayaand Vijayain their incarnationsas demons
had the erroneous notion that Bhagavan Vishnu
resides only in Vaikuntha, his divine abode.
They did not know that he is all-pervading. To
teach them a lesson, Bhagavan came out of the
nose of Brahma as a boar and out of a pillar as a
man-lion. Ramakrishna also repeatedly empha-
sized the all-pervasiveness of the one Reality.
He would actually see God existing within and
without everything; he saw God even in inani-
mate objects.

These stories highlight the idea that good and
bad, dharma and adharma are not two water-
tight entities. Jaya and Vijaya, though righteous,
were transformed into unrighteous demons.
In the same vein, Ramakrishna has advised us
to transcend both good and evil, dharma and
adharma. Remove the thorn of avidya, ignor-
ance, with the help of the thorn of vidya, know-
ledge, and then throw both away.

These episodes have one more objective:
to show that God can be reached through the
path of dvesha-bbakti, devotion manifest as en-
mity. According to the Bhagavata, this is a faster
way to reach God, though only a rare few are
competent to follow it. So far as Ramakrishna
is concerned, he never advocated this type of
bhakti. He only taught and recommended the
conventional five modes of bhakti, with special
emphasis on apatya-bhava, considering God as
father or, still better, as mother.
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‘Hiranya’ means gold and is intimately asso-
ciated with greed and the consequent delusion,
anger, and pride. Ramakrishna totally renounced
kanchana, gold; he thus symbolically killed both
Hiranyaksha and Hiranyakashipu.

As the story goes, Hiranyaksha stole the earth.
Bhagavan assumed the form of a boar to search
for the missing earth as this was the best-suited
body, which has a strong sense of smell. The boar
is considered a symbol of yajna, sacrificial rite,
and the various parts of its body are equated with
the various aspects of yajnas.

Yajna is a very important characteristic
of Hindu religious practice. Various types of
yajnas have been described in different Hindu
scriptures, including the Bhagavadgita. The
essential aspect of yajna is ‘giving. The whole
of Creation, according to Hinduism, is based
on the wheel of yajna, in which every sacrifi-
cial act is interconnected with the other in a
relationship of giving. According to the Gita,
one who does not contribute his or her partin
this cycle of giving, and yet wants to enjoy, is
a thief. Hiranyaksha wanted to enjoy the earth
all by himself, by sheer animal force. Hence,
Bhagavan incarnated as yajna-rupa-varaba,
yajna in the form of boar, so that the cosmic
order could be re-established. In the present era
a similar situation has arisen: everyone wants to
acquire goods without giving and contributing
to the cosmic cycle. Ramakrishna has, there-
fore, taught a novel yajna: shiva jnane jiva seva,
service to man as God. The spirit of yajna for
the modern times has been beautifully summar-
ized by Vivekananda: ‘In the world take always
the position of the giver. Give everything and
look for no return. Give love, give help, give
service, give any little thing you can, but keep
out barter. Make no conditions, and none will
be imposed. Let us give out of our own bounty,
just as God gives to us.*°
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Narasimha

Hiranyakashipu is considered the adi-daitya, the
first and foremost among the demons. The word
for demon is ‘asura’—one who considers himself
asu, ‘life’ or ‘body’ In other words, the primary
characteristic of demon-hood is considering one-
self a physical entity, having debatma-buddpi,
body-consciousness. The rest of the demonical
qualities, as described in the sixteenth chapter of
the Gita, arise out of this primary error: ‘Hiranya-
kasipu represents the highest development of
egoism. The first personal pronoun “I” was de-
veloped in him as far as it can be developed. He
was so very powerful that he brought the whole
universe under his control; but his egotism
blinded him in regard to the fact that it was
finite and perishable, and an ego that is finite,
compared to the ego of the Lord, must be infini-
tesimally insignificant.’*!

Hiranyakashipu was an enemy of his son
Prahlada, who was a great devotee of Vishnu.
Bhagavan incarnated as a man-lion to fulfil the
boon that Brahma had granted the demon. The
lion is the best among animals and a symbol of
courage and power. Vivekananda once medi-
tated upon the heart of a lion. In Sanskrit and
Hindi the words nara-simha and nara-kesari
are used to refer to the best among men. Rama-
krishna was very careful to keep his word and al-
ways fulfil promises. He was indeed nara-simba,
best among men. However, whereas Vishnu’s in-
carnation as Narasimha was full of anger, Rama-
krishna hardly ever became angry, and even if he
did, it was short-lived. Certainly, he was as affec-
tionate towards the devotees as Narasimha was
towards Prahlada.

After killing Hiranyakashipu, Narasimha
asked Prahlada for aboon. Prahlada prayed only
for pure devotion. Ramakrishna was the strong-
est advocate of pure, desireless devotion. He used
to pray, ‘Mother, give me pure devotion.
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AfterkillingHiranyakashipu, Narasimha asked
Prahlada to rule his father’s kingdom. Rama-
krishna had many illustricus householder dis-
ciples. Nag Mahashaya and Mahendranath Gupta
wanted to renounce the world, but Ramakrishna
asked them to continue to live in the world as an
example for other householders. Likewise, Prah-
lada ruled the kingdom wisely and during his
reign the gods and demons lived peacefully. But
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during the reign of his son Virochana the gods
gradually regained their independence; then,
Virochana’s son Bali drove away the gods from
heaven, thus disturbing the cosmic balance.

One thing is common to both gods and
demons: they seek enjoyment, though it is
usually the demons who resort to unrighteous
means to obtain it. One is surprised to find that
even Indra, king of the gods, is found at times
to employ unfair means to fulfil his desires and
is consequently cursed for his behaviour. Yer, he
is wise enough to take shelter in the Supreme
Being whenever in trouble. This reminds us of
Mathuranath Biswas, who at times resorted to
unlawful means; yet Ramakrishna protected him
because he had great devotion to him.

Vamana

Vamana is another of Bhagavan’s incamations, in
this case as the dwarf son of Aditi, the mother of
the gods. Aditilived a life of intense self-control
and penance before she gave birth to the divine
child. The picus parents of Ramakrishna too
led a life of devotion and self-control, tuthful-
ness, and austerity. Thatis why Ramakrishna was
born to them.

Vamana went to the demon king Bali and
asked for the portion of land that he could cover
with only three steps. In the meantime, the guru
of the demons Shukracharya recognized Vamana
as the Supreme Being and asked Bali not to grant
that boon. Shukracharya was a calculating per-
son who did not want his disciple Bali to keep
his promise. Ramakrishna was against such cal-
culating intelligence. According to him, such
calculating persons cannot be spiritual. In the
Gospel of Ramakrishna we find him once listen-
ingto the story of Devi Chosdbhurani. The author
Bankim Chandragave calculating advice, mixing
righteousness and self-interest that Ramakrishna
disliked. King Bali rejects even his guru’s advice
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and sticks to his promise, due to which he ultim-
ately wins the favour of Vamana. He holds on to
the two values of truth and charity, which were
extolled by Ramakrishna as well.

Vivekananda goes to the extent of stating that
one should always give, even if one is sometimes
cheated. King Bali was not afraid of being cheated
by the Divine Dwarf. He gave himself fully; he
even gave his head—representing the ego—the
last thing one can renounce. Ramakrishna used to
say that all problems subside when the ego dies.

As the story goes, as soon as Bali vowed to
give Vamana the land measuring three steps, the
latter assumed a massive form and with two steps
measured the earth and the heaven; the third
step he graciously kept on Bali’s head. Here we
find Vamana assuming a massive form, which
reminds us of the Upanishadic statement that
Brahman is smaller than the smallest and greater
than the greatest.

God incarnates in different forms, and some-
times his forms are so deceptive that one is bound
to be misguided. King Bali was deluded by the
dwarf’s size and was indeed amused when he
asked for some land measuringjust three steps. In
the present era God disguised himself asa poor, il-
literate brahmana named Ramakrishna, and many
people could not recognize him. There were also
some persons—Ilike Ashwini Kumar Dutta—who
at first did not recognize Ramakrishna’s divinity,
but after seeing his immense spiritual dimension,
which was initially concealed from them, whole-

heartedly accepted his divinity.

Parashurama

With the Parashurama incarnation, Indian
Puranas become realistic, in the sense that
there are no more gods and demons fighting
each other: instead, there are caste divisions
with general tensions between the two upper
castes—brahmana and kshatriya. Parashurama
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was born with aggressive kshatriya characteristics
in abrahmana family, and Vishwamitra was born
with brahmana traits in a king’s family.

Parashurama’s life can be divided into two
parts: first, he is a fierce warrior who destroys
the wicked kshatriyas twenty-one times; second,
he lives a retired and secluded life, though still
proud of his valorous deeds. This pride is hum-
bled by Rama, the next incarnation of Vishnu.
Some consider Parashurama only a partial incar-
nation of God—amshavatara.

Itis very difficult to find any similarity or draw
parallels between the lives and personalities of
Parashurama and Ramakrishna, except thatboth
were brahmanas by birth. Ramakrishna was ex-
tremely mild, with no trace of violence, and was
the very embodiment of humility. If. however,
we consider the evil-minded kshatriyas as sym-
bolic of evil tendencies, Ramakrishna was at war
against them. But, while Parashurama killed the
evil ones twenty-one times, Ramakrishna could
destroy each one of his inner foes—greed, lust,
and the like—with a single blow, as it were. As to
pride, he had none of it; Ramakrishna was a per-
fect specimen of fully evolved brahmana-hood.

Rama

The next two incarnations of God have influenced
Indian culture the most: Rama and Krishna. The
stories of these two incarnations are too well
known to be elaborated here. Vivekananda, in
one of his hymns in praise of Ramakrishna, has
clearly stated that he who was Rama and he who
was Krishna is now born as Ramakrishna:

The One born as Rama of incomparable great-
ness inall the three worlds; who was the very life
of Janaka’s daughrter; who, though himself be-
yond the world, lo, did nor give up doing good
to it; the current of whose love flowed ever un-
checked down even to a Chandala; and whose

body of supreme knowledge was enveloped by
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devortion in the form of Sita; the One born as
Krishna too, who sang the song (the Gira) sweet
and tranquil, yer deep as the roar of alion, sup-
pressing the grear cataclysmic rumult raised in
the bartlefield and destroying the innate and
deep-seated darkness of ignorance —that ever-
renowned Divine Personality is now born as
Ramakrishna."?

About the special characteristics of Rama,
Vivekananda said: ‘Coming down to later times,
there have been great world-moving sages, great
Incarnations ... and those that are worshipped
most in India are Rama and Krishna. Rama, the
ancient idol of the heroic ages, the embodiment
of truth, of morality, the ideal son, the ideal hus-
band, the ideal father, and above all, the ideal
king, this Rama has been presented before us by
the great sage Valmiki."?

According to Ramakrishna, Rama was a per-
tect jnani:

I realize that wherever I live I am always in the
Ayodhya of Rama. This whole world is Rama's
Ayodhya. After receiving instructions from His
teacher, Rama said that He would renounce
the world. Dasharatha sent the sage Vashishrha
to Rama to dissuade Him. Vashishtha found
Him filled with intense renunciarion. He said
to Rama: ‘First of all, reason with me, Rama;
then You may leave the world. May I ask You if
this world is outside God? If that is so, then You
may give it up. Rama found tharit is God alone
who has become the universe and all its living
beings. Everything in the world appears real on
account of God’s reality behind it. Thereupon
Rama became silent.'*

Ramakrishna used to give the example of
Rama to encourage householders to live in the
world without attachment.

If Rama befriended the tribal Nishadaraja

Guha—the ferryman who took him across
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the Ganga—created an alliance with the mon-
key king Sugriva, and ate the fruits offered to
him by Shabari of low birth, Ramakrishna ac-
cepted many of the lower castes as well. He re-
ceived his first alms from Dhani, who was from
ablacksmith’s family, blessed the sweeper Rasik,
and also accepted the servant boy Latu as his
disciple.

Rama went to the forest and lived there under
trying situations for fourteen long years, just to
keep the word given to Kaikeyi by King Dasha-
ratha, Rama’s father. Similarly, Ramakrishna
considered the observance of truth as the spe-
cial austerity for the present Kali Yuga. He was
so perfectly established in truth that never did
he deviate from it in his whole life.

Like Rama, Ramakrishna was also an ideal
son, an ideal husband, and anideal guru. For the
sake of his old mother livingat the Dakshineswar
temple, he gave up the idea of shifting to Vrin-
davan and of living with Gangamayi, a highly
evolved saint. Asan ideal husband, Ramakrishna
took special care of his wife, the Holy Mother
Sarada Devi. He deposited some money out of
his salary as priest in order to provide Sarada
Devi with a future means of subsistence. He dili-
gently trained her not only in secular matters but
in spiritual as well. She used to say that Rama-
krishna never hurt her even with a flower. That
Ramakrishna wasanideal guru is well known. He
would assess the temperament of each individual
disciple and train him or her accordingly.

Ramakrishna’s family deity was Rama. His
father Kshudiram had miraculously obtained
a Shalagrama Shila, a stone emblem of Rama.
The names of all the male members of his family
contained the name of Rama. And during his
period of spiritual practice, Ramakrishna wor-
shipped and established relations with Rama in
two devotional moods: dasya and vatsalya—as a
servant and as a parent.
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Krishna

Krishna’s life and personality has two distinct
aspects: one manifested at Vrindavan, the other
at Mathuraand Dwaraka—the gopijanavallabha
and the gitacharya aspects respectively. Swami
Ramakrishnananda has named the former as-
pect ‘pastoral’ and the latter ‘kingmaker” Viveka-
nanda too has recognized and pointed out their
relative significance.

About the first facet Vivekananda says, “The
highest thingwe can get out of him is Gopijana-
vallabha, the Beloved of the Gopis of Vrin-
davan."’ ‘He is the simple Krishna, ever the
same Krishna who played with the Gopis. Ah,
that most marvellous passage of his life, the most
difficult to understand ... that most marvellous
expansion of love, allegorised and expressed in
that beautiful play at Vrindavan, which none
can understand but he who has become mad
with love, drunk deep of the cup of love!’ (3.257).
“That, Vivekananda says, ‘is the very essence of
the Krishna Incarnation’ (3.259).

To the second aspect Vivekananda assigns a
lower place: “To come down to the lower stra-
tum—XKrishna, the preacher of the Gita’ (3.260).
‘He is the most wonderful Sannyasin, and the
most wonderful householder in one; he had the
most wonderful amount of Rajas, power, and
was at the same time living in the midst of the
most wonderful renunciation. Krishna can never
be understood until you have studied the Gita,
for he was the embodiment of his own teaching
(3.256).

This dual expression of ideal man and God
together is present in all incarnations, especially
in Rama, Krishna, and Ramakrishna. Rama-
krishna used to say that within him there were
two beings: one the bhakta, the devotee, the
other Bhagavan, God. He was an ideal human
being whose life and character are to be deeply
studied and emulated. At the same time, he wasa
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(Krishna said to Arjuna: “You speak of Me as an
Incarnation of God. Let Me show you something.
Come with Me.” Arjuna had followed Sri Krishna a short
distance, when Sri Krishna asked him, “What do you
see there?” Arjuna replied, “A big tree with black berries
hanging in bunches.”Krishna said, “Those are not black
berries. Go nearer and look at them.” Arjuna went nearer
and saw that they were Krishnas hanging in bunches.
“Do you see now”, said Krishna, “how many Krishnas like

Me have grown there?”
—The Gospel of SriRamakrishna, 853

divine being who can be worshipped and adored.
Vivekananda, therefore, considers him nara-
deva, god and human in one.

Regarding the Gita Ramakrishna used to
say that if we pronounce the word ‘gita’ repeat-
edly, it sounds ‘tagi-tagi-tagi, thatis #yags, which
means ‘one who has renounced’ Thus, for him,
the essence of the Gitais renunciation, in which
he was fully established. In this respect Rama-
krishna was an embodiment of the Gita, much
as Krishna was. Ramakrishna is also considered
to be the embodiment of the highest divine love
as manifest in the gopis of Vrindavan. Besides,
he had at different periods of his life not only
the visions of Rama, Sita, and Krishna, but these
divine beings also merged into him, indicating
thereby that he was no other than them.

Krishna is the preacher of the Gita, the great
scripture which is given the status of an Upani-
shad. The Gospel of Ramakrishna is a great scrip-
ture as well, a veritable Upanishad.

The comparative study of the personalities
and teachings of Rama and Krishna with Rama-
krishna’s is too vast a subject to be covered in
this article. Only a basic outline has been pres-
ented here.
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Buddha

Although an opponent of the Vedic karma-
kandaand the founder of a new religion, Buddha
hasbeen accepted as one of the Hindu avataras.
Borna prince, he renounced his kingdom, young
wife, and son in search of Truth, which he at-
tained through an extraordinary spiritual effort.
He is the most human among the avataras, en-
dowed with exemplary human qualities. He was
intensely sensitive, and the mere sight of suffer-
ing in the form of disease, old age, and death
awakened him to the unpleasant reality of the
world to such an extent that he did not rest till
he discovered a way out of this suffering; through
intense yearning he realized the Truth.

While the starting point of Ramakrishna’s
spiritual striving was different—he wanted to see
the Divine Mother—his yearning and intensity
was as great as that of Buddha. If Buddha was
ready to give up his body on the meditation seat
to attain that rare supreme knowledge attain-
able only in aeons, Ramakrishna too could not
brook a moment’s separation from the Divine
Mother, and even attempted to give up his body
in search of her.

Among the various excellences of Buddha,
Vivekananda highlighted a few. He admired
Buddha’s wisdom and considered him the san-
est philosopher the world has seen. He also
extolled Buddha as a great karma yogi who
worked for work’s sake without any other mo-
tive, and as a being full of compassion as well,
ready to even lay down his own life to save a
lamb. These excellent traits are equally found
in Ramakrishna, who never indulged in hair-
splitting arguments and went straight to the
point. To Hari—one of his disciples, later
known as Swami Turiyananda—who was study-
ing Vedantic texts, Ramakrishna said that the
final conclusion of all Vedantic teachings was
that ‘Brahman is real and the world unreal, and
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to be a true Vedantin one needs only to put this
teaching into practice instead of reading scores
of books with intricate arguments.

Ramakrishna was also a great karma yogi who
continued to labour for the good of others till
the last day of his life. Buddha accepted the in-
vitation of a low caste person, who offered him
a dish that ultimately led to his death. Rama-
krishna, on his death bed, did not send away
anyone who came to him for counsel, even if
it meant hastening the end. Vivekananda has,
therefore, described Ramakrishna as karmaka-
levavam-adbhuta-cheshtam (8.174), one whose
body was full of activity and whose divine ex-
ploits were wonderful. Both Buddha and Rama-
krishna lived only for others.

In regard to their teachings there are some dif-
ferences between them: whereas Buddha stressed
the obvious truth of suffering, Ramakrishna as-
serted the not-so-obvious truth of the existence of
God. Buddha said that suffering can be removed;
Ramakrishna declared that God can be realized.
Buddha taught the eight-fold noble path, while
Ramakrishna accepted all paths as true provided
they were followed with sincerity and yearning for
the Divine. From the historic and spiritual point
of view both Buddha and Ramakrishna have ini-
tiated powerful worldwide religious movements
of monks, nuns, and lay devotees.

Kalki

The tenth avatara, yet to come, is Kalki. Rama-
krishna said: ‘God will incarnate Himself as
Kalki at the end of the Kaliyuga. He will be born
as the son of abrahmin. Suddenly and unexpec-
tedly a sword and horse will come to him.* It is
said that Kalki will destroy evil people and after
that the Satya Yuga, Age of Truth, will appear
once again.

In the context of the evolution of Hindu ava-
taras, as described in the Puranas, we see a gradual
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humanization that reaches a most serene, non-
violent, and compassionate expression in Buddha,
the ninth incarnation. The description of Kalki,
the tenth, as a warrior avatara does not fitinto this
evolutionary pattern. And since Vivekananda said
that the Satya Yuga has started with the advent
of Ramakrishna, some believe that Ramakrishna
himself'is Kalki, and that the description of sword,
horse, and the rest is merely allegorical.

Conclusion

Some scholars are of the opinion that the concept
of ten Hindu avataras depicts the gradual evolu-
tion of species, beginning with the first creature
having a brain, the fish. One of the important
messages conveyed in this concept is that of the
presence of God in all creatures, whatever be their
state of evolution. Among God’s human mani-
festations too there is a gradation. In Narasimha,
the human is first evolving out of a lion, the best
among beasts. Vamana, the next incarnation, is a
human dwarf. The fully developed Parashurama
follows, and he represents the aggressive primi-
tive human who believed in brute force and the
animal law of ‘might is right’ Rama and Krishna
are, in comparison, milder and more considerate;
nevertheless, they wage wars and wield weapons
to subdue miscreants. Buddha is an incarnation of
compassion and love, though he did condemn the
priesteraft of the brahmanas. In the Ramakrishna
incarnation none was condemned, none left out,
and the weapons used to win over the wicked ten-
dencies of human beings were humility and love.
As an extension of the Ramakrishna incarnation,
his divine consort Sarada Devi manifested deep
love, compassion, patience, and all the qualities
that make an ideal woman, nun, and mother in
one. Sarada Devi survived Ramakrishna by thirty-
four yearsand demonstrated through her life what
God incarnated as mother is like; she manifested

the motherhood of God.
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In the legends of most of the incarnations
evil is represented either by a single demon or
by a group of demons, who are destroyed by the
incarnation. During Parashurama’s time, the
kshatriyas represented the evil side. Rama was a
kshatriya and killed Ravana, the unrighteous one,
though brahmana by birth. Interestingly, during
the Krishna incarnation evil had become so per-
vasive that he had to plot the killing not only of
the Kauravas and their whole army, but also of
all the allies of the Pandavas and even of his own
clan, the Yadavas. However, in the Ramakrishna
incarnation, none is particularly condemned; all
people are taken as manifestations of the Divine
and are guided accordingly. What other evidence
do we need to consider him avatara varishtha,

B

the supreme incarnation? Y
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Kashmir Shaivism in the Light of
Sri Ramakrishna’s Teachings

Swami Tadananda

N 1894 SWAMI VIVEKANANDA WROTE to
I his disciple Alasinga: ‘The life of Shri Rama-

krishna was an extraordinary searchlight
under whose illumination one is able to really
understand the whole scope of Hindu religion.
He was the object-lesson of all the theoretical
knowledge given in the Shastras (scriptures). He
showed by his life what the Rishis and Avataras
really wanted to teach. The books were theories,
he was the realisation.” Thus, it is not surprising
that when this searchlight is turned upon the
non-dualistic Shaiva philosophy of Kashmir, also
known as Trika philosophy, it illumines many re-
markable similarities. Sri Ramakrishna had said
that his spiritual experiences had gone beyond the
Vedas and the Vedanta. Interestingly, we find it
easier to understand some of his profound teach-
ings in the light of the Trika philosophy. This art-
icle is an attempt to explore some of the salient
principles of the Trika philosophy in the light of

Sri Ramakrishna’s teachings and vice-versa.

The Ultimate Reality
According to the Trika philosophy, the ultimate

Reality is not only universal Consciousness
but also supreme spiritual Power. It is prakasa-
vimarsamaya. Prakisa is cit or pava-samvit, the
light of Consciousness without which nothing
can appear, the universal non-relational Con-

D

The author is a monastic member of Ramakrishna
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sciousness in which there is no distinction be-
tween subject and object, I and This. It is Shiva.
The supreme Self is ever surveying itself or has
a non-relational, immediate awareness of 2ham,
I-consciousness. Ciz conscious of itself as cidrapini
Sakti, Consciousness as Power, is vimarsa. This
I-consciousness of the ultimate Reality is the
mirror in which Shiva realizes his own power,
grandeur, and beauty. Vimarsa sakti hasbeen vari-
ously named para-sakti, aisvarya, spanda, hydaya,
pdwi—mk, svatantrya, citi, and so on.

Sri Ramakrishna also experienced this spir-
itual truth and taught that ‘He who is Brahman
is also Shakti. When thought of as inactive, He is
called Brahman, and when thought of as the Cre-
ator, Preserver, and Destroyer, He is called the
Primordial Energy, Kali.? The Vijnanabbairava

expresses the same truth in the following verse:

Sakti-saktimator-yadvad

abbedab sarvada sthitab;
Atas-tad-dbarma-dharmitvar

para-Saktib paritmanah.
Since there is always non-difference berween
Shakri and the possessor of Shakti ($aktimar),
Shakri, being endowed with His (saktimar’s)
attributes, becomes the bearer of the same at-
tributes. Therefore, being non-different from
para (the highest, Bhairava), She is known as
par (the highest, Bhairavi).”

Furthermore, while explaining the identity of
Brahman and Shakti, Sri Ramakrishna uses the
analogy of fire and its power to burn. He says,
‘Brahman and Shakdi are identical, like fire and its
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power to burn. When we talk of fire we automat-
ically mean also its power to burn. Again, the fire’s

power to burn implies the fire itself. If you accept

the one you must accept the other.* The Vijnana-
bhairava expresses this in the following verses:

Na vahner-dahika saktib

vyativiktd vibhavyate;
Kevalam jhana-sattayim

pravambho’yam pravesane.
The burning power of fire is not accepted as
separate from fire even after full consideration
(even so the para-sakti is not accepred separate
from parama-siva, Bhairava). Only it is de-
scribed in a distinct way as a preliminary step
for the listener (as an aid) towards entry into

its knowledge.’

Shakti as the World-process

Svatantrya, unimpeded sovereignty, is the charac-
teristic par excellence of Shakei. Sri Ramakrishna
reveals that “The Divine Mother is always play-
ful and sportive. This universe is Her play. She is
self-willed and must always have Her own way.
She is full of bliss.® She expresses herself as iccha,
will, which immediately translates into jnana,
knowledge, and 74y4, action. She is the kartyrva-
Sakti, Shiva's power of doer-ship responsible for
manifestation, maintenance, and absorption of
the universe. Thus, the all-inclusive supreme
Reality is both visvottirna, transcendental, and
visvamaya, immanent. This idea is expressed in

the opening verses of the Pratyabhijnabridaya:

Citip svatantri visva-siddpi-hetub.

The absolute ci#i of its own free will is the cause
. . N . 7
of the siddhbi, effectuation, of the universe.

Svecchaya sva-bhittan visvam-unmilayati.

By the power of her own will (alone), she (ci)
unfolds the universe upon her own screen (i.e.
in herself as the basis of the universe) (s1).

Sri Ramakrishna vividly expresses his experi-
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ence of the divine immanence of Shakti: “The Di-
vine Mother revealed to me in the Kali temple
that it was She who had become everything. She
showed me that everything was full of Conscious-
ness. The Image was Consciousness, the altar was
Consciousness, the water-vessels were Conscious-
ness, the door-sill was Consciousness, the marble
floor was Consciousness—all was Consciousness. *
‘I see that God alone has become everything. Men
and animals are only frameworks covered with
skin, and it is He who is moving through their
heads and limbs. Isee thatitis God Himself who
has become the block, the executioner, and the
victim for the sacrifice’ (70). “When I see a man,
I see that it is God Himself who walks on earth,
as it were, rocking to and fro, like a pillow floating
on the waves. The pillow moves with the waves. It
bobs up and down’ (396). ‘Mother, what people
call “man” is only a pillow-case, nothing but a
pillow-case. Consciousness is Thine alone’ (225).
It is worth noting here that non-duality is
spoken of not only on the transcendental plane
but on the immanent Shakti aspects of Reality as
well. While expounding the Advaita philosophy
inhis lecture ‘One Existence Appearingas Many,
Swami Vivekananda elaborates this thought:

In the whole of this universe there is but One
Existence; and thar One Existence when seen
through the senses is called the world, the
world of marter. When It is seen through the
mind, It is called the world of thoughts and
ideas; and when It is seen as it is, then It is the
One Infinite Being. You must bear thisin mind;
it is not thar there is a soul in man, although I
had to take thar for granted in order to explain
it ar first, bur thar there is only One Existence,
and thar one the Atman, the Self; and when
this is perceived through the senses, through
sense-imageries, It is called the body. When It
is perceived through thoughr, It is called the
mind. When Iris perceived in Its own narure, It
is the Atman, the One Only Existence. So it is
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not thar there are three things in one, the body
and the mind and the Self, although thar was
a convenient way of purring it in the course of
explanation; bur all is that Atman, and thar one
Being is sometimes called the body, sometimes
the mind, and sometimes the Self, according to
different vision. ... Dualism and non-dualism
are very good philosophic terms, but in perfect
perception we never perceive the real and the
false ar the same rime. We are all born monists,
we cannot help it.”

Shakti: The Cause of
Bondage and Liberation

The Shaiva Agamas propound that it is Shakei
alone who is the cause of both bondage and lib-
eration of jivas. The Spanda Karika says:

Seyam kriyatmika saktib

Sivasya pasu-vartini;
Bandhayitri svamargastha

jrata siddbyupapadika.
That aforementioned [Shakti] operative power
of Shiva existing in the bound soul is a source
of bondage; the same when realized as residing
in him as the way of approach to one’s essential
reality brings about success (that is, the achieve-
ment of liberarion)."’

The same idea is expressed in the Vijrana
bhairava:

Sakty-avastha-pravistasya

nirvibhigena bhavani;
Tadisau Siva-riapi sydr Saivi

mukbam-ibocyate.
When in one who enters the state of Shakrti
(that is, is idenrified with Shakri) there ensues
the feeling of non-distinction (between Shakti
and Shiva), then he acquires the state of Shiva,
for in the Agamas, She (Shakti) is declared
as the door of entrance (into Shiva) (literally,
Shaksi is Shiva’s face)."*

Just as one recognizes a person by his face,
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even so one recognizes Shiva by his Shakti, who

is like his face.

Yathalokena dipasya
kirapair-bhaskarasya ca;
Jadyare dig-vibhagadi
tadvac-chakeya sivah priye.
Just as by means of the light of a lamp, and the
rays of the sun, portions of space, etc. are known,
evenso, O dear one, by means of Shaki is Shiva
(who is one’s own essential Self ) cognized (re-

cognized) (ibid.).

Jaideva Singh notes that there are three points
suggested by this simile: (i) just as the flame of
the lamp is not different from its light, just as
the rays of the sun are not different from the
sun, even so Shakti is not different from Shiva;
(ii) just as through a lamp or the sun, the ob-
jects of the world are perceived, even so through
Shakti the universe is known; (iii) just as to per-
ceive the light of a lamp another lamp is not re-
quired, or to perceive the sun another sun is not
required—they are known by their own light—
even so Shiva is known by his Shakti, who is not
different from him.

Under the spell of the binding power of Shakti,
the universal I-consciousness, purnahamta, of
Shiva is reduced to the limited I-consciousness
experienced by jivas. This limited I-consciousness
isitselfan aspect of Shakdi. Thus, all are within the
jurisdiction of Shakti. Sri Ramakrishna reveals the
source of our limited I-consciousness as follows:
‘As long as a man must see the Sun in the water of
his “I-consciousness” and has no other means of
seeing It, as long as he has no means of seeing the
real Sun except through Its reflection, so long is
the reflected sun alone one hundred per cent real
to him. Aslongas the “I” is real, so longis the re-
flected sun real—one hundred per cent real. That
reflected sun is nothing but the Primal Energy.**

He then explains how this I-consciousness,
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which is the experience of Shakti as the “face of
Shiva can be approached for the vision of Shiva.
He says: But if you seek Brahmajnana, the Know-
ledge of the attributeless Brahman, then proceed
to the real Sun through Its reflection. Pray to Brah-
man with attributes, who listens to your prayers,
and He Himself will give you full Knowledge of
Brahman; for that which is Brahman with attri-
butes is verily Brahman without attributes, that
which is Brahman is verily Shakd’ (ibid.).

One may form some conceptual understanding
of higher spiritual truths with the help of reason-
ing, but an actual experience of these is possible
only when the Divine Mother opens the door and
lets one in. Sri Ramakrishna clearly explains:

The jnanis, who adhere to the non-dualistic phil-
osophy of Vedanta, say that the acts of creation,
preservation, and destruction, the universe it-
self and all its living beings, are the manifest-
ations of Shakti, the Divine Power. If you reason
it out, you will realize that all these are as illu-
sory as a dream. Brahman alone is the Reality,
and all else is unreal. Even this very Shakri is
unsubstantial, like a dream. But though you
reason all your life, unless you are established in
samadhi, you cannot go beyond the jurisdiction
of Shakti. Even when you say, Tam medirtating;
or ‘T am contemplating), still you are moving in
the realm of Shakti, within Its power (134).

One must propitiate the Divine Mother, the
Primal Energy, in order to obtain God’s grace.
God Himself is Mahamaya, who deludes the
world with Her illusion and conjures up the
magic of creation, preservation, and destruc-
tion. She has spread this veil of ignorance be-
fore our eyes. We can go into the inner chamber
only when She lets us pass through the door.
Living outside, we see only outer objects, but
not that Eternal Being, Existence-Knowledge-
Bliss Absolurte (116).

A man arttains Brahmajnana only when it
is given to him by the Adyashakti, the Divine
Mother. Then alone does he see the whole thing
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as magic; otherwise not. As long as the slight-
est trace of ego remains, one lives within the jur-
isdiction of the Adyashakti. One is under Her
sway. One cannot go beyond Her (460).

The spiritual disciplines prescribed in the
Shaiva Agamas are in general akin to the paths of
knowledge, jnana yoga, and meditation, dhyana
yoga. Shakii is presented very much as an imper-
sonal and distant entity. The aspirant has to ap-
proach her by contemplating on her as the source
of the I-consciousness, by mindfulness of her five-
fold activities— projection, maintenance, absorp-
tion, concealment, and revelation. However, Sri
Ramakrishna approaches the same Shakd in a
more personal way as the all-powerful and spor-
tive Divine Mother, who responds to our earnest
prayers and upon whom the child can even force
its demands. She is the all-compassionate Mother
who puts aside her frightful form and readily
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takes the child in her lap. Verily she is our real
and only mother, our refuge and protector, and
the supreme mistress of the universe.

The Ultimate Goal of

Vijnana or Siva-vyapti

The ultimate goal of the Shaiva Agamas is not
only Self-realization but acquisition of sivatva-
yojana, the status of Shiva. Or, in the language
of the Shaiva Agamas, the ultimate goal is not
merely asma-vyaptibut sSiva-vyapti. Atma-vyapti
in the Shaiva tradition means the realization of
the Self, which is characterized by limited know-
ledge, jnana, and activity, kr#y4. This is a lower
ideal. In Siva-vyapti there is the union and fusion
of Shiva and Shakti, Siva-sakti-samarasya, char-
acterized by universal and all-pervasive know-
ledge and activity. This Sjva-vyapti is the status
of parama-siva, who is simultaneously both tran-
scendent to and immanent in the universe.

Sri Ramakrishna speaks of this same ideal in
terms of jnana and vijnana. He categorically says:
‘A man should reach the Nitya, the Absolute, by
following the trail of the Lila, the Relative. It is
like reaching the roof by the stairs. After realizing
the Absolute, he should climb down to the Rela-
tive and live on that plane in the company of de-
votees, charging his mind with the love of God.
This is my final and most mature opinion’ (257).

Speaking out of his personal experience, he il-
lumines this most profound subject as follows:

The jnani gives up his identification with
worldly things, discriminating, ‘Not this, not
this. Only then can he realize Brahman. It is
like reaching the roof of a house by leaving the
steps behind, one by one. Bur the vijnani, who
is more inrimartely acquainted with Brahman,
realizes something more. He realizes thar the
steps are made of the same marerials as the roof:
bricks, lime, and brick-dust. Thar which is real-
ized intuitively as Brahman, through the elim-
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inating process of ‘Not this, nort this is then
found to have become the universe and all its
living beings. The vijnani sees thar the Reality
which is nirguna, withour artribures, is also sa-
guna, with attribures (103-4).

What is vijnana? It is to know God in a spe-
cial way. The awareness and convicrion thar fire
exists in wood is jnana, knowledge. But to cook
rice on thar fire, ear the rice, and get nourish-
ment from it is vijnana. To know by one’s inner
experience that God exists is jnana. Bur to talk
to Him, to enjoy Him as Child, as Friend, as
Master, as Beloved, is vijnana. The realization
that God alone has become the universe and
all living beings is vijnana (288).

Pure Mind, Pure Intellect, Pure Self

Sri Ramakrishna frequently expresses the view
that ‘Pure Mind, Pure Intelligence, Pure Atman,
are one and the same thing’ (524). This is im-
possible to understand from the viewpoint of
Sankhya philosophy, according to which prior
to liberation the cizta, mind-stuff, must undergo
pratiprasava, mergence or dissolution, into
Prakriti, the causal matrix. According to Vedanta,
the Self is beyond mind and speech.

However, the Pratyabhijnahridaya states
that c7zz, universal consciousness, verily becomes
citta through avaroba or nimesa, the process of
involution:

Citireva cetana-padid-avaridba
cetya-sambkocini cittam.

Citi itself descending from the state of cezana
(knower) becomes citta (individual conscious-
ness), inasmuch as it becomes conrracred in con-
formirty with the objects of consciousness.*

In the process of involution, due to the limi-
tation of Shakti, the universal will-power, omnis-
cience, and omnipotence of Shiva are reduced to
the limited will-power, knowledge, and activity
of ajiva.
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The Pratyabhijnabridaya also describes
adhbyaroha or unmesa, the reverse process of evo-
lution, whereby the same c7##4 regains its real na-
ture by giving up its limitations:

Tar-parijhane cittam-eva antarmukhi-bhaven
cetana-padadhyarobar citip.

On the realization (of the five-fold act of the
Self), citta (the individual consciousness) by
inward movement becomes ¢i#/ (universal con-
sciousness) by rising to the status of cetana (the

knowing subject) (8s).

The introverted and purified mind aspiring
to commune with the supreme I-consciousness
of Shiva is itself the mantra, as expressed by
the following sutra of the Shiva Sutra: Cittam
mantrah. The etymological interpretation of
the term ‘mantra’ points to its characteristic of
(i) manana, pondering with intense awareness
over the highest light of I-consciousness; and
(ii) #rapa, protection, by terminating the trans-
migratory existence. Kshemraja, in his com-
mentary on this sutra explains: ‘The mind of
the devotee intent on intensive awareness of the
deity inherent in the mantra acquires identity
with that deity and thus becomes that mansra
itself. It is this mind which is mantra, not a mere
conglomeration of various letters**

In Sri Ramakrishna’s words: ‘Maya is noth-
ing but the egotism of the embodied soul. This
egotism has covered everything like a veil. ... The
sun cannot be seen on account of a thin patch
of cloud; when that disappears one sees the sun’
(168-9). “The mind must withdraw totally from
all objects of form, taste, smell, touch, and sound.
Only thus does it become pure. The Pure Mind
is the same as the Pure Atman. ... When it [the
mind] becomes pure, one has another experi-
ence. One realizes: “God alone is the Doer, and
[ am His instrument™ (350). “Then he at once
becomes ajivanmukra. ... The jivais nothing but
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the embodiment of Satchidananda. But since
maya, or ego, has created various upadhis, he
has forgotten his real Self” (169). ‘A man freed
from bondage is Shiva; entangled in bondage,
heisjiva’ (703).

This article is at best an introductory explor-
ation of a few principles of the Trika philosophy
in the light of Sri Ramakrishna’s teachings and
experiences. This subject is highly relevant to
sadhana; consequently, an in-depth compara-
tive study of the subjects introduced herein is a
worthwhile exercise for earnest aspirants. Other
topics such as bhavamukha, khecari samata,
mantra-Sakti, and guru-sakti could not be taken
up in this brief article, as they require a more
elaborate treatment of the fundamental prin-

B

ciples of the Trika philosophy. o
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Re-visioning Sri Ramakrishna Tantra

Dr M Sivaramkrishna

N HIS INTERESTING STUDY of science and

religion, Thomas Dixon observes that these

are ‘two cultural enterprises which encoun-
ter each other in the mind of the individual and
in the political domain’ The encounter between
the two is a continuing one, as is manifest in
various fields of life and in such denominations
as creationists and evolutionists, theists and
atheists, orthodox religionists and radicals who
wish to displace religion and install science in its
place. The decline of values, the primacy of sci-
entific methodology, and the increasing impact
of the global economic crises led to ‘academic
work by scientists and theologians seeking to
develop a harmonious interdisciplinary dialogue’
supported by both religious groups and projects
‘committed to supporting research that harmon-
izes science with religion’—such as the Temple-
ton Foundation. The overall aim is to promote
‘an altruistic and compassionate life’*

What has Sri Ramakrishna to do with science
as it exists today? Everything, one would like
to say. The basic insight is available in his own
remarks about science: ‘A man cannot compre-
hend spiritual things with his ordinary intelli-
gence. Moreover: ‘One cannot know the truth
about God through science. Science gives us in-
formation only about things perceived by the
senses.” Is human consciousness satisfied by such
knowledge of limited thresholds? As Dixon puts
it: “When you look up at the night sky, you may

The author is former Head, Department of English,
Osmania University, Hyderabad.
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not be thinking about astronomy and cosmol-
ogy at all. You may instead be gripped by a sense
of the power of the nature, the beauty and the
grandeur of the heavens, the vastness of space
and time, and your own smallness and insignifi-
cance.” Exploring another facet of this experi-
ence, Dixon adds: “This might evenbe a religious
experience for you, reinforcing your feeling of
awe at the power of God and the immensity and
complexity of his creation.”*

Science and its various theories are now ‘con-
flict narratives. But all of them are impelled by
the desire to extend the boundaries of know-
ledge and wisdom. The real threat does not lie in
the fundamentals of science. It lies in elevating
what are hypotheses into fundamentalist in-
sights, inflexible and irrevocable. Therefore, is
there a spiritual tradition that tackles the con-
flict narratives and, in spite of being ancient, has
amazing continuity—more than any other reli-
gious tradition? I suggest it is tantra.

The Background of
Sri Ramakrishna Tantra

Sri Ramakrishna tantra is not just a recurrent de-
rivative of an ancient tradition of great antiquity.
His sadhana in this area is a renascent phenom-
enon that, while retaining the core, removes the
aberrations to which this system is particularly
prone. About its antiquity Swami Saradananda, a
direct disciple and the most authentic biographer
of the Great Master, says: “That men of the very
highest type have been the advocates of Tantra
worship from very ancient times and that almost
all the rituals of worship observed at present in
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India, are performed according to the forms pre-
scribed in the Tanras, suficiently justify us in
taking up the subject for special consideration.’*

Besides its antiquity, tantra evolved over the
years ‘containing an amalgam of religion, phil-
osophy, esoteric and occult rites, astronomy, as-
trology, medicine and prognostications.” Sir John
Woodroffe, however, characterises it as ‘largely
free of Vaidik exclusiveness whether based on
caste, sex or otherwise. As the Gautamiya-Tantra
says, “the Tantrais for all men, of whatever caste,
and for all women.” (Sarva-varnadhikarashcha
narinam yogya eva ca).”®

One of the root meanings of tantrais ‘spread-
ing, along with ‘protecting. Applied to the Great
Master, his tantra sadhana spreads its continuing
relevance across boundaries and, more import-
antly, protects as well as restores its pristine
purity as a singularly psychological mode of
sadhana. Thus, he demonstrates that for our age
tantrais a valid sadhana, though akin to a razor’s
edge. Arcane rituals, intrinsically authentic, are
dispensable, and privileging of caste, gender, and
the like is negated—devotees and sadhakas are
all of one caste, Sri Ramakrishna affirms.

One of the ‘inter-texts” in the Bengali edi-
tion of the Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna is from
the Mahanirvana Tantra: ‘You are the subtle and
You are the gross; You, O Mother, are manifest
as well as unmanifest. You are both with form
and formless, who has the capacity to know
You?"” The subtle-gross interplay is embodied
in Sri Ramakrishna’s /i/a-kshetra, Dakshineswar,
and the presiding deity, Bhavatarini. The site of
Dakshineswar has a tantric ambience: there was
‘an abandoned Muslim graveyard where a Mus-
lim holy man had been buried. The plot was in
the shape of a tortoise shell, high in the centre
and low around the edge, which the Tantras say
is auspicious for a place of Shakti worship.®

[t seems incredibly congruent that the re-
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deemer and restorer of tantra for the present
age should have found for his sadhana a bur-
ial ground sanctified by a Muslim holy man—a
tomb in general is sometimes held to be ‘a ma-
ternal and feminine symbol of a generic kind™*—
and in the shape of a tortoise shell as well. The
ground is symbolic of Smashana Kali, the de-
structive, but the temple on it is of Bhavatarini,
the protective. As one sage put it, birthday can-
dles have their twin in funeral flames—just as
the birth of modern technological communica-
tions is an offshoot of the world wars!

Almost all aspects of Kali, the Mother, are
evoked by the Great Master in songs that he
himself sang or made devotees sing. They are
mostly verbal pictures of the deity’s various
facets, expressive of corresponding emotions. For
instance, death is the motif in this song sung by
the Master:

To arms! To arms, O man! Death
storms your house in battle array!
Bearing the quiver of knowledge,
mount the chariort of devotion;
Bend the bow of Your rongue
with the bow-string of love,
And aim at him the shaft of
Morther Kali’s holy name.
Here is a ruse for the fray:
You need no chariot or charioteer;
Fight your foe from the Ganges’ bank,
and he is easily slain."

The burial ground of Dakshineswar thus radi-
ates the motif of death-in-life and life-in-death.
Life would mean the reality of the body and all
that it embodies and involves. The temple itself
isan extension of the human body in every sense
of the word.

Sri Ramakrishna’s afiirmation of tantra is
fraught with far-ranging implications. He de-
clares: ‘Follow your own intuition. I hope there
is no more doubt in your mind. Is there any? The
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path of the Vedas is not meant for the Kaliyuga.
The path of Tantra is eflicacious’ (311). It is ne-
cessary to link this with another pointer that the
Great Master gives: Bhakti yoga is the appropri-
ate path for this age. Thus, there is a trinity of
modes: tantra, bhakti, and yoga. All the three
coexist under the arch of prema, supreme love.
One can, therefore, suggest that Sri Rama-
krishna’s uniqueness is in achieving not so
much samanvaya, integration, as samarasya, a
balancing of the autonomous natures of every
mode; autonomies that exists not as separate
isolated entities—which, of course, they can—
but as implicit or explicit interplay with other
aspects. In other words, there are patterns of
limited threshold without that limitation over-
reachingitself. Tantra typifies this samarasya.

Interpretations of
Sri Ramakrishna Tantra

Before proceeding further we have to deal with
the ambience of hermeneutics that is used for in-
terpreting tantra in general and Sri Ramakrishna
in particular. The usual interpretations of aca-
demicsare marked by the ‘hermeneutics of suspi-
cion: And, inits turn, this is built on the ‘alleged’
irrevocability and universality of Western frames,
logical and psychological. They range from ques-
tioning the texts to challenging the authenticity
of translations and even the accounts of those
experiences recorded with scrupulous adherence
to ‘facts’ Thus, blatantly and brazenly insensitive
readings of Sri Ramakrishna’s sadhana are ad-
vanced by, mostly, academics. They read into the
texts their own psychic compulsions inherited
from the past and present postmodernists.
These warped observations are especially evi-
dent in responses to what may be called the ‘dia-
lectics of desire; crystallized by Sri Ramakrishna
in the phrase ‘woman and gold: This expression is
made out to be sexist and gender discriminatory.
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Since the feminine principle is central to tantra,
it is necessary to clear this wild, lush ground of
‘woman and gold’ choked with the weeds of weird
interpretations. Was Sri Ramakrishna a hater of
woman as most inimical to one’s sadhana? Was
he invariably and incessantly declaring ‘woman’
as the epitome of carnal desire alone? And, there-
fore, was he wary of woman as an ‘enchantress’?

These questions must be faced squarely, since
the recurrence of the ‘woman and gold’ motif
in the Gospel has, perhaps, led to such misper-
ceptions. One has to look at women devotees
of the Master to arrive at the right perspective.
Yogin-Ma—who underwent formal tantric initi-
ationand hasbeen described by Sister Devamata
as ‘one of the noblest of Sri Ramakrishna’s dis-
ciples’!—says: “When strangers, casually read-
ing the life of Sri Ramakrishna, jump to the
conclusion that he did not like women, we
simply laugh’ (165). This is especially relevant
because in a crucial emotional crisis the Great
Master consoled her ‘recounting the marvellous
spiritual experiences he had had during his days
of Tantric sadhana’ (161). Moreover, she had read
tantric scriptures and one of her husband’s an-
cestors had compiled a well-known tantric text
called Pranatoshini Tantra.

We also know that during his days in Kamar-
pukur Sri Ramakrishna was unselfconsciously
free with women known of the village.'* They,
in turn, used to confide in him even matters
strictly within their own domain. Further, in
true tantric indifference to caste, gender, and the
like he took his first bhiksha, alms, after his upa-
nayana, sacred-thread ceremony, from Dhani,
the low-caste woman who assisted at the time
of his birth—though it is also true that, in cer-
tain contexts, Sri Ramakrishna was very strict
regarding social conventions. Above all, his vi-
sion of the Divine Mother in a prostitute carries
enormous significance with regard to the con-
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temporary empowerment of women victims of
social aberrations. Such women embody what
Nancy Qualis-Corbett in a related study calls
‘wisdom of the heart’. She says: “Women, who
are conscious of their true feminine being, are
attentive to the wisdom of the heart; they do
not allow this to be contaminated by collective
norms and ideals. This wisdom (in men as well
asin women) resides in the body and is related to
the principle of Eros. Through it, women come
torealize their true instinctive nature as it unites
with the spirit, the male stranger, in the ritual of
the sacred marriage’ " Indeed, the different parts
of the body are related to ‘time” as embodied in
the vital breath, prana.
Considering the body as sacred is

an important aspect of tantra. What r
Sri Ramakrishna called the £haga-

vati tans, love body,™* is a complex

structure in the system of tantric
symbology—symbology that shields
profound truths from profane eyes.
Thus, the truth realized within is the
same truth that pervades and controls
the whole universe.

This is an esoteric dimension that
may appear somewhat poetic. But
then, Kali herself exemplifies the nat-
ural element of time: a primal one,
which creates, sustains, and dissolves.
The creative nuclens contains death in \ N
life. It is, however, both playful and %
fearful, lovingas also cruel. This could
be seen as theology; yes, it could be.
But then we have the concrete enact-
ment of this tantric principle in the
Great Master’s worship of his consort

Sarada Devi as the Divine Mother

L

Divine Mother Tripura-sundari! O Eternal Vir-
gin, possessor of all power! Please open the gate
of all perfection. Purify her body and mind, and
manifest Yourself through her for the welfare
of all’*®

Swami Saradananda says: “The Master’s
sadhana culminated in the worship of the Divine
Mother i1 the body of a woman who was an em-
bodiment of spiritual wisdom. Both the divine
and human aspects had achieved ultimate perfec-
tion’*®in his divine consort. This eventis instinct
with several features relevant to what is today
called ‘women’s empowerment’. It offers checks
and balances to the continuing exploitation of
women as ‘brand ambassadors’ of aggressively

'\\\&:

L
il f a4

herself. Invoking the innate divine

wrredrny

feminine to inundate the body of the
Holy Mother, the Master prays: ‘O

=
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advertised products reflecting the sensate culture
of consumerism. The trend is nearly unstop pable,
but then the Divine Mother has her own ways of
checking excesses.

The larger contemporary relevance of this es-
sentially tantric union of ‘polarities and dualities’
is being recognized, slowly but surely, by scien-
tists. The celebrated biologist Rupert Sheldrake

points out:

Some radical feminists and some male chauvin-
ists may like the idea of the cosmic primacy of
their own gender, but the meraphors of mother-
hood and fatherhood inevitably work againsta
one-sided view. When some people claim that

everything comes from the Mother and others

claim thar everything comes from the Father,
there is another obvious possibility: everything

comes from both. If the earth is the realm of the

Mother, the heavens are the realm of the Father
and all life depends on their relationship. Or,
if the feminine principle is the cosmic flux of
power and energy, the masculine is the source

of form and order, like Shakrti and Shiva in In-
dian Tantrism."”

Dynamics of Sri Ramakrishna Tantra
In the light of all this, it is possible to think of

Sri Ramakrishna tantra as rooted in a radical
reversal of the traditions that were extant at the
time of his advent. And it has continuing imme-
diacy and relevance now amidst the excesses of a
sensate culture that has consumerism, amoralism,
and materialism as its planks. In other words,
one can think of ‘desire’ as central to tantra, and
tantra as the technology of taming desire, what-
ever be its outlets, with a balanced life of desire
checked by detachment. Desire is energy canal-
ized through avenues correlated to enjoyment.
But the great risk in handling energy and power
is the temptation to develop them to the level of
siddbis, psychic powers.
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I would like to cite something very relevant
to the entire field of desire as potential power
and energy. In a fascinating interview Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak points out: ‘Education as
such, if it educates, is an un-coercive rearrange-
ment of desires.” Elaborating on this, she says:
‘Education can be used for any purpose: you can
also rearrange desires for profound corruption, so
I do not, I cannot, assume at all that this kind of
education is necessarily emancipatory.**

This can be, I feel, extended to a tradition,
though religious, like tantra. It is full of traps,
trips, and twists. It is notorious these days for the
incredible corruption of consciousness through
reckless indulgence in the name of satisfying the
senses, which, it is argued, are gifted by nature
for enjoyment. Sri Ramakrishna rearranges some
of the compulsive urges and ambitions that pro-
pel tantric practice. This is education not of the
body alone butalso of the instincts that it brings
into play. One could call it a somewhat coercive
rearrangement of the two primal desires: the
economic and erotic. Coercive in the sense that
it will eventually tame these through two over-
arching orientations: ethics and emancipation.
Tantra is emancipating education of desire.

It sounds abstract, but behind the abstraction
are real and concrete snares. Take the primary
impulse of power in whatever form it manifests
itself—and it has protean forms. Tantra sadhana
dangles the sword of supernatural powersalmost
as a matter of course; any number of books—
not just in English but in Indian languages as
well—contain mystic formulae to achieve de-
sired ends: ‘Repeat this mantra for fifteen days
and you will get the power of attracting all!” Sri
Ramakrishna says: ‘Attainment of supernatural
powers and so on—these are desires. Krishna
once said to Arjuna: “Friend, you cannot realize
God if you acquire even one of the eight super-
natural powers. They will only add a little to
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your power.””** Explaining the reason, Sri Rama-
krishna says that tantric powers do not bear fruit
‘because people cannot practise them with abso-
lute correctness and devotion’ (ibid.).

The Great Master’s antidote to the desire for
acquiring siddhis is expressed in one of the songs
he used to sing: ‘Dive deep, O mind, dive deep
in the ocean of God’s Beauty’ (153). One can take
thisadvice as a meditative process having aspects
that reflect the energies behind various siddhis.
Thus, anima, minuteness, is the power of assimi-
lating the entire manifestation to 7, divine Con-
sciousness, which is our essential Self. Laghima,
lightness, is transcending all diversity. Mahima,
largeness, is the all-pervasiveness of the Self.
Prapti, acquisition, is abidance in one’s Self; and
prakamya, freedom of will, the power of enjoying
the Divine Play. Fashitva, control, is the power
of unitive consciousness. Ishitva, rulership, is
abiding in uninterrupted divine Consciousness.
Finally, yatrakamavasayitva, resolute will, is the
iccha-shaksi, will, that Shiva embodies.*

These interpretations constitute a retrieval
of core practices by reversal of the accepted but
abused tantric forms. No wonder, Sri Rama-
krishna asserts: mind is all. Internal mastery of
mental energies through the appropriate prac-
tice of tantra makes the greatest power—love of
God—manifest itself. The various aspects cited
above constitute consciousness honed to perfec-
tion, an uninterrupted awareness that, if it doesac-
quire siddhis, has no use for them. The continuous
state of samadhi Sri Ramakrishna experienced is
the apex of natural tantric yoga. For instance, by
simply hearing the sound of the first letter of a
mantra or at the mere sight of a flying bird, his
mind would dive deep into the spiritual realm.

Let me cite now a few balanced responses
from recent Western studies. Julius Evola, in his
study of tantra, makes a broad distinction be-
tween ‘liberation’ and ‘liberty, and says: ‘India
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was to be credited for the ideal of /iberation and
the West was to be credited for the ideal of /-
erty. Explaining the implications, he observes:
‘On the one hand, there is the impulse to escape
from the human condition in order to become
reintegrated in an absolute from which we sep-
arated ourselves only to end up in a world of il-
lusion (maya). On the other hand, there is the
impulse to feel free in a world that is no longer
denied, but that is rather considered as a field
for action and for experiencing ofall the possibil-
ities inherent in the human condition.**

Evola advances the premise that this differen-
tiation is non-existent and, therefore, tantra is
basically Western: ‘The differentiation between
liberation and liberty no longer subsists, since,
as a general rule, Tantrism, in its spirit—leav-
ing out of consideration the framework of local
traditions—should be considered distinctly
Western. It is more conspicuously Western than
Christian soteriology, which proclaims an ideal
of salvation from a world that is looked upon as
a “vale of tears” and contemplates the destiny of
a human nature that has been infected with sin
and that stands in need of redemption’ (ibid.).

Sri Ramakrishna declared tantras as proper
for the Kali age. The Great Master considered
the world as ‘a mansion of mirth} majar kuti,
but with the proviso that the aim regulate en-
joyment within limits. In this sense, the hard
core notion of Advaita—the world is an illu-
sion—is softened and supplemented. An ex
emplary incident is that of Totapuri, the Great
Master’s Advaita teacher, who developed such an
intolerable abdominal colic that he went to the
extent of trying to drown himself in the Ganga!
The tantric systems see temptation itself as in-
stinct with tremendous potential. In clear terms
the Master tells us: “What the Vedas and the
Puranas ask people to shun as impure is extolled
by the Tantra as good.** Solange Lemaitre says:
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In April last year (1981) | had gone to the Vedanta
Centre in Kansas City to deliver a lecture. A young
woman had written to the St Louis Vedanta Centre after
reading about Sri Ramakrishna. | had asked her to meet
me in Kansas. She was the daughter of a farmer and was
well-read. She worked in a farmyard in far-off Kansas.
The Midwest is called the ‘bread basket’ of America. This
woman came to meet me driving three to four miles.
When | was talking to her, tears started falling from her
eyes. She said that while she was asleep in a small room
in the farmyard, Sri Ramakrishna appeared to her and
gave her a mantra. She told me the mantra. | was aston-
ished and thought that Sri Ramakrishna's grace knows
no bounds. [t was as if Sri Ramakrishna was wandering
all over the vast region of America’s Midwest and look-
ing for people who had longing for God!

—Swami Chetanananda,
Sri Ramakrishner Sannidhye, 257

‘Vedanta proposes ... an austere and arduous

method that can be pursued only by those ex-

ceptionally endowed with intelligence and will
power.’ In comparison, “Tantrism is inclined to
a greater indulgence and takes human weakness
into consideration. It combines philosophy and

religious ritual, meditation and ceremonial, re-
nunciation and the joy of living.’ It does not ad-
vocate ‘abrupt renunciation of the outer world,
for that world with all its manifestations is only
the “game” (/il4) of Sivaand his sak#i, Kali, of the

Absolute and its impenetrable Power. >

Contextualizing Sri Ramakrishna Tantra

The implicit strategy is described by Sri Rama-
krishna himself when he talks about the Bauls:

The Bauls designare the state of perfection as
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the ‘sahaja, the ‘narural’ state. There are two

signs of this state. First, a perfect man will not

‘smell of Krishna’ Second, he is like the bee that

lights on the lotus bur does not sip the honey.
The first means that he keeps all his spiritual

feelings within himself. He doesn’t show out-
wardly any sign of spirituality. He doesn’t even

utter the name of Hari. The second means thar

he is not artached to woman. He has completely
mastered his senses.**

This ‘coded’ language is one of the aspects
that require utmost caution, especially while in-
terpreting some of Sri Ramakrishna’s own state-
ments. Minds mired in ‘woman and gold’ will
find related motifs and themes in anything and
everything. The context and the text exist with
the Bengali nuances of meaning and suggestion.
Even scholars who learn Bengali may not have
the required inwardness with those nuances, in-
evitably jumping to so-called ‘secrets’ And in
tantra the instinct that few can resist is to equate
the secret with the sordid. ‘If one eats radish, one
belches radish, says the Great Master. But then,
one sees only what one likes to see.

For instance, the way the exotic fascinates
is evident in the poetry of Shelley. In his inter-
esting study of the Bhagavadgita and the roman-
tic poets, K G Srivastava suggests that ‘Shelley
appears to have been, to use a Sanskrit word, a
shikta, a devotee of Shakti or primordial female
Energy of the Universe whom the poet loved
to call the “Great Mother”. He also seems to
have practised some kind of what Indians called
Tantra sadbhana.’ The professor quotes the fol-
lowing lines, among others, from Shelley’s poem

Alastor, ‘I have made my bed / In charnels and

coffins, where black death / Keeps record of the
trophies won from thee’* This can be compared
with the lines from a song that Sri Ramakrishna
sang: ‘T shall devour Thee utterly, Mother Kali!’

Evola’s opinion that tantra is Western has
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been, I think, gaining ground; though not
exactly in the way he put it. By pointing to the
many interesting parallels between Indian and
Greek thought Thomas McEvilley, in his massive
study of ancient thought, suggests that one can
locate contemporary spiritual modes in a com-
parative way in both traditions. The far-ranging
‘meditation-revolution) the technique of visual-
ization, and the in-depth study of the kundalini
phenomenon are some of them. ‘It is possible;
McEvilley says, ‘that there were such deep inher-
ent linkagesbetween Greek and Indian thought
from an early date that the two traditions went
on producing like forms to the end of antiquity.
Citing Neoplatonism he says that it needs in-
depth comparative study: ‘Its general similarity
with the Indian and Tibetan practices known as
tantric cannot be denied.*®

Similarly, he suggests that Plotinus’s instruc-
tions to his students have almost exact parallels
in tantric practices, in which the characteristic
method of meditation is visualization. McEvilley
cites the mandala as an instance. Visualization is
an unparalleled phenomenon in the Great Mas-
ter—Swami Yogeshananda’s study in this regard
remains a classic.”’” Gods and goddesses passed
through Sri Ramakrishna’s person almost as a
pageant. But the most arresting episode is the
one with Ramlala. The vibrant presence of the
deity is palpable, alive, and the entire episode
needs to be seen with reverent openness as an in-
stance of ‘more things in heaven and earth than
are dreamt of ” in philosophy and even myth.
The sadhu who gave the image of Ramlala to Sti
Ramakrishna also brought the Vaishnava dimen-
sion into the Great Master’s visions, validating
thus the Vaishnava way.

Above all, Sri Ramakrishna made the elec-
trifying assertion: ‘God talked to me. I¢ was not
merely His vision. Yes, He talked to me. Under
the banyan-tree I saw Him coming from the
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Ganges. Then we laughed so much! By way of
playing with me He cracked my fingers. Then
He talked. Yes, He talked to me.”*® Much more
astounding is what he says next: ‘He revealed to
me what isin the Vedas, the Puranas, the Tantras,
and other scriptures’ (ibid.). This means that his
tantric guru’s role was functional and his prac-
tice of tantra was an enactment for our age. Itis
significant that the Great Master tells about his
direct vision of God affer he narrates the breath-
taking movement of kundalini in his body! Is it
possible that the implicit powers confer a special
perception so that visions are transmuted into
tangible realities? These are neither mere visions
nor, as our neurologists say, ‘phantoms of the
brain; but timeless and tangible realities!
McEvilley’s explorations lead directly to Sri
Ramakrishna. He points out that the mystical
experiences of Plotinus are of two kinds, com-
parable and parallel to Patanjali’s savikalpa and
nirvikalpa samadhis. ‘There is an interesting
echo of both] McEvilley says, ‘in the experiences
of the nineteenth-century Hindu mystic Rama-
krishna. He describes samadhi of the former
type in which he, as a devotional mystic, seemed
to be relating directly to the mother-goddess,
and other, formless samadhi in which “a man
no longer feels the experience of the ego ... The
‘T" which may be likened to a salt-doll, melts in
the Ocean of (the) Absolute and becomes one
with it. Not the slightest trace of distinction is
left.”’* If the implications are extended further,
we can see their generic significance; Solange
Lemaitre identifies it thus: ‘Ramakrishna was
perhaps the first in our age to understand and
live the previously dissociated and dual activity
that consists, on the one hand, of abandoning
creation (detachment) in order to find God, and,
on the other, of fulfilling creation to the very end,
equally in order to find God. ... Then these two

poles are no longer mutually exclusive; instead
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they form a perfect organic movement.** There-
fore, Lemaitre says: “The true lesson of the great
mystic—it would seem—deals, rather than with
the so-called “unity” of religions (an idea dear to
Shuon and many others), with the complemen-
tariness of the various experiences that are con-
nected with each’ (214-15).

The Time Has Come for
Sri Ramakrishna Tantra

These are necessarily brief glimpses of a very sensi-
tive area. We can now look at some recent forth-
right views on Sri Ramakrishna tantra expressed
in a comparative study of Sri Ramakrishna and
Christ by Paul Hourihan. He suggests that the
time is ripe to add tantra to Swami Viveka-
nanda’s exposition of Vedanta: ‘Vivekananda
said he could have converted half the world if
he had preached Ramakrishna instead of Ved-
anta ... the doctrine that has penetrated every-
where in the West. Now the time has come to
add the doctrine of Tantra, the chief application
of Vedanta: namely, that within this woman is
the soul, is the Godhead, is the whole divine
being, and that s the truth of what she is.”*' Man
and woman are apparent divisions ‘for the sake
of just this discovery’ (76).

The very urge to add tantra to Advaita and
yoga—rather, to amalgamate them—is a step
that controverts many of the brazenly insensitive
studies on tantra. The unique figure for this is
the Great Master. ‘Ramakrishna; says Hourihan,
‘entered into this delicate and arduous sadhana
with a motivation unique among practitioners
for the nearly two thousand years of its history:
to discover if Tantra was spiritually genuine or a
series of lascivious exercises masqueradingas a re-
ligious system. It was, he found, all thatits defen-
sive adherents, badgered into theological corners
by more prestigious Vedantists and yogis, had for
centuries claimed for it: a legitimate entry to the
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hidden truths of the universe and to a realization
of their Source, the Godhead itself” (73).

We can conclude that Sri Ramakrishna’s is a re-
visioning of tantra, and not just a reformist or re-
vivalist makeover. The key is in his assurance—as
Hourihan says, “We have emphasized in Rama-
krishna’s achievement its application as much as
the achievementitself’ (75-6). The application is
inclusive: almost all strands of human conscious-
ness with all its real potentialities and apparent
anomalies are brought into play. These strandsare
vividly identified by Hourihan. Moreover, ‘Rama-
krishna, the personification of Vedanta as no one
before in India, was also the perfection of Tantra—
the first God-man known to have not only mar-
ried and achieved spiritual union with his wife but
to have spent so long encompassing the whole of
Tantric discipline to expressly assert the degree of
its truth, so that, when his wife arrived, he would
be able to implement with her its profound teach-
ing. Hourihan asserts that tantra’s ‘time has come,
Ramakrishna [is] its annunciator. It will liberate
man like nothing he has known for many cen-
turies—and woman also. He adds, “There is an
absolutely new current of thought abroad today,
respecting the sexes. All feel it. Few have found its
meaning. Tantra is its meaning’ (77).

In the light of all this, one can reasonably
say that Sri Ramakrishna re-visioned tantra as
an efficacious mode of sadhana. Even the most
efficacious—if we keep in mind the depth and
authenticity of his sadhana, or the vivid descrip-
tions of the nature and ascent of the primal en-
ergy, for instance. It remains a perennial frame
of authentic experience. An important aspect of
this frame is the transcendence of the gross elem-
ents once the ‘Serpent Power), the primal energy,
begins its movement. Besides authenticity, Sri
Ramakrishna’s experience can be ‘decoded’ to
make it applicable to more than specifically tan-
tric areas. In other words, transpositional under-
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standing is sustained by Sri Ramakrishna. For
instance, his description of kundalini can also
explain the Vaishnava Sahajiya doctrine.

As Edward C Dimock has suggested, the
sadhaka passes from the gross level to ‘a blissful
state of pure abstraction from all things physical,
a state of samadhi. Raimakrsna, who, not himself
a Vaisnava-sahajiya, was nonetheless a Tantric
of a sort, writes [s7c] of this height of experience.
By substituting the term rasa for kulakundalini
and the terms Ridhi and Krsna for Sakti and
Siva ... we have a good summary of the Vaisnava-
sahajiya doctrine in the matter”** What Dimock
cites here is Sri Ramakrishna’s description of the
movement of the kundalini.

The state of sahaja, simplicity, reviewed by Di-
mock is seen by some studies as a vibrant Void
thateffortlessly absorbsall dimensions of sadhana.
This brings us to a link between the Great Master
and the Baul tradition. “There are many kinds of
spiritual aspirants, says the Master, and he refers
to the Bauls: “The sadhaka, the struggling de-
votee, does not care so much for elaborate rites.
An example of this class is the Baul.*

Sri Ramakrishna provides further insights
into this tradition in terms of both their prac-
tices and the special language they fashioned to
conceal what they mean, which is revealed only
to the initiate. A Baul devotee asks the Great
Master: ‘Are you yourself eating, or are you
feeding someone else?’ This means, Sri Rama-
krishna explains, that ‘the siddha sees God dwell-
ing within a man’ As for anonymity, there is the
funny incident wherein a woman asks Sri Rama-
krishna where she can see him. He directs her to
go and search. Quite an enactment of a Baul!

The Great Master knew the risks inherent in
menand women performingsadhana together. He
says: “The attitude of “hero” is extremely difficult.
The Shaktas and the Bauls among the Vaishnavas

follow it, but it is very hard to keep one’s spir-
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itual life pure in that attitude’ (377). However,
Sri Ramakrishna is so open in his compassion
that he endorses even that risky relationship by
identifying its implicit positives: ‘The conjugal
relationship, the attitude of a woman to her hus-
band or sweetheart contains all the rest—serenity,
service, friendship, and motherly affection.” The
Master then asks M which attitude appeals to
his mind. M replies: ‘I like them all’ (ibid.). This
reply is absolutely relevant to the Great Master
as well: He likes them all, inside out; but gently
points to the serpentsin this Snakes and Ladders
game. In this context, one can say that the tantric
may have the art of transfiguring the serpent into
a ladder. He removes the fangs!

A- ccording to the Shakti cult the siddha is called a

koul, and according to the Vedanta, a paramahamsa.

The Bauls call him a sai. They say,'No one is greater than
a sai. The sai is a man of supreme perfection. He doesn’t
see any differentiation in the world. He wears a necklace,
one half made of cow bones and the other of the sacred
tulsi-plant. He calls the Ultimate Truth ‘Alekh’, the‘Incom-
prehensible One’ The Vedas call It ‘Brahman’ About the
jivas the Bauls say,‘They come from Alekh and they go
unto Alekh. That is to say, the individual soul has come
from the Unmanifest and goes back to the Unmanifest.
The Bauls will ask you, ‘Do you know about the wind?
The ‘wind’ means the great current that one feels in
the subtle nerves, Ida, Pingala, and Sushumna, when
the Kundalini is awakened. They will ask you further,
‘In which station are you dwelling?’ According to them
there are six'stations), corresponding to the six psychic
centres of Yoga. If they say that a man dwells in the ‘fifth
station] it means that his mind has climbed to the fifth
centre, known as the Vishuddha chakra. (To M) At that
time he sees the Formless.

—The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna, 513
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The Bauls bring us to the most fascinating as-
pect of Sri Ramakrishna tantra: the songs found
in the Sri Sri Ramakrishna Kathamrita. One is
simply bowled over by the wealth of themes, the
variety of moods, the galaxy of singers and com-
posers. Sri Ramakrishna himself sings enchant-
ingly and dances ecstatically—like a seasoned
dervish. In his authoritative and comprehensive
study of dervishes, John P Brown says that their
basic insight is this: ‘God only exists. He is in all
thingsand all things are in Him.”** And, interest-
ingly, these Sufis declare: “There does not really
exist any difference between good and evil, for
allis reduced to unity, and God is the real author
of the acts of mankind’ (11). Describing a der-
vish, Brown draws a fascinating parallel between
Sufism and Vedanta, and defines a Paramahamsa:
‘He who, renouncingall labour, reaches the state
or condition called paramahansa, or the ascetic
of the last degree, frequents the tirtha of the
Spirit, knowsall, in all things through the proper
nature of the sovereign Spirit, becomes immor-
tal, viz. absolutely free’ (48).

The author perhaps did not know that a
Paramahamsa was there during the very time
he made these observations, and even practised
Islamic sadhana! The songs sung by Sri Rama-
krishna need an in-depth study—an ongoing
project of mine—but obviously what he could
not phrase in prose, he suggested through songs.
These songs are a combination of rasa, mood,
and dhvani, poetic suggestion—inexhaustible
nuggets for contemplation. Hence, the signifi-
cant interest this area is acquiring now.

The mention of songs in the Gospel/ brings to
mind their counterpart of themes, music, and
singers—as many paths as there are seekers. But
Mark Dyczkowski—one of the few authentic
and original interpreters of Shaivism, tantric
perspectives, and related areas—sees the Great
Master in a uniquely refreshing manner. He says

102

that ‘those who believe in many paths to one
goal betray all the paths and every goal unless
they choose one of them from which to view
the others. Otherwise, if none of those available
is appealing, they must make a new “Multiple
Path” to reach their “Multiple Goal”’

He contextualizes Sri Ramakrishna in these
terms and says: ‘There have been very few, if any,
truly multi-religious, fully realised souls. The
most famous example is Ramakrsna. Describ-
ing how Sri Ramakrishna’s sadhana exemplified
something remarkable, Dyczkowski points out:
‘Although a devotee of Mother Kilj, directed by
his teacher of the Advaita path he slashed her to
pieces with the “sword of discrimination” when
she appeared before him and entered into such
profound contemplation of the absolute Brah-
man that he could not be roused for months.
Similarly, Dyczkowski notes that Sri Rama-
krishna ‘loved Lord Krsna so intensely he identi-
fied himself completely with Radha’ In the case
of Rama the identity was with Hanuman, and
Sri Ramakrishna lived in trees and even grew a
tail. He even had a vision of Jesus.

‘However, in each case Ramakrsna reports,
says Dyczkowski, ‘that to prepare him for the
new path and its goal, his mind was miraculously
emptied of all his memories.” This has remark-
able implications: Sri Ramakrishna’s ‘example
confirms that practice conforms to theory—
each goal is on its own separate path, so it is im-
possible to be on more than one path at a time
and to have more than one goal. Otherwise, you
would have to be more than one person, which
is not impossible, but far from psychologically
integrating. Ramakrsna was more “open minded”
than Abhinavagupta.’

Explaining this, Dyczkowski says, ‘He under-
stood his experience to mean that the many paths
and their many goals were all equally the result of

the joyful sport of the Mother. She is Maya—not
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the one who “obscures and deludes” the devotees
who are followers of the “isolated fragments of
a single tradition” but the Maya who enlightens
and inspires in myriad ways. She, the Mother of

the Universe is, of course, Rimakrsna’s path and
1.)35

his goa

Those are thoughtful insights that reflect the
necessity to re-vision Sri Ramakrishna’s tantra,
and see his ‘openness’ subsume and yet go farther
than, for instance, Abhinavagupta and others, as
suggested. The metaphor of music that Dycz-
kowski offers can be applied to Sri Ramakrishna’s
tantra: itis a ‘heavenly choir’ that subsumes every
part without smoothening any. Samarasya, is the
key to re-visioning Sri Ramakrishna tantra. o&
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Influence of Sri Ramakrishna
on the Hindi Poet Nirala

Prof. Awadesh Pradhan

EVOTIONAL POETRY—the poetry
D of Tulasi-Surdas, Kabir-Jayasi, Mira-

Raskhan—is the golden pinnacle of
the entire Hindi literature. If any other genre of
literature could be considered next in the order
of superiority, it would be the Chayavad poetry
of modern Hindi—the poetry of Prasad-Nirala,
Pant-Mahadevi. Nirala was not only a poet of
the Chayavad tradition but he was the best poet
of the entire modern Hindi poetry. Both his per-
sonality and poetry are unparalleled. Though the
entire Chayavad poetry carried a deep impress of
Rabindranath Tagore, Nirala is more influenced
by the Ramakrishna-Vivekananda tradition.

It is well known that Nirala had received the
love and blessings of Swami Saradananda and
Swami Premananda, direct monastic disciples of
Sri Ramakrishna and brother disciples of Swami
Vivekananda. Nirala was in contact with the
Ramakrishna Math at Belur, West Bengal. While
in Udbodhan office, he also assisted in the editing
of the Hindi journal Sazsanvaya. The erstwhile
president of Advaita Ashrama, Mayavati, Swami
Madhavananda desired to bring cut a journal in
Hindi. He soughtan editor from the epoch-maker
of Hindi, Mahavir Prasad Dwivedi, who recom-
mended Nirala. Swami Madhavananda wrote to
Nirala in English asking for his credentials, to
which Nirala replied in Bengali. In the words

The author is Professor, Department of Hindi,
Banaras Hindu University.
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Suryakant Tripathi
Mirala”

of Nirala: ‘Staying in Bengal, I was acquainted
with the literature of Sri Ramakrishna and Swami
Vivekananda. I had visited the Ramakrishna Mis-
sion, Belur, a couple of times for the service of
the poor. | had recited the Tulasi Ramayana to
the monastic disciple of Sti Ramakrishna, Swami
Premananda at Mahishadal, and had received his
unmatched love and blessings. I had given suf-
ficient proof of this qualification of mine in the
correspondence with Swami Madhavananda™

At that time a person suitable for the work
of Samanvaya was found in Calcutea itself, buc
that did not work out. Within eight months
the editor was changed twice. It was then that
Swami Atmabodhananda, the manager of
Samanvaya, called Nirala. A Hindi editor who
knew Bengali was needed there. Nirala ful-
filled this need. He went to Udbodhan Office,
Baghbazar in 1922 and started living there. ‘Tt
was here that I first met Swami Saradanandaji
Maharaj. That was 1922” (348).

Swami Saradananda gave him spirital initi-
ation by writing the mantra on his neck with his
fingers. The Swami said, “We believe Sri Rama-
krishna to be God. Nirala replied, T too believe
that” What happened next, read in Nirala’s own
words: ‘He came in front of me absorbed in the
mood of guru. I felvasif T was drowningina cool
shadow. Then he started writinga mantra with his
fingers on my neck. [ tried hard to fix my mind on
the neck and read what he was writing, but I could
not understand anything’ (350). After this Nirala

got many spiritual experiences and dreams. One
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day he saw in a dream: “There was a luminous sea,
my head was resting on the arms of Shyama, I was
moving with the waves’ (351). Another day he was
able to understand the mantra. ‘After three years
the mantra too came glistening like fire in front
of me, I read it then’ (351). A sample of Nirala’s
high regard for Swami Saradananda can be had
from this sentence: ‘Before this great philosopher,
great poet, self-resplendent, contemplative, ever-
celibate, sannyasi, great scholar, all-renouncing
personality like Mahavira, the position of god
Indra, and even moksha are insignificant’ (349).
In the May-June 1922 number of Samanvaya,
Nirala wrote his first article on Sri Ramakrishna
‘Bharat mein Sri Ramakrishna Avatar’ (The incar-
nation of Sri Ramakrishna in India). This article
was influenced by the structure of logic and style
of Sri Sri Ramakrishna Lilaprasanga by Swami
Saradananda. In it Nirala discusses in detail the
greatness of human beings; the goal of human life
is to be established in Brahman; the harmony of
mutually-conflicting principles in creation; the
dichotomy of enjoyment and renunciation, virtue
and vice; the incarnation of God upon the decline
of virtue and prevalence of vice; and the spread
of the materialistic and hedonistic civilization in
India. In the last paragraph he talks about the in-

carnation of Sri Ramakrishna in this manner:

This time Sri Ramakrishna incarnated to show
to torture-afflicted people and people blinded
by enjoyment the way to peace. This rime too
India became the centre for the establishment
of peace. The spiritual current thar is flowing
today in the world has its source in the great
embodiment of the spiritual principle, Sri
Ramakrishna. The voice of brotherhood that
echoes in global sociery roday first came from
the mouth of Bhagavan Sri Ramakrishna. The
world is mesmerised in listening to the heroic
words of the world-conquering lion of Ved-
anra, Swami Vivekananda; bur his divine edu-
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cation had culminared ar the feet of Bhagavan
Sri Ramakrishna, who is the expert gardener of
the flower blossoming today in the vine of unity
in India’ (6.42).

His second article titled ‘Jatiya Jivan Aur Sri
Ramakrishna’ (Sri Ramakrishna and National
Life) was printed in the March-April 1923 number
of Samanvaya. Though this article has more dis-
cussion on Sri Ramakrishna, the introduction
or the discussion on national life runs into four
pages. It mentions that the national uniqueness
of India s liberation-seeking and not enjoyment-
seeking, and its national life is led not by kings
or wealthy people but by all-renouncing great
men established in samadhi: “Wherever we see,
we find only great souls like Sri Krishna, Buddha,
Shankara, Ramanuja, Sri Chaitanya who incar-
nated to bring back to life the withered national
life of India. We always find such great minds es-
tablished in the leadership of India’ (49). Though
Buddha, Shankara, Ramanuja, and the like
worked for the welfare of the country, their paths
were mutually-conflicting. The intellect of Shan-
kara was great, but his heart was not; Ramanuja
mainly gave importance to the heart. The religion
of the heart hastened national decline for want of
intellect. Moreover, the narrowness of the custom
of untouchability spread its influence. Zémas, in-
ertia, was already in abundance, and the coming
of the English increased the strength of 74jas, ac-
tivity. On the one hand, western customs and
thoughts spread in India due to the influence of
the education policy of the British, on the other,
areaction to this tightened the grip of scriptural
traditions and customs: ‘In this manner, in every
field, there was a tussle between the ignorance of
the old and grown-ups and the civilization of the
newly civilized’ (52).

Even the reformers were not constructive but
destructive. ‘Some were conceited at bringing life
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to the nation by denouncing idol-worship, while

some others, being ostracized by pundits, resolved

to bring back the nation to life by creating a new
society themselves. On the other side, western

Christian priests were singing their own tune. By
hook or by crook, they were baptizing lower sec-
tions of the society or anyone in flesh and blood

they could put their hands on’ (ibid.). Sri Rama-
krishna incarnated to bring out India from this

great difficulty: “This time Bhagavan Sri Rama-
krishna incarnated to enlighten the national life’
(ibid.). He was himself perfect; all his spiritual

practices were for the education of the world.
Having practised the spiritual disciplines of tantra,
various moods of bhakti like dasya and madhura,
Vedanta, Islam, and Christianity, he arrived at the

truth that all paths have come out from the same

Souland will lead one to that same Supreme Soul:
“That is the national life of Hindus as known from

Vedanta' (54). Swami Vivekananda imbibed the

ethos of the harmony of religions from Sri Rama-
krishna, which he preached to the entire world.
The victory of Swami Vivekananda at the Chi-
cago Parliament of Religions and his preaching
sojourns in the West were all the result of the

spiritual plans of Sri Ramakrishna: ‘In order to

rejuvenate India, the spiritual power of Sri Rama-
krishna connected it with another independent
nation, gave peace to the seekers of knowledge

around the world, and created a great stir in the

thought traditions of the world’ (ibid.).

In Sri Ramakrishna one can observe a syn-
thesis of Shankara’s great intellect and Buddha’s
broad heart. One of the special characteristics
of his message is the non-conflicting nature of
this synthesis:

Earlier prophets had destroyed one religion and
established another by the sharp luminescence
of scholarship, but the modern prophert Sri
Ramakrishna brought about the development
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of high principles and harmony of religions
through his teachings, clear even to a child,
that came out from his dedication and simpli-
city. Directly perceiving the great power of con-
sciousness not only in humans buralso in rocks
and stones, he proclaimed thart the principles
of idol-worship as well as the highest Vedanta
are true. Treat each person with respect, the
same Lord resides in everyone; if you contra-
dictanyone, you will be conrtradicting the Lord
and will have to face the consequences of such
conrradiction’ (54—s).

It was the influence of this non-contradictory
religion that did not keep Sri Ramakrishna con-
fined to a single tradition, but he ‘became the
inner soul of all traditions’ (54).

Nirala affirms that Sri Ramakrishna is not
only a world teacher but that he is truth itself:
‘Sri Ramakrishna is one who is traversing every
path of spiritual discipline and getting merged
in the truth—has no existence apart from truth.
The great spiritual principles, descending from
the resplendentbliss of wholeness touch the pris-
tine light of truth that is Sri Ramakrishna, who
dwells in the realm of mind and speech and is
established in society as a world teacher’ (ibid.).
Talking about Sri Ramakrishna Nirala also feels
thatit isimpossible to give his ‘spiritual introduc-
tion’ (69). At another place he writes: ‘T will not
discuss how great he was or is; even if | attempt,
I will not be able to do so’ (152).

The 5 April 1924 number of the weekly
Matvala carried Nirala’s article ‘Paramahamsa
Sri Ramakrishna Deva. In this article too, after
discussing in detail the principle of incarnation,
a brief description of Sri Ramakrishna is made.
When there was a deluge of religions, traditions,
and spiritual paths in India, and when the west-
ern world was experiencing non-fulfilment and
lack of peace due to excessive enjoyment, at that
time Sri Ramakrishna came with the message of
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truereligion filled with supreme peace. “This time,
the embodiment of religion, purer than purity it-
self, unparalleled in the history of the world, the
great soul Bhagavan Sri Ramakrishna Deva was
born. Of all the histories of superhuman person-
alities available to us today—and only in India
they can be so many—such completeness is not
seen in any of them. As the chain of ignorance
of materialism is on the rise, so does the picture
of the completeness of spirituality appear bright’
(68-9) The long introduction to this article of
Nirala on Sri Ramakrishna intends to outline
the incarnation of Sri Ramakrishna as a histor-
ical necessity. He writes: “The world was in need
of such an ideal saint who would bring together
the world in one bond of religion’ (69 ). In Rama-
krishna, this need of the world was fulfilled.

In the April-May 1929 number of Saman-
vaya Nirala’s lengthy article titled “Yugavatar
Bhagavan Sri Ramakrishna’ depicts the entire
life of Sri Ramakrishna. In the beginning Nirala
has stressed the uniqueness of Sri Ramakrishna
among other heroes of the Indian renaissance of
the nineteenth century. The work of other social
reformers was intellectual. ‘But there was no spe-
cial exposition of the eternal truth of Hindus
by the Arya Samaj or the Brahmo Samaj—no-
where was available the reply that would satisfy
the doubting minds. Those places have sounded
trumpets of their own fundamentalism, their
own reform. The forgotten notes of tunes that
had been playing all along were not introduced.
This was because there was no such talented true
Indian who had turned to social reform after re-
alizing God. Their work was intellectual’ (101).

Sri Ramakrishna did not start a new sect, a
new society, or a new tradition. He presented a
liberal exposition of the eternal truth of religion—
the truth that he himself had realized—that put
an end to all sectarian conflicts. That is why he
could cast his influence on Keshabchandra Sen,
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Swami Dayananda, Maharshi Devendranath
Tagore, and Girishchandra Ghosh. Stressing the
greatness and uniqueness of the spiritual per-
sonality of Sri Ramakrishna in the entire world,
Nirala wrote: ‘As a reader of spiritual literature,
I can strongly affirm that in the spiritual litera-
ture of the world there is no one so unique, great,
ascetic, conqueror of senses, and endowed with
infinite feelings, who can be compared with Sri
Ramakrishna; no one has assumed such a huge
responsibility. The harmony of Sri Krishna’s
Bhagavadgita could not remain unarmed, but
Sri Ramakrishna’s harmony of religions, though
unarmed, is victorious in a unique way’ (107).
Earlier in life Nirala used to scoff at the idea of Sri
Ramakrishna being an incarnation, but later he
was thoroughly convinced of this: ‘He had him-
self told Swami Vivekananda that he who isRama
and who is Krishna, is at present Ramakrishna.
Earlier I used to laugh on reading this part, but
now [ have full faith in this; as if there where no
other place to go but to Sri Ramakrishna when
one thinks of anything divine; as if he had en-
compassed the entire divine nature’ (ibid.).
Nirala begins the article “Sri Deva Rama-
krishna Paramahamsa; published in the March
1932 number of the monthly Madburi, filled with
the same feeling and quoting the verse ‘sthapa-
kaya cha dbarmasya ... composed by Swami
Vivekananda. He wrote in favour of Sri Rama-
krishna being the greatest of incarnations: ‘As far
as I have studied the Dharmashastras, as far as [
know of the history of saints and incarnations,
I have not seen such a great incarnation in the
spiritual literature of India. The great incarna-
tion Shankara can be compared in knowledge,
character, and in the eloquent exposition of the
scriptures, only with Swami Vivekananda; Sri
Ramakrishna is unparalleled. ... The qualities of
Sri Ramakrishna are partially presentin the litera-
ture of Swami Vivekananda. This has been told
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by Swamiji himself” (135). In this article Nirala
has committed a factual error—he has given a
list of seventeen, instead of the actual sixteen,
monastic disciples of Sri Ramakrishna, in which
he has omitted the name of Swami Advaitananda
and has wrongly included the names of Swamis
Nirmalananda and Satchidananda.

Nirala was well-acquainted with the fact that
‘the ethos of Sri Ramakrishna has acquired a spe-
cial place in world literature’ (55). He was very
familiar with the renaissance in Bengali litera-
ture brought about by the influence of Sri Rama-
krishna. In this respect, he had given the highest
place to the emperor of the theatre Girishchandra
Ghosh. In my view, if any personality of the Indian
literature has a place after Girishchandra Ghosh
in this respect, that person is Nirala—at least in
Hindi literature he is the greatest writer who has
been so influenced by the Ramakrishna trad-
ition. Apart from writing independent articles in
Samanvaya, Matvala, and Madhuri, he translated
the Sri Sri Ramakrishna Kathamrita into Hindi
under the title Ramakrishna Vachanamrita.

It is impossible that the poetry of such a poet
could be untouched by this influence. In the be-
ginning of his poem ‘Seva Prarambh’ (The Begin-
ning of Service) in the collection Anamika (The
Unnamed), there is a wonderful romantic descrip-
tion of the ‘new spiritual practice of the people of
India, which was awakened by the sadhana of Sri
Ramakrishna. On one side, the chariot of science
was moving ahead, noisily proclaiming its victory
over the world; big iron machines akin to large
contraptions of death were sucking the intestines
of humans—earth, water, and sky are all within
its reach—the weapons of war are increasing, all
around there is the turmoil of death and the human
being is weakened by the poison of conceit; selfish
voices are echoing everywhere, enmities between
this and that sect are increasing; side by side co-
exist the search for more life-destroying weapons
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and the Nobel peace prize, while politics is sting-
ing like a cobra—how unlucky is this civilization.
On the other side, through the youngdisciples of
Sri Ramakrishna, the spiritual currents of jnana-
yoga-bhakti-karma are flowing across the entire

earth breaking the stony sides. Householders also

come and join them. On one side, there is the din
of machines and on the other, the great power of
Atman is silently doing its work.

Niralas poem entitled ‘Swami Premanandaji
Mabharaj’ compiled in Arima specially describes
the visit of Swami Premananda to Mahishadal
amongst the masses, beyond the notions of un-
touchability, the high and the low, establishing a
hearty relation among human beings—especially
the deep compassion of Sri Ramakrishna for the
forsaken and insulted. The poem ‘Yugavatara Sri
Ramakrishna Deva ke Prati’ ('To Sri Ramakrishna,
the Incarnation of the Present Age) compiled in
Naye Parte (New Leaves) describes the divine in-
carnation of Sri Ramakrishna in a mystical man-
ner. Just like the different spiritual embodiments
of Rama, Sita, Mahavira, Christ, and Muham-
mad appeared before Sri Ramakrishna at differ-
ent periods of his sadhana and got merged in him,
Mahashakti appears before Rama, pleased by his
worship, and bestows the boon of victory to him.
This idea is present in Niralas famous and exqui-
site poem ‘Rama ki Shaktipuja’ (The Shakt Wor-
ship of Rama). Just as Sri Ramakrishna, coming
down from the greatest heights of samadhi, called
upon the Divine Mother all his life—"Mother,
Mother’—with childlike simplicity, Nirala, from
the beginning of his poetic life till the end, wrote
tender and bright poems in prayer to the Divine
Mother, poems that are unparalleled in the entire

B

history of Hindi literature. oy
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Sri Ramakrishna and Sri Chinmoy

Dr Kusumita P Pedersen

RI CHINMOY IS WIDELY KNOWN as the
S exponent of a spirituality of transform-

ation, a philosopher, a poet, a musician
and artist, a humanitarian, and a server of peace.
Born in Chittagong in East Bengal, present
Bangladesh, in 1931, he spent his youth at the
Sri Aurobindo Ashram and lived in New York
from 1964 until his passing in 2007. For his en-
tire life, Sri Chinmoy cherished a most intimate
inner connection with Sri Ramakrishna, whom
he profoundly loved and held in the highest
possible regard. In addition to the special kin-
ship claimed by many Bengalis, this connection
was a spiritual one. Those who met Sri Chin-
moy during his lifetime and who knew about
Sri Ramakrishna could clearly see this oneness;
it is also abundantly evident in his written
and musical works. In personal conversation
through the years, Sri Chinmoy’s references
to Sri Ramakrishna were always frequent and
spontaneous, flooded with affection and an in-
depth knowledge of the Master’s life and teach-
ings. His writings contain many quotations
from the Master and recount numerous events
from his life and those of his disciples. For Sri
Chinmoy, it is incontestable and basic that Sri
Ramakrishna is one of the greatest teachers
about God and God-realization and that he is
a paradigm for spiritual life. As Sri Chinmoy
says in ‘Ramakrishnal one of his many poems
about the Master:

The author is Professor, Department of Religious
Studies, St Francis College, New York.
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He was born in a tiny

Obscure Bengali village.

He lived in a tiny corner

Of a big temple.

A Kali-worshipper he was.

A man-lover he became.

A world-teacher he is
And

Forever shall remain.

Sri Chinmoy powerfully affirms the har-
mony of his own philosophy with that of Sri
Ramakrishna and declares him to be a guide
for all humanity. We may see both of them as
partof asingle stream of spirituality in our time,
which hasits source in India but now inundates
the world.

The Voice of Vivekananda

Chinmoy Kumar Ghose was born in the vil-
lage of Shakpura in Chittagong, the youngest
of seven children in a well-off Kayastha family.
The family deity was Mother Kali, so an affinity
with Sri Ramakrishna could already be feltin a
way that was deep and enduring: while he com-
muned with the Supreme in many forms, wher-
ever he was throughout his life, Sri Chinmoy
always kept an image of Mother Kali near him.
The oldest child in his family, Hriday Ranjan
(1911-76) was a spiritual seeker and a student of
philosophy. When he was seven or eight years old,
Hriday started praying to Mother Kali. When
he later learned through reading that Sri Rama-
krishna was the dearest child of Mother Kali, he
was spiritually drawn to the Master and came
into contact with some of Sri Ramakrishna’s
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disciples. Not only Hriday but also other mem-
bers of the family were spiritual aspirants and
sensed an inner connection with the Master and
Swami Vivekananda; all were devoted to Sri
Ramakrishna and called him “Thakur’ In time
Hriday found his guru in Sri Aurobindo and
at the age of twenty-two became a permanent
resident of the Sri Aurobindo Ashram at Pon-
dicherry. In 1936, while on a journey to South
India to see Hriday, the family visited Dakshin-
eswar. Many years later Sri Chinmoy would re-
call that during this pilgrimage, even as a child
of four, he experienced the presence of Sri Rama-
krishna while at the Panchavati. When their par-
ents Shashi Kumar and Yogamaya died one year
apart in 1942 and 1943, all of the brothers and
sisters not already residing there moved to the
Sri Aurobindo Ashram. Here Sri Chinmoy lived
from the age of twelve to thirty-two when, re-
sponding to a call from within, he travelled to
New York to begin his service of teaching and
inspiring spiritual seekers.

In the Sri Aurobindo Ashram the young
Chinmoy lived in a community where the spir-
itual height of Sri Ramakrishna was fully recog-
nized and which was saturated with his direct
influence. Sri Aurobindo (1872-1950) regarded
Sri Ramakrishna and Swami Vivekananda as es-
tablishers of the spiritual work he further de-
veloped in his own philosophy of Integral Yoga.
Among his many statements about Sri Rama-
krishna’s importance, he says:

When sceprticism had reached its height, the
time had come for spirituality to assert itself
and establish the reality of the world as a mani-
festation of the spirit, the secret of the con-
fusion created by the senses, the magnificent
possibilities of man and the ineffable bearitude
of God. This is the work whose consummarion
Sri Ramakrishna came to begin and all the de-
velopment of the previous two thousand years
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and more since Buddha appeared, has been
a preparation for the harmonisation of spir-
irual teaching and experience by the Avarar of
Dakshineswar. ...

A new era dates from his birth, an era in
which the peoples of the earth will be lifted for
awhile into communion with God and spiritu-
ality become the dominant note of human life.*

He also states that, during his imprison-
ment (1908-9) in Alipore Jail, ‘T was hearing
constantly the voice of Vivekananda speaking
to me for a fortnight in the jail in my solitary
meditation and feeling his presence’ (26.68). At
this time Vivekananda instructed Sri Aurobindo
inwardly on one very specific aspect of spiritual
attainment. Sri Chinmoy dramatized the life
of Sri Aurobindo in 7he Descent of the Blue, a
play written in 1958 while he was living in the
ashrama. Here is how he portrays this event:

(Aurobindo in his cell. Early morning.)

Aurobindo: I wonder from where this fragrance
is coming. There is no flower nearby, nor even
a gentle breeze. (A voice breaks our in the
silence.)

Voice: I am Vivekananda. I wanr to speak to
you abour the workings of the consciousness
above the mind.

Aurobindo: Above the mind?

Voice: Yes. I myself had no idea of such work-
ings while I was in the body. Now I have itand
I will help you with it. For this I shall visit you
every day for about two weeks.

Aurobindo: I believe these workings would lead
towards some Supreme Dynamic Knowledge.

Voice: Thar is for you to discover. I can but
show what I have found. The world’s burden
of progress rests upon your shoulders. It is a
great happiness to find you ready to bear it.

Godspeed.
(The spirit of Vivekananda disappears.)*
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Sri Chinmoy’s rendering of this extraordinary
interchange emphasizes the continuity of the
labours of these two spiritual masters for the
benefit of the world and their conscious collab-
oration in the inner realm.

My Mother’s Nectar

The writings of Sri Chinmoy are very extensive
and include poetry, essays and lectures, aph-
orisms, answers to questions, stories and plays.
Though mostly in English, they also include
works in Bengali. In his writings, in all genres,
Sri Chinmoy mentions Sri Ramakrishna often.
One of Sri Chinmoy’s earliest works is a trib-
ute to Sri Ramakrishna, Sarada Devi, and Swami
Vivekananda in the form of a play interspersed
with songs. It was originally written in Bengali
in India—probably in the early 1950s—and was
later revised and translated into English by its
author, and published in 1973 as Drink, Drink
My Mothers Nectar. The play is in twelve scenes
centring on the relationship of Sri Ramakrishna
and Swami Vivekananda but including other
events as well, its wording often following closely

the original Bengali of the Gospel of Sri Rama-

krishna. Very affecting in performance, it remains
a favourite with the students of Sri Chinmoy.
Through this play and many stories, poems, and
songs Sri Chinmoy has encouraged his own
students to venerate and learn from Sri Rama-
krishna, Sarada Devi, and Swami Vivekananda.
The very first of the thirteen thousand songs in
Bengali that Sri Chinmoy composed is, as he has
said, a prayer of Swami Vivekananda for divine
compassion duringa time of difficulty, the haunt-
ing “Tamasa Rate Nayan Pate’: ‘In the dark and
dense night, / You cast Your benign Eyes upon
me.”* The second of these songs is gently lilting
and expresses intense adoration, the experience
that Sri Ramakrishna’s disciples would have as
they sat before him when he was in samadhi.
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Sundara hate sundara tumi
Nandana bana majhe

Nishidin jena antare mor
Tomari murati vaje

Tumi chhara moy nayan andbar
Sakali mithya sakali asar
Chaudike mor bishwa bhubane
Bedanar sur baje

Pabo kigo dekba nimesher tare
Ei jibaner majhe

You are beauriful, more beautiful,
most beauriful,
Beaury unparalleled in the garden of Eden.
Day and night may Your Image abide
In the very depth of my hearr.
Withour You my eyes have no vision,
Everything is an illusion, everything is barren.
All around me, within and withour,
The melody of tenebrous pangs I hear.
My world is filled with excruciating pangs.
O Lord, O my beautiful Lord,
O my Lord of Beaury,
In this lifetime, even for a fleeting second,
May I be blessed with the boon to see
Your Face.

The third, with a stirring and soaring melody,
expresses the indomitable spirit of Swamiji as he
set out for the West for the first time:

Jago amar swapan sathi
Jago amay praney pran
Jago amar chokber jyoti
Rishi kabi murtiman,
Jago, jago, jago

Jago amay bishal hiya
Byaptajaba bishwamoy
Jago amar sei chetana
Bishwatite shesh ja noy
Jago jago jago

Jago amar dbyani-swarup
Jago amar baddbajib
Sarba jiber tandra tuti
Jago amar mukta shib

Jago jago jago
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Arise, awake, O friend of my dream. To commemorate the one hundredtch birth
Arise, awake, O breath of my life. anniversary of Swami Vivekananda in 1962, Sri
Arise, awake, O light of my eyes. Chinmoy wrote a series of essays, collected as The

O seer-poetin me,

_ _ Disciple and the Master: A Centenary Offering In
Domaniespoumellin meand thepushume: “The Child of Kali} he offers this reflection:

Arise, awake, O vast heart within me.

Arise, awake, O consciousness of mine, R i<h ] ¢
Which is always transcending the universe amﬁalm.s na 1Jl. AppsALLe onz aa maélﬁo
And its own life of the Beyond. overflowing emotion, to a second as an ardent

aspirant, to a third as a man of philosophical
wisdom, to a fourth as a man of unique sincer-
ity. It is obvious that different persons should
possess different opinions regarding his person-
ality. For in a matter like this, a flawless analysis
on an intellectual basis is next to impossible,
and all our human judgement must sadly fail
to yield any useful result. But nobody will ever

Arise, awake, O form of my mediration
transcendental.

Arise, awake, O bound divinity in humaniry.

Arise, awake, O my heart’s Liberator, Shiva,

And free mankind from its ignorance-sleep.

These three songs and several others are in-

corporated into Drink, Drink My Mother’s hesitate to call him the most beloved child of
Necrar, enhancing the atmosphere of soulful de- Kali the Mother. His sole aim in life was to have
votion when the play is staged. nothing save and except a constant union with

the Mother Kali. His aim he did fulfil. And in
one word we can sum up the message of his
life: M.

Sri Chinmoy

Here Sri Chinmoy says and also shows that
by using the heart rather than the ordinary mind
one can come closer t a real understanding of

who Sri Ramakrishna is. He continues:

His trance-bound countenance, the simplicity
of his expression, his unassuming and genial
manner, the lucid cordiality of his relationship
with all, coupled with his magnificently hal-
lowed life and divine lore won for him a univer-
sal artraction and devotion. It was Ramakrishna
who peacefully housed in himself the Cosmic
and the Trans-Cosmic Consciousness with all
possible inclusiveness of outlook. What he felt
was spontaneous. What he said was spontan-
eous. What he did was spontaneous. He had no
purpose of hisown, and whatever we apparenty
hold to be his purpose, that too, to our aston-
ishment, was never influenced by the stream of
desire. He had no will of his own save that of
his Mother Kali.?
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In this passage the Master practically seems
to appear before us and we feel as if we are meet-
ing him in a real, living encounter. This vivid
immediacy that Sri Chinmoy is able to capture
in words, as well as his unreserved appreciation
and deep understanding of Sri Ramakrishna, are
manifestations of his boundless love and feeling
of inseparable oneness with him.

One century after Swami Vivekananda’s par-
ticipation in the 1893 Parliament of Religions,
Sri Chinmoy offered the opening meditation
at the inaugural plenary of the centenary Parlia-
ment in Chicago. To honour the one hundredth
anniversary of Swami Vivekananda’s arrival in
the West, in 1993 Sri Chinmoy published a vol-
ume collecting his writings and songs on Swami
Vivekananda, including thirty-nine new poems
and aphorisms, one for each year of the swami’s
earthly life. As well, beginning in the early 1990s
Sri Chinmoy composed over one hundred songs
that set to music the utterances of Sri Rama-
krishna, the sayings of Swami Vivekananda and
his poems, and songs dedicated to Sri Rama-
krishna, Sarada Devi, Swami Vivekananda, and
Sister Nivedita. One of the first of this series is:

Syi Ramakrishna, Sri Ramakyishna,
joy hok taba joy!

Kaliy dulal sarva dbharma
tomate samanuvoy.

Sri Ramakrishna, Sri Ramakrishna, may your
victory be proclaimed! The darling child of

Morher Kali, in you all religions become one.®

Sri Chinmoy also composed hundreds of
songs addressed to the Divine Mother, includ-
ing many to Kali in particular, and songs that
invoke Sri Ramakrishna’s spirit such as ‘Ay Ma
Shyama Pagli Amar’: ‘O my mad Mother, come,
come! Your mad son is crying for you.” In add-

ition he wrote two books of stories retelling in-
cidents from the lives of Girishchandra Ghosh
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and Nag Mahashay, well-known disciples of Sri
Ramakrishna.®

Sri Ramakrishna, the Soul-power

Sri Chinmoy was once asked the difference

between his own spiritual path and that of Sri

Ramakrishna. His answer was that there is vir-
tually none, and that both are the path of love,
devotion, and surrender to the Supreme.” At

the centre of Sri Chinmoy’s philosophy is aspir-
ation, the longing for a higher and deeper reality,
which he speaks of as an ‘inner hunger; an ‘inner

mounting flame} and an ‘inner cry’ This cry is

none other than the cry that Sri Ramakrishna

tells us is indispensable for God-realization.
Without this aspiration-cry no spiritual life can

exist, but with an intense cry all can be attained—
as the Master says, the Mother reveals everything

if the devotee cries to her with a yearning heart.'
Sri Chinmoy afhirms this as a core teaching of Sri

Ramakrishnaand identifies the cry for God in its

highest form as an essential aspect of Sri Rama-
krishna’s divine consciousness.

Sri Chinmoy looks upon Sri Ramakrishna
and Swami Vivekananda as inseparable, saying:
“The Master and the disciple were hardly two dis-
tinct individuals. Each helped to shape the other.
To our deeper vision, they formed an integral
whole'* He movingly expresses this unity in a
poem that is a dialogue between the Master and
his beloved disciple.

My Naren,

You have struggled and struggled,

You have fought and fought

To manifest me.

Our Thakur,

You have cried and cried,
You have served and served
To illumine me.

My Naren,
Your heart of love,
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Your mind of light
Are my giant shoulders.

Our Thakur,
Your Feer of Compassion,
Your Eyes of Perfection
Are my Dream-Boart

And
Reality-Shore."

Sri Chinmoy consistently affirms the sublime
level of realization and the world-historical role
of Sri Ramakrishna, invariably including him
when naming great masters, saviours, and ava-
taras. The following especially elaborated state-
ment is from a lecture given in 1971 at Harvard
University:

The mind-power, the heart-power, and the soul-
power of the Upanishadic consciousness are

boundless. In the realm of philosophy, Shankara

embodies the mind-power; in the realm of dy-
namic spirirualiry, Maharshi Ramana, the great
sage of Arunachala, embodies the mind-power.
The Christ, the Buddha and Sri Chaitanya of
Nadia, Bengal, embody the heart-power. Sri

Krishna and Sri Ramakrishna embody the soul-
power. In Sri Aurobindo the vision of the mind-
power reached its zenith, and the realisation

of the soul-power found its fulfilling manifest-
ation on earth. These spiritual giants and others

are steering the life-boat of humaniry rowards

the transcendental Abode of the Supreme.'*

Here the ‘Upanishadic consciousness’ means
the consciousness that possesses the full real-
ization of God or Truth. This infinite con-
sciousness is one and universal, but the great
world-teachers embody and manifest it in dif-
ferent ways. Humankind is on a journey of
transformation towards the goal of perfection.
This voyage may be long and at times through
stormy seas, but one day the boat of humanity
will arrive at the shore of the beyond. Its arrival
is destined, Sri Chinmoy declares, because it is
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guided by Sri Ramakrishna and other masters
of the highest stature who are one with the in-
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The Natural Way tol

Sri Ramakrishna’s Gif

Dr Rita D Sherma

dana, veneration and worship. The second
is through the communion of bhakd, devotion.
The third is by way of the union that occurs in
nirvikalpa samadbi through jnana, the cap-
acity to discriminate between the eternal and
the ephemeral.

Fandana is common in the world’s spiritual
traditions; itis the first or elementary approach
to God. The second stage is the stream of devo-
tional love, which we enter by means of bhaku.
The third stage is the complete disappearance of
the sense of a self, the awareness of the T’ The
sense of an isolated self that engages in action
and the belief in its unconditioned, independ-
ent agency to do so is termed abamkara. The
dissolution of the I-awareness results in the

withdrawal of the senses from the field of phys-

The author is Director, Institute for Theology
Beyond Boundaries, Tucson, and Executive Director,
Schoolof Philosophy and Religious Studies, Taksha
University, Hampton.
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timacy Wt GOU T oS through van-

omnipresent intelligence-consciousness that

Vedanta calls Brahman.

Jnana and Bhakti
This final stage of the human encounter with the

Divine is known to have its own levels and layers,
but the methods used to attain even the primary
stages of this transcendent awareness—where
relationship with God is surpassed and union is

achieved—are usually understood to fall under
the rubric of jnana. While vandana is under-
stood by all and bhakdi by many, the conceprts

and methods of jnana are not well understood by
most. Yet, historically, many have believed that
only by the methods of jnana can the highest
samadhi be attained. However, after the advent
of Sri Ramakrishnaand the widely disseminated

teachings of Swami Vivekananda it became com-
mon practice—and remains so—for Hindu reli-
gious teachers to insist that bhakti and jnana are

not distinct methods but are really of one piece.
The following citation by Swami Krishnananda,
who was the general secretary of the Divine Life
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Society from 1961 until his death in 2001, encap-
sulates this position:

I have been telling you sometimes that there
is some secret meaning behind the last words
in the Eleventh Chapter of the Gira when we
are told that bhakss is supreme. ... Therefore
Bhagavan Sri Krishna says ‘Not chariry, not phil-
anthropy, not study, not austerity, is capable of
bringing abour this greart vision that you had,
Arjuna! Only by devotion can I be seen, con-
tacted. Only by devotion am I capable of being
known, seen and entered into. These three
words are used in the Bhagavad Gira art the end
of the Eleventh Chapter—+#knowing, seeing and
entering. ...

Knowing is considered by such thinkers
like Ramanuja, the great propounder of the
Visishtadvaita philosophy, as inferior to de-
votion. Knowledge or jrana is not equal to
bhakti, says Ramanuja. And Acharya Sankara
says that jnana is superior to bbakti. ... Why
does Bhagavan Sri Krishna say that nothing can
make you fit to see the vision of God, to behold
Him, except bhakti? It would seem that He
speaks like Ramanuja and nor like Sankara. But
they are only speaking in different languages ...
the same thing.'

There are serious bhakti sampradayas, orders,
and paramparas, traditions, that give primacy to
devotion and have always insisted on the crit-
ical importance of relationality and imagination
that would not concur with the above analysis.
The dismissal of the distinctiveness of these
two paths does not do justice to either and also
muddies their specificity. Sri Ramakrishna nei-
ther asserted the position that one or the other
method was superior, nor maintained that ‘they
are one and the same’ To be sure, he made it
clear that they could lead to the same result of
paroksha-jnana, direct experiential knowledge
of the supreme Reality. However, he took great
pains to (i) explicate their specificity, (ii) ex-
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plain that the suitability of either method was
dependent on the seeker’s nature, and (iii) assert
that the vast majority of seekers would make
more progress through the methods of bhakti.
Regarding the methodology and potential pit-

falls of jnana he noted:

Jnana Yoga is communion with God by means
of knowledge.”

Hearing, inquiry, and meditation. Thart
Brahman is real and the world is unreal, is
first to be heard. Then comes inquiry; for the
truth of what is heard is firmly established by
reasoning. The next step is medirtation; that
is, withdrawing the mind from the world and
concentraring it on Brahman, the Real. This is
the order of Vedantic discipline. If, on the other
hand, the Truth is heard and understood intel-
lectually but no artempr is made to renounce
the unreal, of whar use is that knowledge ? Such
knowledge ... does nort help one to atrain the
Truth (227).

Jnana Yoga is exceedingly difficult in this
age. ... Now the conclusion thart the Jnani must
come to is: T am not the body, I am one with
the Universal Soul, the Absolure and Uncon-
ditioned Being. ‘As I am not the body, I am
not subject to the conditions of the body, such
as hunger, thirst, birth, dearh, disease and the
rest. One [who is] subject to these conditions
and yer calling oneself a Jnani, is like a person
who is suffering from intense pain caused by
a thorn thar has run inro his hand and who
nevertheless says, “Why my hand is nor at all
scratched or torn. It is alright. This kind of
talk will not do. First of all the ‘thorn’ of body-
consciousness has to be burnr into ashes by the
fire of Jnana (228).

Very few persons are fit for the atrainment
of Jnana (ibid.).

The Jnana Yogi says, ‘Tam He’ Butas long as
one has the idea of the Selfasbody, this egotism
is injurious. It does not help one’s progress, and
it brings abour one’s ruin. Such a person de-
ceives himself and others (229).
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Elsewhere Sri Ramakrishna posited that con-
templative reasoning, integral to jnana, is of two
kinds: anuloma and viloma. The process of anu-
loma projects awareness from the phenomenal
to the noumenal, from the effect to the first
Cause. The course of viloma then follows, and
the seeker begins to see divine manifestation in
every process or phenomena in Creation. Aru-
loma is involved with analysis, viloma with syn-
thesis. Here Sri Ramakrishna’s epistemology
allows for the reintegration of the world into the
Real, after realization. Sri Ramakrishna, how-
ever, did not conflate the methods of jnana and
bhakti because he had explored both to their
furthest reaches. As he consistently explained,
the methods of jnana are distinct from bhakti;
they do not need to be sequential or synchron-
ous. They are divergent roads that, properly fol-
lowed, lead to the same destination. We have
already seen his caveats regarding the improper
engagement with jnana. What is even more em-
phatic in his teachings is the proper approach
to bhakti. To him, bhakti was not a technique
but a tremendous energy, a force that could dis-
solve the boundary between the temporal and
the timeless: ‘It may be that one does not know
the right path and yet has Bhakti for God, the in-
tense desire to know Him. Such a devotee gains
Him through the sheer force of that Bhakti” De-
votion effloresces into right discrimination, re-
nunciation, love of all creatures, service to pious
men ... singing the praises of the Lord, truthful-
ness and other virtues’ (235).

He never veered from his conviction that
there can be no delay in a person’s realization
when he exhibits these signs of the flowering of
devotion.

Bhakti Movements

The tradition of the Tamil Shaivite and
Vaishnavite mystics, known as the Nayanmars
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and Alvars respectively, who flourished in the
early centuries of the Common Era, played a
very important role in the historical develop-
ment of bhakti. Challenging an emphasis on
complexritualism for material purposes, and the
varna-based exclusivism that it entailed, these
early bhaktas opened the doors of divine experi-
ence to everyone, regardless of jati, varna, or gen-
der. They also expressed the poetry of immersion
in divine consciousness in the Tamil vernacular,
thereby making transcendent mysteries access-
ible to the hearts and minds of common people.

But as doctrinally systematic bhakti-based
sampradayas arose during the early medieval
era, the highlight on intense love and longing
began to be displaced by an emphasis on propi-
tiation and submission, and fervent poetry gave
way to ceremonial ritual. During the medieval
period the bhakti of the Nayanmars and Alvars,
the bhakti of ecstasy and intimacy, began to re-
surface—this time in North India. From the
fourteenth to the seventeenth centuries bhakti
as a spontaneous movement spread through cen-
tral and northern India, and diverse saints and
mystics created their own unique expressions of
devotional love outside institutional affiliations
as well as beyond the structures of existing sam-
pradayas. This movement included well-known
bhaktas such as Janabai (c.14th cent.), Narasimha
Mehta (c.1414-80), Surdas (¢.1483—c.1563), Chai-
tanya Mahaprabhu (1485-1533), Mirabai (c.1498-
c.1547), Tulsidas (1532~1623), and many others
who experienced bhakti as an intense divinely
inspired emotion that could melt away the mist
between self and God.

Over the centuries new bhakti lineages cen-
tred on the teachings of some of these medieval
saints became themselves embedded in the com-
plexities of ritualistic offerings, ceremonial com-
munity worship, and liturgies of praise, often
offered in the mode of the dasa, servant of God.
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This was and continues to be very helpful and
necessary for many, and Sri Ramakrishna him-
self advocated the worship mode of the dasa for
those afflicted by strong egotism.

Nevertheless, the concretization and con-
ventionalization of worship that once again oc-
curred could not easily catalyse, for the earnest
devotee, the leap from veneration to true com-
munion and, ultimately, to union. The reason for
this is the inconvenient fact that the transform-
ative encounter that is intimate communion
with the Divine occurs in solitude and spontan-
eity. This solitariness of initial revelatory experi-
ences is evidenced by the life of every major yogi,
saint, or prophetin history. The systematization
of worship, the crystallization of ritual, the in-
stitutionalization of bhakti are all very beneficial
for the beginner; for those who struggle on the
path or those who are content to be nurtured by
a community and comforted by the dependabil-
ity of a structured practice. For those who seek
the Divine with the intensity of a Mirabai or a

When Sri Ramakrishna sings, ‘Mother, make me
mad with thy love; he means, ‘Unify my desires;
fuse all my longings into a powerful river of love for you
alone! Reason cannot unify consciousness, but love can;
and when your whole being is unified like this, the intel-
lect becomes razor-sharp and great creativity Is released.
It shines through every page of the Gospel: the beauty
of Sri Ramakrishna’s similes, the poetry of his stories, the
penetrating psychology of his insights, and the touches
of humor that come to this illiterate villager are marks
of the highest genius. So he adds ‘What need have | of
knowledge or reason?”When you have pure love, every-
thing else is added.
—Eknath Easwaran
A Tribute to SriRamakrishna, 12—13

118

Sri Ramakrishna the path must move from the
structured to the spontaneous. It must evolve
from the world of devotional liturgy to the wil-
derness of intense longing.

Sri Ramakrishna’s Bhakti

Sri Ramakrishna, in the tradition of the early
bhaktas, transported bhakti from the boundaries
of community-based devotionalism, ritual, and
veneration—all of which maintain a distance
between self and God—to the freedom of an
inner sanctuary where love takes hold and burns
away the curtain that separates the human and
the divine.

Rather than dasa-bhava, the mood of the
servant, he personally embodied sanzana-
bhava, the mood of a child of God. Sri Rama-
krishna always stressed the necessity for utter
commitment on the path of true bhakei. Ever
a pragmatist, he was under no illusions about
the suitability even of bhakti—at least the kind
of bhakti he advocated and embodied—for
average householders operating under many
constraints. His approach was nuanced. While
he did offer simpler methods of relationship to
God for most householders, he would not di-
lute his teachings in regard to the requirements
of sadhana on the furthest reaches of the devo-
tional path. At the same time, he made it clear
that bhakti was the path most resonant with
human nature because it simply demanded de-
votion, something many are capable of. In re-
turn, the force of loving God and the reciprocal
grace that ensued would dissolve the deluding
power of unrestrained passions.

It is a rare thing—rthis love of God. Bhakti can
arise only when there is whole-hearted devo-
tion to God. ... Pure Bhakui is very difficulr to
obrain. ﬂn‘ough Bhakri, the mind and soul
must be absorbed in God (230).
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It is given to pure souls alone, unconram-
inared by the world, to love God and to have
a single aim, namely, to have the mind fixed
wholly upon the Lord (ibid.).

Is it possible to realize God unless one’s pas-
sions have already been conrrolled? In a sense
not. Bur that is true only of Jnana Yoga, the
path of Knowledge. The knowing one says,
‘One must first be pure if one wants to see God.
One must first control one’s passions. First self-
discipline, then knowledge of God. There is,
however, another path leading to God—the
path of devotion (Bhakti Yoga). If once man
gains love of God, if once the chanting of His
holy ‘name’ begins to thrill the devotee with joy,
whar effort is needed for the control of the pas-
sions afterwards? The control comes of itself. ...
One absorbed in the love of God cannor think
of sense-pleasures (230-1).

Although Sri Ramakrishna practised various
sadhanas, including tantric, Advaita Vedantic,
sakhya-bhava, vatsalya-bhava, and more, he is
best known for his conviction that there is no
simpler and more natural way to relate to God
than as a child to its divine parent. Just as a child
who loves his earthly mother would be unwilling
to engage in actions that would cause her sorrow,
the bhakra in the mood of a child of God finds
that the temptations of worldly pleasure cannot
compare with the love and grace that he or she
experiencesin the familiarity of divine intimacy.
For this, a profound sense of closeness and rela-
tionship are required. In response to a disciple,
who asked him how to eradicate the craving for

worldly pleasure, he said:

Pray to the Divine Mother with a longing heart.
Her vision dries up all craving for the world and
completely destroys all atrachment. ... It hap-
pens instantly if you think of Her as your own
mother. She is by no means a godmother. She is
your own mother. With a yearning heart persist
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in your demands of Her. The child holds to the
skirt of its mother and begs a penny of her to
buy a kite. ... It begins to cry and will nor give
up his demand. ...

You too must force your demand on the Di-
vine Mother. She will come to you withour fail.*

Sri Ramakrishna consistently emphasized
the need for this attitude of familiarity with
God. When a group of people approached him
and proclaimed that God is compassionate, he
inquired as to why we should consider our di-
vine parent compassionate when we feel cared
for, since we do not view our earthly father or
mother as compassionate when they look after
us. He warned against too much praise and re-
flection on divine greatness, glory, and majesty,
as that would create a distance from God.

The two pillars of Sri Ramakrishna’s praxis,
the mood of a child of God and the perception
of God as the Mother, are not in themselves new
principles in the history of bhakti. The Bengali
bhakei poet saint Ramprasad preceded and in-
spired Sri Ramakrishna in his devotion for Ma
Kali. It is Sri Ramakrishna’s application of his
sadhana to his perception of the world that made
him unique. Although he never systematized
his theology, he was a constructive theologian,
in the sense that he reinterpreted not only the
path to liberation through his direct knowledge
of the Divine but re-envisioned the meaning of
the world itself.

He had as his ishta devata, Chosen Deity, the
Mother of the universe, allowing for a unique
understanding of the world based on his special
perception of the divine feminine that—as both
Mahadevi and Mahamaya—is simultaneously
creatrix and creation, deliverance and delusion.
To him, the world was unreal when seen with
unawakened eyes; when beheld by the eye of
realization, it was a dazzling manifestation of
the Divine itself:
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The Lord ... thoroughly delights in the earthly
play of space and time, even through this rela-
tively unrefined body and mind. Divine Reality
actually gives birth ... and enjoys the process of
suckling its young.*

To supreme knowledge, or brabmajnana,
the physical universe and the non-physical
realms are revealed as Pure Consciousness.
The entire cosmic drama continues to mani-
test, coherently and lawfully, bur is simply
akbanda satchidananda, indivisible Reality-
Consciousness-Bliss (175).

The genius of Sri Ramakrishna is not limited
to the liberation of bhakti from the strictures of
submission and veneration. He employed the
communion oftered by bhakti in a new way. He
did not negate the value of worship for the be-
ginner on the path, and at the same time he did
not view worship as an end in itself but as the
first step on the devotional journey to utter tran-
scendence. He showed us, through his living ex-
ample, how the explosive love and yearning that
an ardent bhakta experiences shatters the wall
between the human and the divine, so that we
can awaken to touch the face of transcendence
and know it to be our own.

Ever practical, he advised householders who
were too attached to loved ones to be able to take

their minds off the object of their affection and

turn it towards God, that they should bestow that
love as if they were offering it to God. In this way
they would become aware of the Divine within
the loved one, and every thought and act done
for the object of love would be wransformed into
an offering to God. The insight thar Sri Rama-
krishna’s experience offers us is that the power of
love and relationality, available to all, can lead to
Self-realization, where we awaken to see the Di-
vine in the mirror of our own consciousness.

Yet, even if we experience the deepest samadhi,
we can still enjoy the intimacy of relational love
between self and God. It does not have to disap-
pear. Rather, the taste of &5akzi-rasa continues
to be available to us. His subtle reinterpretation
of bhakti is not often acknowledged, but is of
critical significance at this time when a hyper-
complex world needs a truly simple and natural

IE

path to intimacy with our Source. ol
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The Practice of Modern Yoga:
Sri Ramakrishna’s Four Contributions

Dr Christopher Key Chapple

OR MORE THAN one hundred and fifty
Fyears yoga has exerted influence on the
lives of many Americans. This article will
explore the intellectual history that gave rise to
a sustained interest in the theory and practice
of yoga. It will then discuss four aspects of yoga
as found in the life and teachings of Sri Rama-
krishna that hold particular poignancy in the
American context: his emergence from states
of darkness, his deconstruction of fixed gender
roles, his embrace of religious pluralism, and the
excitement generated by his moments of spir-
itual insight and freedom.

Yoga in the US: A Brief Intellectual History

As the United States recovered from the trauma
of civil war in the latter part of the nineteenth
century, three movements were on the rise:
Transcendentalism, New Thought, and Pente-
costalism. Each in their own way contributed
to a receptivity for the teachings of Vedanta
and, eventually, the practice of yoga. The first
two movements arose in Boston and New York,
while the third had its genesis in Los Angeles.
Transcendentalism had its inception with
the life and writings of Emerson, Thoreau, Walt
Whitman, Henry Alcott, and others in the years
during and after the American Civil War. Emer-
son and Thoreau, who had both protested gov-

The author is Doshi Professor of Indic and
Comparative Theology, Loyola Marymount
University, Los Angeles.
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ernmental draft policies during the civil war and
also supported the abolition of slavery, pioneered
afree thought movement that took intoaccount
the many translations of Asian classics that had
recently been published. This movement planted
the seeds for and inspired the American insist-
ence on direct spiritual experience, social change,
and the importance of developing meaning in
one’s personal life. Nearly every schoolchild in
the US reads the famous Transcendentalist lit-
erature, either in the form of Louisa May Alcott’s
Little Women and Little Men, or in Henry David
Thoreau’s essays “Walden’ and ‘Civil Disobedi-
ence; or in the poetry of Walt Whitman.

The New Thought movement was originated
by Phineas P Quimby, the teacher of Mary Baker
Eddy. His ideas gave rise to both the Christian
Science and Religious Science Church, noted for
their well-known and almost Vedantic emphasis
on the power of the mind in shaping human em-
placement within the world.

The Pentecostal movement, founded in Los
Angeles in 1906 by William Seymour, a black
preacher from Louisiana, emphasized a direct
relationship with a vibrant presence of the Holy
Spirit, a movement that gave rise to the largely
white Assemblies of God and the black Church
of God in Christ. Deeply emotional and in many
ways shamanistic, these churches emphasize the
personal saving power of moments of conversion,
characterized by speaking in tongues and swoon-
ing, a religious-induced form of trance and loss
of consciousness.
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All three movements share a common con-
cern: how to find meaning in human life through
an encounter with an experience of transcend-
ence. They reflect an ongoing American tradition
of pragmatism tinged with optimism, perhaps
best described in William James’s classic work
The Varieties of Religions Experience. James may
be regarded as the intellectual heir to the Tran-
scendentalists who set the stage for Alfred North
Whitehead’s even more fully developed and clearly
articulated Process Philosophy. Unlike Friedrich
Nietzsche, whose critique of Christianity helped
further entrench the secularism that continues
to pervade the European subcontinent, James af-
firmed the very premises of religious experience. In
his definition of conversion, he lauds the pioneers
of the inner landscape who, through their willing-
ness to encounter the darkness of the human soul,
gave birth to new religious forms and insights. St
John of the Cross, the Quaker founder George
Fox, and the poet Walt Whitman inspired James
to set forth to his readers the value of the search
for meaning, Far from calling people to follow the
herd, as Nietzsche warned, James suggests that re-
ligion brings an individual to a sense of purpose,
resulting in a renewed commitment to moral ac-
tions, steeped in personal commitment, and not
to outward conformity to rules.

A few short years after Swami Vivekananda’s
1893 appearance at the Parliament of the World’s
Religions, James writes that ‘In India, training in
mystical insight has been known from time im-
memorial under the name of yoga.™ He quotes
Swami Vivekananda’s classic work Raja Yoga to
define the culminating state of yoga: ‘There is
no feeling of 7, and yet the mind works, desire-
less, free from restlessness, objectless, bodiless.
Then the Truth shines in its full effulgence, and
we know ourselves—for Samadhi lies potential
in us all—for what we truly are, free, immortal,
omnipotent, loosed from the finite’ (315). For
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free-thinking Americans, James articulated and
validated the personal spiritual quest linked to
the practice of yoga.

In the early decades of the twentieth cen-
tury the Autobiography of a Yogi was published,
and Paramahamsa Yogananda built a significant
number of centres in Southern California and
developed extensive outreach for teaching yoga
by correspondence. He developed a style of com-
municating yoga to Americans that suggested
that Jesus is the ishta devata, Chosen Deity, or
avatara for the West.

The Vedanta societies belonging to the Rama-
krishna Mission, with branches throughout the
United States—particularly in New York, Chi-
cago, Boston, San Francisco, Hollywood, and
Portland—helped distribute literature and pro-
vide centres for knowledge about Vedanta and
its applications through yoga. As noted below,
the prodigious writings of Christopher Isher-
wood in partnership with Swami Prabhavananda
helped greatly popularize the philosophies of
India throughout the 19505 and 1960s.

Yoga got perhaps its biggest boost in the
United States with the passage of a landmark
immigration legislation in 1965, inspired by the
Civil Rights Movement. Starting in 1880, and
more forcefully from 1920, non-Europeans were
barred from entering and settling in the United
States. The exception were Japanese nation-
als, whose country had never been subjected to
European colonization, occasional Punjabi farm
workers on special permits, and Filipino males,
whose nation had been captured by the US from
Spain in the war of 1898 and who were allowed
to work in the US until a process granting inde-
pendence was begun in 1936 and each visiting
farm worker was given a one-way ticket home.
In the 1940s hundreds of thousands of Japanese
Americans were incarcerated in remote camps, re-
sulting in a severe economic setback for families
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who lost their businesses, homes, and farmlands.
To redress various aspects of racial discrimination,
each nation throughout the world was granted an
immigration quota in 1965, beginning a near half-
century of influx to the US of some of the best
minds of Asia, as well as the immigration of many
prominent teachers of yoga. This coincided with
the rise of the 1960s counter-culture, setting the
foundation for a major cultural shift in the US.
Disciples of Swami Shivananda, such as
Swamis Vishnudevananda and Satchidananda,
set up yoga centres throughout the country. The
Bengali Vaishnava leader A C Bhaktivedanta
Swami Prabhupada established centres for the
worship of Krishna. The Punjabi Sikh Yogi
Bhajan founded Kundalini Yoga centres nation-
wide. In the 1970s disciples of Krishnamacharya
began to teach various forms of yoga as learned
in Mysore. Today countless yoga centres thrive
throughout North America. An estimated
twenty million individuals in the US practise
yoga on a regular basis, and the ‘yoga industry’
generates billions of business dollars each year.
Rather than cleaving to its origins in Hin-
duism and Vedanta, most forms of yoga in the
US seek to emphasize movement of the body and
control of the mind through meditation, with re-
duced emphasis on particular religious teachings.
Called ‘modern postural yoga’ (MPY) by Cam-
bridge University scholar Elizabeth de Michelis,
it provides a non-religiously identifiable spiritual
respite from the toils and troubles of modern
daily life. She writes: “The lack of pressure to
commit to any one teaching or practice, the cul-
tivation of “Self ” and of privatized forms of religi-
osity make MPY highly suitable to the demands
of contemporary developed societies’, and this
offers ‘some solace, physical, psychological, or
spiritual in a world where solace and reassur-
ance are sometimes elusive’ (ibid.). Sarah Powers,
Joseph Alter, and others have documented the
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rise of this new approach to the physical aspects
of yoga. Mark Singleton’s book Yoga Body: The
Origins of Modern Posture Practice (2010) traces
the interactions in India between British notions
of physical culture and the development of new
expressions of hatha yoga, particularly at the
Jaganmohan Palace in Mysore under the spon-
sorship of Maharaja Krishnarajendra Wodeyar
in the early twentieth century.

The world of yoga in twenty-first-century
North America could not have been imagined
even fifty years ago. Yoga studios can be found
in abundance in every city and in many small
towns. Part of this can be attributed to an on-
going concern with physical health, fitness, and
vanity. Nevertheless, beyond the physical pres-
ence of yoga, assumptions about the nature of
reality have been changing due to many social
trends and movements, and many yoga practi-
tioners are delving into the spiritual aspects of
the practice through philosophical study, chant-
ing, and singing kirtan.

While Sri Ramakrishna did not involve him-
self in any demonstrable way with the rigours
of hatha yoga and prarnayama practised at most
modern yoga studios, he nonetheless made a
significant contribution to the embrace of yoga
worldwide in the past half century. The life
and thought of Sri Ramakrishna set forth four
themes that have become particularly relevant
to the practice of yoga in twenty-first-century
America. These four themes are found in his
periods of emotional darkness, his experiments
with gender identity, his blueprint for the prac-
tice of religious tolerance, and his embodied ex-
ample of spiritual attainment in samadhi.

Emotional Darkness

As has been articulated since the time of Bud-
dha, suffering, duhkha, can spur an individual to
embark upon the spiritual path. This may have
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been the case with Sri Ramakrishna, who in the
early years of his spiritual practice, sadhana, fell
into states of extended despondency, spiritual
yearning, and periods of what he himself char-
acterized as ‘madness. Sri Ramakrishna went far
beyond transcending these dark periods and was
propelled into great ecstasies unimaginable by or-
dinary persons. However, his descriptions of his
struggles in darkness may hold particular rele-
vance for and speak to the condition of many seg-
mentsof the present-day population that struggle
with a lack of meaning and a general sense of
helplessness in the face of seemingly impossible
situations. Suffering exists both in the personal
lives of individuals and on a global scale, as seen
in seemingly endless and often meaningless war-
fare and instances of ecological degradation. Ac-
knowledging the role of suffering in the process
of spiritual maturation gives voice to the signifi-
cance of personal struggle. William James docu-
mented numerous instances of how the ‘sick soul’
breaks through the darkness to experience what
George Fox described as the ‘Ocean of Light’
that provides respite, solace, and meaning,
Many people in the US suffer from a general
sense of malaise. There are several sources for
this anxiety, including unstable family structures,
worries about economic security, and a sense of
not measuring up to the images of beauty and
status promoted by an all-pervasive media and
marketing machine. Before the advent of radio,
television, and Internet media, and before the
growth of megacities, entertainment consisted
of active participation in local theatre and mu-
sical groups, often supported by church commu-
nities, as well as through a greater emphasis on
family life. Work often centred on small family
enterprises, usually farms, until the middle of
the twentieth century. As people flocked to the
cities and suburbs with the rise of industrializa-
tion, a sense of isolation and depersonalization
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arose. The individual became estranged from
food sources and nature herself. This develop-
ment has been further exacerbated with falling
rates of religious and social engagement through
participation in fraternal societies, bridge and
bowling clubs, and the like in the past three dec-
ades. The optimism of the New Thought move-
ment, though it did not totally vanish, became
eclipsed by the burdens of modern life. The fast-
est growing churches are now to be found in the
Pentecostal movement, which providesa sense of
community even in the midst of mega churches,
whose membership can number in the thousands
within a single congregation. These churches
continue to emphasize an ecstatic personal rela-
tionship with God and involve their membersin
singing, social activities, and service projects.
Notall Americans, however, while remaining
spiritually inclined, choose to align themselves
with churches. Yoga presents an important op-
tion for these individuals. Regular attendance at
a yoga class fosters a sense of community with-
out requiring a fixed set of beliefs or adherence
to a unitary code of behaviour. Yoga movements
and meditations, supplemented with an occa-
sional session of call-and-response singing, bring
the practitioner into direct contact with his or
her body and allow one to feel creative and ‘real;
rather than a passive recipient of pre-packaged
media entertainment. Yoga’s emphasis on gentle
movements holds appeal foran aging population,
while its more rigorous forms present an athletic
challenge for those who seek to find their ‘edge’
For individuals who have fallen into the dark-
ness of substance abuse, yoga facilitates a recon-
nection with one’s body and mind. And for many,
yoga becomes an important component of recov-
ery. Carl Jung, a scholar and student of yoga, and
William James, whose work is mentioned above,
both inspired Bill Wilson and Dr Bob Smith,
who established Alcoholics Anonymousin 193s.
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a hundred thousand groups worldwide. It en-
courages honesty and constant introspection,
not unlike the application of the self-regulating
ethics of yoga—which suggest the cultivation
of non-viclence, honesty, restraint from steal-
ing, bodily restraint, and renunciation of ex-
cessive material attachments for the purpose of
self-improvement. Just as Sri Ramakrishna strug-
gled to overcome his periods of darkness and ap-
pealed to a higher force for deliverance, so also
the addict firstacknowledges aneed for help and
then discovers a faith in something higher than
oneself to enter into the path of recovery.

As Sri Ramakrishna overcame his periods of
darkness through the light of religion, similarly
many individuals in the modern world find in
yoga a respite from alife without meaningand a

community of like-minded people.

Deconstruction of Gender Identity

Sri Ramakrishna engaged issues of gender iden-
tity with abandon and bravery, decades before a

discourse exploring these possibilities emerged in
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This movement has grown to include more than

Western culture. In order to better worship Lord
Krishna, he tock on the garb and manner of a
woman. Though cross-dressing has been known
throughout history in various cultures, Sri Rama-
krishna’s sadhana gives room and voice to the free-
dom that comes from breaking free of prescribed
gender roles. Swami Nikhilananda writes:

While practising the discipline of the madhur
bhava [adopting the affect of romantic love],
the male devotee often regards himself as a
woman, in order to develop the most intense
form of love for Sri Krishna, the only purusha,
or man, in the universe. This assumption of the
attitude of the opposite sex has a deep psycho-
logical significance. ... If he can inoculate him-
self thoroughly with the idea that he is a woman,
he can get rid of the desires peculiar to his male
body. Again, the idea that he isa woman mayin
turn be made to give way to another higheridea,
namely, that he is neither man nor woman, but
the Impersonal Spirit. The Impersonal Spirit
alone can enjoy real communion with the Im-
personal God. Hence the highest realization of
the Vaishnava draws close to the transcendental
experience of the Vedantist.”
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In addition to taking on the mood of a lover
of the male god, Sri Ramakrishna also from time
to time took on the demeanour of the mother
of God, particularly towards Lord Ramlala, as
noted by Swami Nikhilananda: “While worship-
ping Ramlala as the Divine Child, Sri Rama-
krishna’s heart became filled with motherly
tenderness, and he began to regard himself as a
woman. His speech and gestures changed. He
began to move freely with the ladies of Mathur’s
family, who now looked upon him as one of
their own sex. During this time he worshipped
the Divine Mother as Her companion or hand-
maid’ (24-5).

This behaviour in many ways validates the flu-
idity of roles and gender identities, which for
certain audiences in the US can be both fright-
ening and liberating. By challenging the hegem-
ony of machismo, Sri Ramakrishna demands by
his very presence an openness of mind. Ultim-
ately, his example requires going beyond all gen-

iveka and Vairagya—Viveka means the sifting of
\/the real from the unreal; and Vairagya, indifference
to the objects of the world. They do not come all on a
sudden; they have to be practised daily. Woman and
gold'have to be renounced, first mentally, and God will-
ing, they should be renounced afterwards both intern-
ally and externally. It is said in the Gita that by Abhyasa
Yoga (continuous practice of meditation) dislike for
‘woman and gold’is engendered. Continuous practice
brings to the mind extraordinary power; then one feels
no difficulty in subjugating the senses, passions and
lust. Itis like a tortoise that never stretches out its limbs,
once it has drawn them in. Even if you cut it to pieces, it
would never stretch them out.

—Sayings of Sri Ramakrishna, 167-8
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der identity and the transcendence of all sexual
urges. For some individuals, even to read about
awillingness to experiment with gender identity
for the sake of spiritual advancement presents a
refreshing perspective.

On several occasions I have assigned Christo-
pher Ishwerwood’s My Guru and His Disciple to
my university classes. This narrative includes the
author’s own struggle to overcome homoerotic
urges. Reflecting a general acceptance of gen-
der ambiguity, his guru Swami Prabhavananda
quietly advised him to see the face of God in
the object(s) of his affection. This advice, given
at a time when homosexuals were arrested, im-
prisoned, and subjected to harsh treatments,
including electric shock therapy, came as great
solace to Isherwood. His friend and neighbour
ucLA psychologist Dr Evelyn Hooker, inspired
in part by Isherwood’s honesty and fine human
qualities, undertook a path-breaking study
proving that homosexuals were often mentally
well-adjusted and productive members of so-
ciety. Her research eventually resulted in the de-
classification of homosexuality as an illness by
the American Psychiatric Association in 1974
and the decriminalization of homosexual acts
in most states in the US—and most recently in
the Indian capital territory as well.

Classical India has long accepted the notion
of a ‘third sex, napumsaka, and has tolerated
the existence of non-standard gender identity
communities, the Ajjra. A small but not insig-
nificant community of Vedanta and yoga prac-
titioners in the US have taken inspiration from
Christopher Isherwood. More than one stu-
dent has confided in me the relief they have
felt when they discovered a model for spiritu-
ality that did not condemn their sexual orien-
tation. As a professor, however, it is my duty to
remind them that true spirituality lies beyond
all identities.
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Blueprint for Tolerance

Sri Ramakrishna famously worshipped God in
many forms and in many garbs. He experienced
what it means to worship God as a woman and
as a mother, as we have seen above. He experi-
enced total immersion into the consciousness of
God. He worshipped God as would a Christian,
a Muslim, and a tantric. He set forth ablueprint
for tolerance, a desire to understand the views
and perspectives of those held by members of
other faiths.

Since the changes to the immigration law in
19 65, religious diversity has arrived throughout
all corners of the US." With the model set forth
by Sri Ramakrishna and proclaimed by Swami
Vivekananda at the 1893 parliament for the
world’s religions, we are well equipped for the
realities of religious pluralism in today’s America.
Aided by the guarantees of religious freedom
set forth in the United States Constitution, the
pluralism celebrated by the parliament has be-
come a reality.

Due to his innate curiosity and undying
quest to see God in all possible forms, Sri Rama-
krishna spoke of the Supreme Being as the in-
active Purusha or Brahman, as the active Shakt
or Maya or Prakriti, and as both impersonal
and personal. He worshipped God as the tran-
scendent and as the Divine Mother. However,
even this expansive view of God as taught in the
traditions of Vedanta, yoga, and tantra could
not contain Sri Ramakrishna’s devotion. Swami

Nikhilananda reports:

Toward the end of 1866 he began to practise
the disciplines of Islam. Under the direction of
his Mussalman guru he abandoned himself to
his new sadhana. He dressed as a Mussalman
and repeated the name of Allah. His prayers
took the form of the Islamic devotions. He
forgot the Hindu gods and goddesses—even
Kali—and gave up visiting the temples. He took
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up his residence outside the remple precincts.
After three days he saw the vision of a radiant
figure, perhaps Mohammed. This figure gently
approached him and finally lost himself in Sri
Ramakrishna. Thus he realized the Mussalman

God (33-4).

This immersion into a faith significantly dif-
ferent from the faith of his birth demonstrates
the fervour Sri Ramakrishna felt in his quest
for God. Similarly, by extension, this aspect
of his quest might give permission for Mus-
lims to revisit the earlier practice of learning
about how yoga might help one strengthen
one’s worship.’

Similarly, Christians might be fascinated with
Sri Ramakrishna’s embrace of the truths of Chris-
tianity, as summarized by Swami Nikhilananda:

Eighrt years later, some time in November 1874,
Sri Ramakrishna was seized with an irresistible
desire to learn the truth of the Christian reli-
gion. He began to listen to readings from the
Bible. ... One day he was seated in the parlour
ofJadu Mallick’s garden house at Dakshineswar,
when his eyes became fixed on a painting of
the Madonna and Child. Intently warching ir,
he became gradually overwhelmed with divine
emortion. The figures in the picture took on
life, and the rays of light emanaring from them
entered his soul. ... And, breaking through the
barriers of creed and religion, he entered a new
realm of ecstasy. Christ possessed his soul. For
three days he did not set foot in the Kali tem-
ple. On the fourth day ... he saw coming toward
him a person with beauriful large eyes, serene
countenance, and fair skin. As the two faced
each other, avoice rang our in the depths of Sri
Ramakrishna’s soul: ‘Behold the Christ, who
shed His heart’s blood for the redemprtion of
the world, who suffered a sea of anguish for
love of men. It is He, the Master Yogi, who is
in eternal union with God. It is Jesus, Love In-
carnate. The Son of Man embraced the Son
of the Divine Mother and merged in him. Sri
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Ramakrishna realized his identity with Christ,
as he had already realized his identity with Kali,
Rama, Hanuman, Radha, Krishna, Brahman,
and Mohammed. ... Thus he experienced the
truth that Christianiry, too, was a parh leading
to God-Consciousness. Till the last moment of
his life he believed that Christ was an Incarna-
tion of God. But Christ, for him, was not the
only Incarnarion; there were others—Buddha,
for instance, and Krishna.®

Many practitioners of yoga in the US come
from a Christian heritage and accept the basic
tenets of the faith. They try to abide by the Ten
Commandments and the key teachings of the
Sermon on the Mount: love your neighbour,
practise forgiveness, and develop a social con-
science. Sri Ramakrishna would undoubtedly
embrace all these principles. It is important for
many Christians, and Jews too, to maintain a
sense of identity with their birth faith, and yoga
does not interfere with this wish.

Another new development has emerged:
Christian yoga, which seeks to minimize the
Indian—Hindu, Buddhist, Sikh, Jaina—ori-
gins of yoga. Christian forms of yoga practice
are continuous in many ways with the Pente-
costal commitment to a direct, personal, phys-
ical relationship with Jesus. Surya Namaskar,
the twelve part movement in honour of the
rising sun, has been re-themed by some Chris-
tians and newly described to follow the Lord’s
Prayer. Some, like Aseem Shukla of the Hindu
American Foundation, are concerned and upset
with this adoption.” Given his own experience,
Sri Ramakrishna would undoubtedly see no
conflict between yoga practice and adherence
to Christianity.

Like many Hindu households today—and
many US households as well—Sri Ramakrishna
adorned his surroundings with multiple images
to remind him of the divine. He ‘accepted the di-
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vinity of Buddha and ‘showed great respect for
the Tirthankaras, who founded Jainism, and for
the ten Gurus of Sikhism. ... He kept in his room
at Dakshineswar a small statue of Tirthankara
Mahavira and a picture of Christ, before which
incense was burnt morning and evening.'® He
considered all faiths to be complementary and
suited to the different temperaments of their de-
votees. In this regard, he would be comfortable
with the wide range of symbolism in use at mod-
ern yoga centres. Some centres will include a full
altar with multiple images of Hindu deities and
Christian saints. Others will use flowers and a
lighted flame as a focus point. Other yoga studios
might use no imagery at all, but emphasize clarity
of intention through sparse yet beautiful decor.

Spiritual Attainment

Swami Nikhilananda writes: ‘No doubt Sri
Ramakrishna wasa Hindu of the Hindus; yet his
experiences transcended the limits of the dogmas
and creeds of Hinduism’ (viii). He himself ex-
perienced the full range of samadhi states as de-
scribed in Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra, the core text of
yoga that is currently taught at hundreds of yoga
centres throughout North America. He was also
an accomplished adept of tantra, as taught by
the mysterious woman in orange robes Bhairavi
Brahmani. Sri Ramakrishna described in detail
his experience of the chakras and the movement
of kundalini:

He actually saw the Power, at first lying asleep at
the bottom of the spinal column, then waking
up and ascending along the mystic Sushumna
canal and through its six centres, or lotuses, to
the Sahasrara, the thousand-peralled lotus in
the top of the head. He further saw thar as the
Kundalini went upward the different lotuses
bloomed. And this phenomenon was accom-
panied by visions and trances. Later on he de-
scribed to his disciples and devorees the various
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movements of the Kundalini: the fishlike, bird-
like, monkeylike, and so on (22).

Every practitioner of yoga in the US has
heard about and perhaps some have experienced
sensations associated with the chakras and the
awakening of the kundalini. Some gurus in the
US, particularly Swami Muktananda and his dis-
ciple Swami Chidvilasananda, have specialized
in conveying Shaktipat to energize these centres
within their followers.

Samadhi, mentioned above as the culmin-
ation of yoga practice, also figures prominently
in Sri Ramakrishna’s accounts of the spiritual
quest. In his early years at Dakshineswar, he
experienced loss of external consciousness in
samadhi. Later, with guidance from his sannyasa
guru Sri Totapuri, he came to master the accom-
plishment of samadhi. Sri Ramakrishna himself

describes this event:

Nangta [Totapuri] began to teach me the
various conclusions of the Advaita Vedanta
and asked me to withdraw the mind completely
from all objects and dive deep into the Arman.
Bur in spite of all my attempts I could nor al-
together cross the realm of name and form and
bring my mind ro the unconditioned srtate. I
had no difficulty in raking the mind from all
the objects of the world. Burt the radiant and
too familiar figure of the Blisstul Mother, the
Embodiment of the essence of Pure Conscious-
ness, appeared before me as aliving reality. Her
bewitching smile prevented me from passing
into the Grear Beyond. Again and again I tried,
bur She stood in my way every time. In des-
pair I said to Nangta: ‘It is hopeless. I cannot
raise my mind to the unconditioned state and
come face to face with Atman. He grew excited
and sharply said: “Whart? You can’t do ir? Bur
you have to.” He cast his eyes around. Findinga
piece of glass he took it up and stuck it berween
my eyebrows. ‘Concentrate the mind on this
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T he Hindu Renaissance led in the nineteenth cen-
tury to modern Reform Hinduism. Init appeared an
uncouth, barely educated, childlike peasant boy from a
poor village Brahmin family who finally, after some re-
sistance, became a priest in a quite new temple in Cal-
cutta. In time he began to show even the intelligentsia
with a modern English upbringing that Hinduism was
not dying out, that it was by no means finished. Rather,
once again it could become aninexhaustible source of
spiritual renewal. From his youth Ramakrishna, as his
name now was, had had trance-like experiences and
visions, the expression of an excessive longing and
love of God. ...

Ramakrishna became convinced that all religions
were true, even if they are not free from errors. Whether
it is a primitive veneration of images which does notin
fact venerate the image but the deity, or the contem-
plation of Brahman without images, which certainly
represents a higher form of religion, they are all different
ways to the one all-embracing deity. ... It should not be
difficult even for Christians to recognize this extraordin-
ary man as a saint of Hinduism and as an embodiment
of a being mystically filled with the deity.

—Hans Kiing,
Tracing the Way: Spiritual Dimensions
of the World Religions, 73-4

point! he thundered. Then with stern deter-
minarion I again sar to medirare. As soon as the
gracious form of the Divine Mother appeared
before me, I used my discrimination asa sword
and with it clove Her in two. The last barrier
fell. My spirit at once soared beyond the relative
plane and I lost myself in samadhi (29).

Swami Nikhilananda comments on the enor-

mity of this accomplishment:

Sri Ramakrishna remained complerely absorbed
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in samadhi for three days. s it really true?
Torapuri cried our in astonishment. ‘Is it pos-
sible thar he has arrained in a single day what
it took me forty years of strenuous practice to
achieve? Grear God! It is nothing short of a
miracle!” With the help of Totapuri, Sri Rama-
krishna’s mind finally came down to the relarive

plane (ibid.).

Though Sri Ramakrishna could never be
thought of as an ordinary person, he in fact was
able to integrate experiences of great ecstasy
into his daily life and to teach others about the
various paths of yoga that he had experienced.

Sri Ramakrishna sets forth an approach to
spiritual attainment that is utterly driven by a
yearning to experience the transcendent in all
possible forms. He became spiritual notdue to a
desire to please others, but was driven by an un-
relenting quest for truth. He experienced both
the bliss of losing his individual identity and the
bliss of retaining his identity as a worshipper
of the Divine Mother. He understood what it
means to be utterly devoted to the worship of
God as within Islamic practice, and he also ex-
perienced the message of God’s love as set forth
in Christianity. This vision of seeing God within
all things extended even to the poorest of the
poor. Sri Ramakrishna insisted that the hungry
be fed while going on a pilgrimage to Varanasi,
demonstrating a solidarity with others that laid
the foundation for the important social activ-
ities taken up by the Ramakrishna-Vivekananda
movement. Through his actions, Sri Rama-
krishna taught that spirituality must not remain
a private experience but must lead to positive
action in the world.

Yoga practice hasbecome an indelible part of
American and global culture. Itaddresses the ills
of the body. It helps calm the perturbations of
the mind. It allows one to explore and discover
pathways to spirituality. In some instances, it
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can help the pious to be more effective in their
devotions.

Sri Ramakrishna set forth a path of yoga
through the example of his life, highlighting
features of yoga that are both obvious and
overlooked. As a human being, he overcame
tremendous physical and emotional suffering
in the process of his spiritual quest. His occa-
sional unconventional behaviour has helped

‘outsiders’ worldwide gain self-acceptance and

even validation of their ‘difference’ His spir-
itual yearnings brought him to understand the
profound truths in so many different religious
traditions. His accomplishments in medita-
tion have inspired practitioners of yoga world-
wide to aspire to the heights of spirituality for
more than a century. The example of Sri Rama-
krishna remains relevant for yoga practitioners
throughout the world, particularly in his call
for tolerance, his willingness to act outside of
conventional gender roles, and in the profound
depthsof his immersion into the purest form of

B

consciousness. N
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Sri Ramakrishna and Sanatana Dharma

Morari Bapu

FIRST OFFER MY SALUTATIONS to the
Isupreme Consciousness that is Sri Rama-

krishna. T am recording my thoughts on the
auspicious Phalaharini Kali Puja day, on which
Sri Ramakrishna worshipped Mother Sarada
as Devi Shodashi. We all know that whoever
looks into a clean mirror finds himself or herself
there. As far as I have been able to understand
him, Sri Ramakrishnais the personification of a
universal and natural childlike simplicity mani-
fest on earth as an avatara. For this reason, who-
ever met him face to face found in him their
own form as well as their own essence. Muslims
met him and found Islam reflected in his being.
Christians saw him, Buddhists saw him, Jains
saw him—followers of all paths and spiritual
traditions leading to the Supreme found in Sri
Ramakrishna the practices of their respective
faiths. This was because Sri Ramakrishna him-
self walked through all faiths. But the land and
tradition in which this mirror has been made
can justly be proud of it. Similarly, Sanatana
Dharma, Eternal Religion, can be proud that a
special divine manifestation in the form of Sri
Ramakrishna—as a great devotee of the Divine
Mother—took place in this tradition, in India,
in the land where Bhagavan Krishna had de-
clared, ‘T manifest myself in every age.

Of course, such great souls cannot be limited
to any single place or tradition—they belong to
all and all belong to them. But we do see sev-

)

The author is aleading expounder of the Ramcharit-
manas, widely known for his expositions on Rama-
katha.
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eral important principles of Sanatana Dharma
naturally expressed in Sri Ramakrishna’s life and
teachings: the doctrine of incarnation, reincar-
nation, worship of God in images, the authority
of the Vedas, the Advaitic principles of Vedanta,
the path leading to samadhi as delineated in
Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra, ethical principles like truth
and ahimsa, and so on. While worshipping in
images he would perceive the deity in its dual as
wellas non-dual aspects, both of which are part of
the Vedic and Upanishadic tradition of Sanatana
Dharma. In the dualist mode he would see the
Divine Mother and burst into tears or merge into
samadhi on hearing divine names like Govinda,
Gopala, and Hari. He was also so attuned to the
Advaitic truth that while offering food to the Di-
vine Mother he would end up feeding himself.
He probably felt his identity with the deity. In
fact, we see this march towards the Advaita of the
Upanishads in every aspect of his life.

I sing the story of Sri Rama, Rama-katha; so
when I think of Sri Ramakrishna from that view-
point, I am reminded of a portrait placed before

us by Maharshi Vishwamitra:

Dakshine lakshmano yasya
vame cha janakatmaja;
Puyato marutir-yasya
tam vande raghunandanam.

I salute the scion of the Raghus [Sri Rama]
who has Lakshman to his right, the daughrter
of Janaka to his left, and Hanuman in front.

Keeping this image in the context of Sanatana
Dharma, to which it belongs, we may say that
Sri Ramakrishna has Swami Vivekananda per-
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ennially on his right, dakshina, and to his left is
seated the Divine Mother. And who is in front?
It is the sadhaka with intense desire for truth
and unflinching devotion. This eternal image
of Santana Dharma from the age of Sri Rama
is once again manifest in the avatara that is Sri

Ramakrishna.

Ninefold Bhakti

The bhakti tradition of Sanatana Dharma also has
the concept of offering oneself, azma-nivedana,
as one of the nine aspects of bhakti:

Shravanam kirtanam vishnoh

smaranam padasevanan;
Archanam vandanam dasyam

sakbyam atma-nivedanam.
Hearing abourt Vishnu, singing abour him, re-
membering him, serving him, worshipping him,
saluting him, being his servant, being his friend,
and surrendering oneself to him.

When Sri Ramakrishna would listen to the
singing of Hari-nama, the divine name, he
would be plunged into bbava-samadhi. In the
divine mood he would call upon Mother—'Ma,
Ma’—and his lips would break forth in kirtan, in
singing such songs as ‘Ami Durga, Durga, Durga
Bole’ (1, Saying Durga, Durga, Durga). This is
exactly the tradition of kirtan in the bhakti way
of Sanatana Dharma. Smarana, remembrance,
is an internal activity. It is very difficult to get
a measure of it from Sri Ramakrishna’s life. But
the way we see him sitting—lips slightly parted,
teeth just showing, a picture of innocence—it
gives the impression of one in deep remem-
brance, in deep meditation, lost in one’s Self, a
seated image of the highest incarnation. This is
an image very dear to me.

As pujari to the Divine Mother, Sri Rama-
krishna served her in person. At the same time
he was also the source of the inspiration—both
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directly and indirectly—that led Swami Viveka-
nanda to serve every being, down to the last per-
son, the deprived, the neglected. This service
manifest in Sri Ramakrishna is indeed a form of
pada-sevana of Sanatana Dharma.

Archana, worship. As mentioned in the begin-
ning, Sri Ramakrishna worshipped Sri Sarada
Devi as Shodashi. Who can measure the depth
of this most remarkable act of adoration? We
normally worship deities in images. But here was
worship of the Divine Mother in a living image—
a supreme spiritual act that can bear no compari-
son with any form of worship anywhere.

Vandana, salutation and praise. Our Vedic
tradition wants truth and noble ideas to reach
us from all the ten directions. This was not
merely a matter of talk for Sri Ramakrishna, he
lived this ideal. He accepted the best precepts
of all religions, and treading the paths of differ-
ent faiths showed that the same supreme Truth
can be reached through each of them. He had
respect for all. And along with this there was a
total absence of egoism. This is also a supreme
sign of dasya, the attitude of the servant, as far

- I Yhe body of Sri Ramakrishna is made up of the
w

onderful substance called ‘compassion’ that is
available in God's store. There was no material other
than compassion in the person of Sri Ramakrishna, the
all-compassionate. The Creator himself has manifested
in the form of Sri Ramakrishna on the strength and abil-
ity of that compassion. Do you know why? For the salva-
tion of despicable, untouchable, low-minded souls like
you and me. The form of Sri Ramakrishna is that of the
redeemer of the fallen, the refuge of the poor, and the
friend of the meek.

—Akshaya Kumar Sen,

Sri Sri Ramakrishna Mahima, 153
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as | understand it. Further, whoever met him
also found in him the ideal of #aszrs, friendli-
ness, as depicted in the Bhagavadgita and Pa-
tanjali’s Yoga Suzra.

Atma-nivedana, total self-surrender, is marked
by complete transparency of being. As I tell in
my Rama-katha, when Bhagavan Shiva went
for his marriage, he went naked. That is a time
when society expects one to put on clothes, But
the text is unambiguous in speaking of Shiva as
‘wagana, jatila, bhayankara; naked, with mat-
ted locks, fearsome’ On the other hand, when
he sings to Parvati atop Mount Kailas, he is de-
scribed as being dressed. Perhaps itis the natural

trait of the followers of Shiva that one presents
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oneself to society the way one actually is, while
at the time of one’s personal sadhana one must
present oneself with divine sattvic decorum
knowing oneself to be in the presence of Param-
atman, the Divine. A similar natural decorum
born of surrender to the Divine is also seen in
the person of Swami Rama Tirtha trying to hold
on to his clothes as they are swept away by the
winds in the desolate jungles of Tehri Garhwal.
He is a detached sannyasin, a detached ascetic;
yet there is an inner glow manifest in such acts
that highlights the ideal of azma-nivedana in
Sanatana Dharma; and thisideal is also manifest
in Sri Ramakrishna.

L also tell in the Rama-katha that every per-
son has his or her personal likes. In the image
of Sri Ramakrishna that [ just mentioned I find
manifest the ideal of all the four ashramas of
Sanatana Dharma—Brahmacharya, Grihastha,
Vanaprastha, and Sannyasa—as well as the eter-
nal values of all faiths, values that are common
to all religions once we leave aside the exclu-
sivist knots.

I feel that this has been Sri Ramakrishna’s spe-
cial role. In him we see the flowering of many
ideals, in the form of the truths of various faiths.
He reached the pinnacle of spiritual life. We
know that a peak can be climbed from difter-
ent routes. Similarly, though Sri Ramakrishna
was born in the Sanatana tradition, by travers-
ing the ways of different faiths he reaffirmed the
Vedic dictum: ‘Ekams sad-vipra babudha vadants;
Truth is one, sages call it by different names”

This is how I have tried to understand Sri
Ramakrishna. As you go about remembering
him and distributing the prasad of this remem-
brance on the occasion of his 175th birth anni-
versary, | pray to Sri Hanuman that this prasad
provide inspiration and light. Once again [ offer
pranams to the supreme Consciousness that is
Sri Ramakrishna. ols
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Bhagavan Mahavira and Ramakrishna

Prof. Manjula Bordia

OST RELIGIONS ARE but diverse
means of reaching the same goal, and
their cardinal principlesare, in essence,

the same; yet there are differences inapproach and
manifestations. It is instructive that many saints—
separated though they were by not only huge
spans of time but also in terms of social, cultural,
and political milieu—arrived at much the same
conclusions about spiritual and existential veri-
ties. A comparative study of Bhagavan Mahavira
and Ramakrishna Paramahamsa would amply il-
lustrate this point. Moreover, such a study would
not only be spiritually gratifying but would have
historical, social, and religious relevance as well. It
is also very educative to witness from close quar-
ters two of the most iconic and influential spir-
itual and religious personalities that have walked
the earth and to study their contributions in the
development of our religious identity. Though
separated in time by nearly 2,500 years, there is re-
markable resonance in their teachings and beliefs.
It would be simplistic however to club them in
the same ideological framework, for correspond-
ing to the changing times, religion and spirituality
too has undergone major shifts.

Bhagavan Mahavira

Mahavira, an exponent of Jainism, was born
in 599 BCE in the Kshatriyakunda village in
present-day Bihar and was named Vardhamana.
His father was the head of the Nata—or Jnatri—

The author is former Professor, Department of
Philosophy, Mira Girls’ College, Udaipur.
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clan. Even ata tender age he exhibited a virtuous
nature and engaged himself in contemplation.
Mahavira’s parents were deeply influenced by
the principles of Jainism propounded by earlier
Tirthankaras. Mahavira imbibed the same reli-
gious spirit and soon began to distance himself
from worldly matters. He gave up attachment to
his parentsand loved ones, including his wife and
daughter, renounced the pleasures and luxuries
of the palace, and also parted with the power
and prestige that belong to ruling families.

At the age of thirty Mahavira renounced his
family, gave up his worldly possessions, and spent
the next twelve years as a wandering ascetic. Dur-
ing these years he spent most of his time medi-
tating. He showed utmost regard for other living
beings—humans, animals, and plants—and
avoided harming them. He gave up all worldly
possessions, including his clothes, and lived an ex-
tremely austere life. He exhibited exemplary con-
trol over his senses while undergoing long years
of penance. He calmly bore unbearable hardships.
He went without food for long periods. It is said
that out of the 4,514 days of his tapasya, he fasted
for 4,165 days. He became fearless by totally eradi-
cating concern for his own life. His courage and
resoluteness earned him the name ‘Mahavira’
These were the golden years of his spiritual jour-
ney, at the end of which he achieved kevala jnana.
He was now a person of infinite harmony, know-
ledge, and self-control. He had conquered the
urge for food, thirst, and sleep.

Mahavira spent the next thirty years travel-
ling all over North India and preaching to the
people the eternal truths he had realized. His
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teachings aim at total freedom from the cycle
of births—with its attendant pain, misery, and
death—and achievement of the permanent bliss-
ful state thatis one’s true self. This is also known
as nirvana, moksha, or liberation.
Mabhavira preached that the three razmas,
treasures—samyak darshana, right faith, samyak
jrana, right knowledge, and samyak charitra,
right conduct—can help one attain liberation
from karmic bonds. His simple teachings at-
tracted people from different walks of life: rich
and poor, men and women, even untouchables.
Mahavira found ‘society corrupted by dis-
torted concepts of dharma’ He saw that ‘violence
in the form of animal sacrifices had eclipsed the
true spirit of yajna. Spiritual values had been sup-
planted by superstitions and lifeless rituals and
dogmas. ... With his penetrating insight born of
self-realization, Mahavira struck mercilessly at
these perversions. He simplified religious pro-
cedures and concentrated on righteous conduct.”
He also denounced caste exclusiveness.
‘Mahavira’s simple and convincing method of
appealing to the highest and noblest impulses in
the living breast soon won him a large follow-
ing. He was ‘deeply conversant with the needs,
capacities, and aptitudes of human beings and
stressed a simple five-fold path’ of ahimsa, non-
injury; satya, abjuring falsehood while dealing
with others; asteya, non-stealing; brahmacharya,
abstaining from sexual pleasures; and aparigraha,
non-acquisition of property. He propounded the
basic principles of Jain dharma: the an#vraza tor
the laity and mabavrata for the monks, whereby
the goal of human life can be reached. ‘Monks
and nuns adhere strictly to these vows, while the
laity people observe them as best as they can’
“These vows cannot be fully implemented
without accepting the philosophy of non-
absolutism—anekantavada—and the theory
of relativity—syadvada, qualified predication’—
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which are the other remarkable features of Jain-
ism. Anekantavada literally means a “doctrine
of non-exclusivity or multiple viewpoints”. It is
recognition of the relativity of truth in this world
and teaches us to respect each other’s beliefs and
accept them as individually valid. Mahavira be-
lieved in spiritual pluralism. He preached: “You
may have differences with others on account of
certain natural traits, outlook, or tastes. But you
should cultivate forbearance and patience to en-
able you to make peace with every one, as, in
reality, no one is absolutely different from you.
No one is high or low on account of his birth.
Knowledge and truth beingall encompassingand
relative, all alternative formulations should al-
ways be considered while passing a judgement.

Syat suggests that truth reveals itself in a dis-
tinctive form when viewed from a particular
standpoint. Viewed from other perspectives the
same fact may appear to possess different attri-
butes. Each perspective is right.

Mahavira’s concept of ahimsa deals not only
with causing harm to others but also, and pri-
marily so, with avoidance of harming one’s own
self. Behaviour that inhibits the soul’s ability to
attain moksha is self-damaging; moreover, the
tendency to harm others ultimately harms one’s
own self. The concept of ahimsa is extended to
humans as well as to all animals, plants, micro-
organisms, and even beings having life in poten-
tial form. ‘All life is sacred and everyone has a
right to live fearlessly to its maximum potential’
One should adhere to ahimsa not only in action
but also in thought and speech.

Mahavira did not subscribe to the concept
of God as creator, protector, and destroyer. He
also did not encourage the worship of gods and
goddesses asa means of salvation. ‘He taught the
idea of supremacy of human life and stressed the
importance of a positive attitude towards life”

Mahavira forthrightly rejected the belief that
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any Shastra is God’s word. He said that know-
ledge is acquired only by one’s own experience
or through pure perception. There is no God dis-
tinct from our soul, which is capable of attaining
to godhood by becoming free from all bondages
of karma; this is the state of the Arihant, con-
queror of all evils, or Arhat, a being worthy of
veneration. Each human soul has the capacity to
become perfect by manifesting its potentialities
and destroying the effects of bad karma through
renunciation and penance.

Mahavira explained that from eternity every
living being is in the bondage of the karma ac-
cumulated by good or bad deeds done out of ig-
norance. ‘Under the influence of karma the soul
is habituated to seeking pleasures in material-
istic belongings and possessions. This is the deep-
rooted cause of self-centred violent thoughts,
deeds, anger, hatred, greed, and such other vices’
Karmavada, the theory of karma, is a guiding
philosophical principle of Jainism.

‘In the matters of spiritual advancement, as en-
visioned by Mahavira, both men and women are
on an equal footing. ... Many women followed
Mahavira’s path and renounced the world in
search of ultimate happiness’ and truth. ‘Mahavira
taught that men and women are spiritual equals
and that both may renounce the world in search
of moksha or ultimate happiness’

‘Jainism existed before Mahavira, and his
teachings were based on those of his predecessors.
Thus Mahavira was a reformer and propagator of
an existing religion rather than the founder of a
new faith. He followed the well-established creed
of his predecessor Tirthankara Parshvanatha.
However, he did reorganize the philosophical
tenets of Jainism to correspond to his times.

More than 2,500 years have passed since the
Dipavali day in 527 BCE when it is believed that
Mahavira gave up his body. But his philosophy

and teachings are relevant even to this day in a
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world plagued by corruption and violence.

Ramakrishna
If the world was blessed with the birth of Mahavira

at a time of declining social and religious values,
an analogous situation arose in nineteenth-
century India. With the spread of British rule a
good number of educated Indians had their re-
ligious and cultural moorings unfastened by an
ambience where all religious beliefs and faiths
were being challenged by new thoughts ushered
from the West. People were further confused by
the often-contradictory teachings of diverse re-
ligious groups—Hindus, Christians, Brahmos,
and Arya Samajists, among others. The advent of
Ramakrishna, the embodiment of a pristine form
of the universal religion and the rejuvenation of
the Vedanta philosophy, provided the bulwark
that helped people navigate through the uncer-
tain times of transition and turmoil.

Unlike several of the avataras of the Indian
tradition, who were born in royal households or
in dramatic circumstances, Ramakrishna was born
on 18 February 1836 at Kamarpukur, a village of
Bengal, in a simple and pious family of moderate
means. The Puranas record the unique spiritual
experiences and visions surrounding the advent
of incarnations, and Ramakrishna’s birth was no
exception. His parents had several unusual experi-
ences that assured them an auspicious divine pres-
ence would soon fill their lives with bliss.

Gadadhar, as the newborn was fondly named,
soon captivated the hearts not only of his family
but of all village people. His little acts appeared
sweeter to them with passing time. As he grew
up, he started going to school, but he was also a
many-sided genius who loved sculpture, dramat-
ics, music, and other arts.

Soon Gadadhar felt disinclined to formal
schooling and spelt out forcefully that he was
not interested in ‘bread-winning education’
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Instead, he enjoyed beingin the company of holy
men and reading religious books and scriptures,
stories about gods and goddesses. Coincidentally,
Kamarpukur lay on the route to Puri; so it was

a resting place for monks. At the local pilgrim

house, where the monks rested, Gadadhar served

them and, in all likelihood, heard from them

Puranic stories, even as he would sing to them

hymns and songs in praise of God. Religious men
keenly aware of the transitory nature of the world

and unattached to worldly life greatly influenced

Gadadhar, who became dear to them. This kin-
dled in him an intense devotion to God. It was

due to the purity and guilelessness of his soul that
at the tender age of seven he was overcome by the

beauty of nature and experienced ecstatic trance.
Such spells of spiritual ecstasy increased after the

age of ten, when he would become oblivious of
himself and his surroundings while meditating
and experiencing divine visions.

The loss of his father when he was only seven
affected Gadadhar both emotionally and spiritu-
ally. It was the first time he actually felt the tran-
sitoriness of life and grew more thoughtful and
introvert. His elder brother Ramkumar, who had
moved to Calcutta to make a living, was worried
about Gadadhar’s indifference to regular studies,
and decided to take him along to Calcutta to as-
sist him at his Sanskrit school. Gadadhar com-
plied, for he greatly respected his brother.

It was a providential design that a prosper-
ous, virtuous, and famous widow named Rani
Rasmani, a great devotee of Goddess Kali, had
built a temple to the Goddess at Dakshineswar
and Ramkumar had agreed to officiate there as
priest. Soon Ramakrishna started assisting him
in this task and, after Ramkumar’s death in 1856,
he became the chief priest of the Kali temple.

Ramakrishna, however, was no ordinary
priest. In Kali he saw the mother of the universe,
a universal Consciousness that interpenetrated
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all things. His mind was now eager to realize
the mother of universe, see her face to face. He
prayed and worshipped for days together. He
cried and wept for hours to attain his spiritual
goal. As the days went by his anguish to have her
vision increased. This anguish grew to such anex
tent that once he even thought of putting an end
to his life with the sword that was in the temple
when, all of a sudden, he had the wonderful vi-
sion of the Mother Goddess and lost all outward
consciousness in the blissful ecstatic experience.

Thereafter began an unfathomable and ever-
lasting bond with the Mother Goddess. Rama-
krishna now underwent a great change, which
only afew people could truly understand. Others
became apprehensive of his behaviour, for he ap-
peared like a man possessed. Those who could see
beyond the gross material world felt that the tem-
ple where Ramakrishna had the vision of Mother
Kali was actually filled with an intense palpable
divine presence. Ramakrishna, in turn, com-
pletely lost himself in adoration of the Goddess.
He did what seemed to be the Divine Mother’s
will. It became his philosophy of life that if one
has conviction, diligence, intense longing, and
readiness to sacrifice worldly pleasures one would
be graced with direct communion with the God-
dess. But he also realized that very few have such
anguish and longing for God.

Ramakrishna was not satisfied with a single
ecstatic experience of being soaked in the Divine
Mother’s ever-flowing bliss and started under-
taking further sadhana in all earnestness. This
took its toll on his health. When he came to
Kamarpukur, his mother Chandradevi was wor-
ried to see his indifference to worldly affairs, his
introversion, and his frequent spells of anguish at
being separated from the deity. In consultation
with her son Rameshwar, Chandradevi decided
to get Ramakrishna married without delay and
thus bring his mind down to household affairs.
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Ramakrishna did not object. On the contrary, he
himself suggested the girl who he said was preor-
dained for this purpose.

[t has been suggested that Ramakrishna
married only to set before society the ideal of
the sanctity and purity of married life. He also
wanted to advance the concept of the mother-
hood of God through his wife Sarada Devi, who
survived him by thirty-four years. Ramakrishna
not only demonstrated an extraordinary re-
spect for women in general, but also invoked
the power of the Divine Mother in Sarada Devi.
He commissioned Sarada Devi to provide peace
and solace to numerous suffering people. Sarada
Devi, in turn, truly emerged as an embodiment
of universal motherhood.

After his marriage, Ramakrishna returned
to Dakshineswar only to plunge again into the
stream of sadhana. Help came in the form of two
beings who would instruct him in using the cur-
rent to cross the stream. They were the Bhairavi
Brahmani and the sannyasin Totapuri. Bhairavi
Brahmani assured him that he had reached one
of the highest states of sadhana and instructed
him in tantra practices. Totapuri, a Vedantin,
taught him Advaitic meditation, which cul-
minates in zirvikalpa samadhi. Ramakrishna re-
mained in nirvikalpa samadpi for six months
at a stretch. This incredible absorption came to
an end when he received a command from the
Divine Mother to remain in bhavamukha, the
threshold between the Absolute and the relative
planes of existence, for the good of the world.

Having undergone arduous sadhana Rama-
krishna firmly established that the true mean-
ingof dharma could only be deciphered through
absolute surrender at the feet of the Divine and
by losing oneself in the bliss of Brahman, and
not by mere ratiocination and logic. All worldly
joys seem to be of no value when one attains this
supreme bliss of the all-pervading Brahman. He
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advocated self-sacrifice, ardent devotion, and re-
nunciation of worldly temptations as prerequis-
ites for reaching the Divine. He observed all
moral injunctions and abstained from all temp-
tations that were obstacles in the path of God-
realization. He was so possessed by the urge for
sadhana that he became completely oblivious of
bodily requirements and fell ill frequently. Such
sadhana purged his entire body and mind of all
dross, leaving behind nothing but purity. He be-
came the living embodiment of satya, ahimsa,
brahmacharya, asteya, and aparigraba. His be-
haviour was characterized by utmost simplicity,
and people always felt a flood of divine moods
and a surge of devotional love in his company.
Established as he was in complete renunciation,
it was impossible for him to store up anything for
the future. Mati, clay, and taka, money, had the
same value for him. Such was his abstinence from
unspiritual waysand habits that the very presence
of evil thoughts or evil beings would generate re-
actions from him and make him uncomfortable.
Ramakrishna spoke in simple and rustic Ben-
gali, far removed from scholarship and rhetoric.
But when he spoke even the greatest of scholars
and logicians were dumbfounded; rather, they
were so swayed in the pure surge of divinity that
they completely forgot themselves. His conversa-
tional style was lucid and would be interspersed
with simple anecdotes, parables, and personal
experiences that, though apparently very sim-
ple, pressed home the true essence of his har-
monizing philosophy of universal brotherhood.
His words were comparable to the words of the
rishis of ancient times or seers like Buddha and
Mahavira, who did not sermonize but expressed
their thoughts through stories and anecdotes
based on experiences. Ramakrishna had seen
God face to face, talked and shared with the Di-
vine. Thus, his sayings touched the souls of his
listeners. This, combined with a jovial childlike
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innocence, made him extremely lovable, not only
to humans but also to God.

During Ramakrishna’s time people were fight-
ing to establish the supremacy of their own faiths.
Ramakrishna’s Vedantic knowledge and experi-
ences showed that all religions converge on to
one absolute universal Consciousness, whom we
call God. He performed sadhanaaccording to the
tenets of all important religious denominations
prevalent in India during his time. He walked
through Vaishnava, Shaiva, Shakta, tantric, Is-
lamic, and Christian paths and was convinced
that they all lead aspirants to the non-dual plane.
The means and ways to experience that supreme
state may be different, and human beings are free
to choose whichever means they feel convinced is
best suited to help them realize that Reality. But
the goal, he reiterated, is the same. After attain-
ing this state of universal Consciousness all the
differences of religions pale into insignificance.

Without the realization of this divine Spirit
in oneself and in others, true sympathy, true
love, and true service are impossible. That is what
Ramakrishna himself achieved and wished his
disciples to realize. His practical concept of an all-
embracing universal religion came asa panacea in
times of religious conflicts. He never indulged in
religious controversies, nor did he propound doc-
trines through arguments. Self-realization was
the only means that he adopted. All that he spoke
or taught was personally experienced, practised
in his daily life, and then put forth to his disciples.
He stressed that religion should not be merely
confined to the textual knowledge of the Vedas,
the Upanishads, or other scriptures, but ought
to be realized through personal sadhana. He also
believed that in order to understand the essence
of the holy scriptures of one’s religion one does
not have to prove another religion inferior.

Philosophy in India is termed darshana, vi-
sion, because the philosophical truths are estab-
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lished and propounded not merely on the basis
of cold reason, but derived through intuition
and the vision of seers and saints who experi-
enced the truth through their communion with
the ultimate Reality.

The message of harmony of religions has been
widely recognized as Ramakrishna’s greatest con-
tribution to the modern world. Religions are not
contradictory but complementary; the religious
sphere is not one of uniformity but of unity in
diversity, despite seemingly unbridgeable differ-
ences. Faith in any religion is better than having
no faith at all, Ramakrishna affirmed. Pursuit
of God or higher Consciousness is the ultimate
goal of life.

Ramakrishna passed away on 16 August
1886, leaving behind a team of devoted disciples
headed by Swami Vivekananda and under the
tutelage of Sarada Devi.

A Comparison

For Ramakrishna, only God was real, while the
soul is the only conscious entity for Mahavira.
Ramakrishna went to all the ancient and modern
sources that could in any way aid him in a better
understanding of God. Rituals and image worship
were for him valuable aids in this process. Rama-
krishna not only endorsed the reading of serip-
tural texts like the Vedas, he also had complete
faith in them. He held them sacred and did not
reject any of them; indeed, he was keen to absorb
everything. Mahavira, on the other hand, vehe-
mently rejected scriptural authority, including the
views and beliefs propounded by the Vedas.
Mahavira’s religion was guided by the pure ra-
tional principle of karmavada, law of karma. To
him, there was no escape from the effects of one’s
karma. Hence, he firmly believed that renunci-
ation and penance had to be practised to loosen
the hold of karma, a process called nirjara. This
was the only means to liberate human beings from

PB January 2011



Bhagavan Mahaviva and Ramakrishna 159

the bondage of birth and death. Karmavada s the
fundamental tenet of Jainism. On the other hand,
Ramakrishna was a man of faith; faith and devo-
tion to God were for him fundamental elements
governing higher spiritual development. When
aspirants yearn for God with a heart overflowing
with profound love, they are showered with di-
vine grace that negates all evil karma.

But despite the differences in their times,
upbringing, and paths of illumination we also
find remarkable similarities in the thoughts and
teachings of these teachers. Both Mahavira and
Ramakrishna believed that negative forces like
sensual desire, passion, greed, lust, and cruelty
keep people on the lower planes of Creation.
These are responsible for the human entrapment
in the cycle of birth and death, and they must be
fought and vanquished. Consequently, both of
them warned people to be resolute against these
destructive forces.

Mahavira and Ramakrishna taught no creed
or dogma. Their only concern was human
upliftment. Both believed that there is infinite
moral and spiritual potential in humans. To
develop that potential is the foremost duty in
life. Both of them, at different times, revital-
ized religion, which had become fraught with
excessive ritualism and superstition and helped
it become better-equipped to respond to the
challenges of immediate circumstances. Their
lives are a testament to truth, universality, love,
and purity. Ramakrishna was the greatest expo-
nent of the Jain principles of anekantavada and
syadvada. Such liberal exponents of spiritualism
as Mahavira and Ramakrishna are indeed rare
to come by.

Like Mahavira, Ramakrishna was also a pro-
ponent of ahimsa. He was terribly moved by the
grief of creatures and had unconditional love
for all human beings. This connected him with
the masses in a unique bond and made him re-
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markably approachable. Steeped in the spirit of
Advaita he could actually feel even the physical
pain others suffered.

Both Mahavira and Ramakrishna considered
lust and greed as two major impediments in the
way of attaining God; yet, they did not dissuade
people from leading married lives. They sug-
gested special means to attain higher conscious-
ness while leading a family life. Ramakrishna
considered every woman as the Divine Mother
incarnate. Even after realizing the ultimate
Reality, Brahman, he remained a child of Mother
Bhavatarini. He honoured women through the
concept of the motherhood of God.

While Mahavira laid infinite stress on human
agency, Ramakrishna considered that God was
the only Reality and humanity a mere reflection
of this Reality. Yet, both dedicated their lives for
the improvement and uplift of humanity. They
selflessly endured great physical hardship to lib-
erate humanity from superstition and orthodoxy.
While one was God-intoxicated, the other was
soul-intoxicated.

Mahavira and Ramakrishna made important
contributions to human life and thought. Their
sole purpose was improvement of the spiritual
quality of life. In their diverse but unique ways,
they aided the spiritual advancement of their
fellow humans. They sacrificed normal human
pleasures and comforts for greater good. Their
remarkable insight and perception made them
attain unimaginable spiritual heights, though
their tremendous love for humanity always
shone through.

This is a very rudimentary attempt to portray
the lives, achievements, and teachings of two
towering spiritual personalities. Mere words
can, however, hardly suffice to do justice to the
depth of their spiritual experiences and influ-
ence on humanity. There is too much that is left

B

unwritten. N
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Coming for the Meditation but

Staying for the Bowing

Rev. Heng Sure

UDDHISM AND THE VEDANTA form of

Hinduism have been present in California

and drawing Western disciples for roughly
the same period of time." In that century bowing
or the making of ritual prostrations, though a pri-
mary method of practice in Asia, has grown but
little in popularity among Western devotees. The
teachers who brought Vedanta and Buddhism
to North America themselves practised bowing,
which is clearly fundamental to the practice of
both religions. Atsome point these two traditions
encountered the resistance of many Westerners to
the act of bowing. Can Westerners learn to bow?
If so, it implies a larger question: will bhaki, the
practice of devotion, find its way onto Western
soil? An afhrmative answer to these questions im-
plies that both faiths, as they were and are prac-
tised in Asia, will plant deeper roots in Western
soil. A negative answer means that we might have
to expect a slower growth of both Hinduism and
Buddhism, or perhaps the creation of a hybrid
Western style of practice that is vast in insight and
contemplation but limited in devotion. I offer this
investigation as a means of opening the conversa-
tion, so that those concerned with understanding
the heart of wisdom and compassion inherent in
Buddhism and Hinduism may increase awareness
of the elements of proper practice.

The author is Director, Berkeley Buddhist Monastery,
and former Global Councillor, United Religions
Initiative.
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The Appeal of Meditation

To begin with we can address the question, “Why
do Westerners approach Eastern religions, and if
they stay, what holds them?’ In the case of Maha-
yana Buddhism many individuals come for the
meditation, but only a certain few stay for the
bowing. For those who do continue to explore
what Buddhism offers beyond meditation, the
practice of devotion is one of the first methods
that sustains the search for awakening and for
liberation. I suggest that Buddhist devotion in
general and the practice of bowingin particular
can have an increasingly significant appeal to
Westerners, provided it is understood in a West-
ern context that is rational and psychologically
sound. Though I am less qualified to propose
developments in the Vedanta community, [ offer
this comparison in the hope of stimulating fur-
ther exchange on the topic.

According to Carl T Jackson, Westerners
come initially to Vedanta for a variety of reasons.
Jackson cites a 1950s serial article called “What
Vedanta Means to Me’ that ran in the journal
Vedanta and the West. The series presented tes-
timonials from a variety of Western practition-
ers of Vedanta.? In summary, the teachings of
Vedanta appealed primarily for their perceived
breadth and universalism, for their practical ex-
periential approach, and for their modern re-
affirmation that through spiritual practice one
might come to know God. Many believed that
Sri Ramakrishna had taken thatjourney and that
the path was still open to all.
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Jackson reports that the beneficial effect on
the mind of Vedanta’s meditation had a special
attraction for Westerners. One practitioner tes-
tified that she had seen far more drastic and de-
sirable personality changes through the practice
of yogic meditation than she had through psy-
choanalysis (1o1).

Further, Vedanta offered the opportunity
for a guru-disciple relationship, it helped elim-
inate previous negative stereotypes towards
Eastern religions, and its books and printed
materials proved the primary appeal in many
cases. The Ramakrishna monks kept a low pro-
file in the West, relying on word of mouth and
publications rather than advertising and media
publicity.

Jackson, in his analysis of the responses in
“What Vedanta Means to Me; raises questions
that are not addressed in the surveys. For ex-
ample, he says that while the swamis have intro-
duced Hindu philosophy to Westerners, they
have also introduced distinctive rituals and prac-
tices for devotees to adopt, but little has been
said about those practices.

Several questions arise: Whar is the attitude of
American followers toward image-worship and
daily mediration? To whar extent have rituals
and ceremonies been modified to meet West-
ern conditions? Much must be read berween
the lines because of the swamis’ reticence about
speaking publicly on such matters, but there is
sufficient evidence to suggest thart, for many
Americans, Vedanra has been a matter of prac-
tice even more than of intellectual belief (103).

Certainly many of the reasons Jackson reports
as Vedanta’s primary appeal to Westerners could
be cited, especially his last point, for Buddhism’s
popularity in the West as well. Buddhism’s prac-
tices, particularly meditation, appeal strongly to
Westerners. But making ritual prostrations, or
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bowing to the Buddha, needs to be explained
and made rational before it will hold the typical
Western devotee’s interest and sustain his or her
deeper inquiry into the mind.

Many accounts of Sri Ramakrishna’s per-
sonal practice noted that he bowed in respect
to images, deities, and even devotees to express
his inner humility and outer respect for the Di-
vine in all beings. For example, he specified two
bows to God per day as a minimum for spiritual
practi(:e.3

Since Buddhism and Hinduism have been
good neighbours in the West for the first cen-
tury of their development, we might contrast
and compare the respective growth of teaching
forms in the West. Jackson’s statement infers not
that Vedanta in the West lacked devotional prac-
tice and ritual, but that the swamis knowing the
Western orientation towards rationality and sci-
entific inquiry, in an act of #paya, skill in means,
de-emphasized the bhakti aspects of spiritual
practice when introducing Vedanta.

Scholar Judith Lief, writing about the act of
making prostrations, suggests that the reasons
why Westerners find bowing difhicult are com-
plex: ‘As Westerners we tend to think of pros-
trating as a gesture of defeat or abasement. We
think that to show someone else respect is to
make ourselves less. Prostrating irritates our sense
of democracy, that everyone is equal. ... On one
hand we want to receive the teachings but on
the other we don’t really want to bow down to
anyone or anything’*

Eric Reinders gives another reason for a
Western distaste for bowing. He laments the
lack of research by Western scholars on Bud-
dhist bowing and traces this to the European
Protestant iconoclasts’ aversion for physical
gestures of deference, a hatred of religious hier-
archy that led to the split with Rome.’ Reinders
suggests that the Protestant struggle with
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Roman Catholicism in Europe has been pro-
jected onto Asian religions. The sight of Bud-
dhists, particularly Chinese Buddhists, bowing
to Buddhas, to their teachers, and to each other
stirs up their Protestant distaste for idolatry
and for the inequality of institutionalized reli-
gious hierarchies.

One of the reasons for Buddhism’s current
rapid growth in the West is because medita-
tion, as it is taught in many Buddhist commu-
nities, appears egalitarian and free of dogmay; it
makes no demands of faith or adherence to a
creed. Bowing, on the other hand, by this same
index, should not appeal, since it seems inher-
ently unequal, undemocratic, humiliating, and
submissive. Bowing takes one to the earth, itap-
pears unsanitary and superstitious; it conjures
up the taboos of idolatry and graven images.
From a Gospel-based, logocentric perspective,
bowing is mere ritual, not textual. It masks the
real thing, the doctrine. Moreover, given cul-
tural values of individualism and ethos of equal-
ity, bowing seems to replace self-determination
with servility (ibid.).

Thus, taking into account what scholars
perceive as deep-seated cultural biases against
bowing and prostration, how might Buddhist
practice transform that prejudice? First of all,
Reinders makes the point that even within
Christianity it is only northern European
Protestant forms that find doctrinal problems
with bowing. The world’s other religious trad-
itions, with few exceptions, value bowing as
an effective spiritual practice. Judaism, Islam,
and Eastern and Roman Catholicism, as well
as Asian devotional traditions such as Hin-
duism and Brahmanism, include bowing in
texts and liturgies. Indeed, one can find on-
line and download for free a manual with de-
tailed instructions on making devotions to Sri
Ramakrishna!
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Sri Ramakrishna on Bowing

In numerous places in the Gospel of Sri Rama-
krishna we learn that Sri Ramakrishna practised
bowing in respect and advised his disciples to
do so. He often expediently got guests or non-
Hindus to bow by paying respects to them first,
thus making it awkward to refuse to return the
courtesy. He advocated bowing as a method for
transforming lust, for ridding oneself of ego,
and as a way to express gratitude to the pres-
ence of God. He had a way of teaching bowing
to beginners; he would bow to children, and
his own practice of courtesy and modesty in-
spired his biographers to record his faultless
etiquette in returning bows whenever someone
bowed to him.

In India, however, Sri Ramakrishna intro-
duced bowing to beginners with the under-
standing that this practice needed to be taught:
‘As soon as he and his friends would arrive, I
would salute them before they bowed to me.
Thus they gradually learnt to salute a holy man,
touching the ground with their foreheads.®

In the Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna we find
him explaining how awakened souls continue
to make prostrations even after their enlighten-
ment: ‘A perfect soul, even after attaining Know-
ledge, practises devotions or observes religious
ceremonies to set an example to others. I go to
the Kali temple and I bow before the holy pic-
tures in my room; therefore others do the same.
Further, if a man has become habituated to such
ceremonies, he feels restless if he does not ob-
serve them’ (543).

These examples show that Sri Ramakrishna
placed a high value on the practice of bowing.
By demonstrating that the yoga of bowing has
profound effects on the mind, both of the prac-
titioner and the observer, Sri Ramakrishna ex-
pands the function of bowing from its primarily
exterior focus, devotion, to an interior psycho—
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logical significance. In Buddhism we see the prac-
tice of bowing applied in ways that parallel and
overlap with other traditions, yet a significant
difference also emerges. In Buddhism the focus
of bowing turns back to the mind of the bower.
Bowing in Buddhism opens a path to samadhi
and liberation instead of exclusively movingout-
wards towards a transcendent other.
Buddhism’s approach to bowing invites the
practitioner to contemplate the nature of his or
her heart and mind. The myriad practices relate
back to a central theme, the mind and its na-
ture, which are fundamentally awakened and
free from dualities. The ‘goal’ reached at the end
of the spiritual path is to gradually remove all
aspects of the view of self, until one rediscovers
one’s non-dual nature. As a road to the non-dual,
bowing helps empty out and purify false con-
cepts within. The false, illusory self can be erased
as one bows. It is this psychological emphasis
that opens a door to the acceptance of bowing

by Buddhists in the West.

The Indian Roots of
Chinese Buddhism’s Practice of Bowing

The effectiveness of reverential bowing as a
physical, mental, and spiritual yoga has ensured
its place to this day as an important feature of
Mahayana liturgy. In his Mabaprajnaparamita
Shastra—Dazhidulun in Chinese—Nagarjuna
says that there are three forms of worship. They
are, in ascending degrees of respect, to bend the
waist, to kneel, and finally to make a prostra-
tion. To place the head and face at the feet of
the worshipped is to make a supreme offering.

The great Buddhist pilgrim Xuanzang (596—
664 CE) lists nine forms of respect that he had
witnessed among the Indian Sangha: “The first
form is upon meeting, to inquire after another’s
well-being. The second, when passing on the
path, is to nod the head to show respect. The
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O ne day Girish Ghosh saluted the Master by rais-
ing his folded hands to his forehead. The Master
immediately returned the salutation by bowing from
the waist. Girish Babu saluted the Master again. The
Master saluted Girish Babu with an even deeper bow.
At last, when Girish Babu prostrated flat on the ground
before him, the Master blessed him. Later Girish Babu
would say: ‘This time the Lord has come to conquer the
world through prostrations. In his incarnation as Krishna
it was the flute; as Chaitanya, the Name. But the weapon
of his powerful Incarnation this time is the salutation.
The Master used to say: ‘Learn to be humble. The ego
will be thus removed!

—Swami Chetanananda, Girish Chandra Ghosh, 375

third is to raise the hands and bend the waist,
followed by placing the palms together at chest
height. These are the standard courtesy for greet-
ing peers or one’s juniors.”

If a senior monastic appears, or the situation
requires it, one observes the fifth level of cour-
tesy by genuflecting, or the sixth by kneeling, or
the seventh by placing the hands and knees on
the ground. If full gestures of respect are called
for, then one practises the eighth form by bend-
ing the four limbs and touching the head to the
ground. Finally, ultimate respect is shown by
bowing the entire body to the ground.

In China, since the Sui-Tang period (sixth
century CE), the specific gesture is the one based
on the Indian shirasiabhivandate, which in Indian
bowing courtesy indicates the highest respect.
Proper form requires both knees, both elbows,
and the forehead to touch the ground before the
feet of the person who is the object of reverence.
In China this gesture became known as wu lun
tuo di, ‘Five Limbs Touch the Ground: The ca-
nonical texts describe the youth Sudhana, the
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archetypal bowing pilgrim, bowing to fifty-three
teachers in the ‘Gandhavyuha’ chapter of the
Avatamsaka Sutva. Over and over he prostrates
his five limbs to the ground to purge arrogance,
repent past offences, demonstrate respect, and
ultimately realize the highest goals of a Bodhi-
sattva’s wisdom and compassion.

The Benefits of Bowing

As mentioned earlier, Sri Ramakrishna advo-
cated bowingas a method for transforming lust,
for ridding oneself of ego, and as a way in every
situation to express gratitude to the presence
of God. Likewise, the many benefits of rever-
ential bowing are well known to generations
of Buddhist faithful. By placing the body in
a posture expressive of humility and vulner-
ability, the practice of bowing combats pride
and arrogance. Cheng Guan (783-839 CE), the
fourth patriarch of the Avatamsaka school, ad-
vised that ‘bowing in respect purges the obs-
tacle of arrogance, inspires faith and reverence,
and increases one’s roots of goodness.® In other
words, it is a physical yoga with a healing psy-
chological function.

Further, an intensely focused bowing practice
will keep the mind from running away into dis-
cursive thought or scattering into random wan-
dering, thus leading the practitioner towards
states of mental concentration. Contemplations

Upon‘arriving at the Brahmo Samaj in Calcutta, he
[Ramakrishna] would hurl his powerful weapon—
humility—at the Brahmos. He would enter the Brah-
mo temple and bow down, touching his head to the
ground; then addressing the audience, he would say,
‘Salutations to the modern Brahma-jnanis!

—Swami Chetanananda, How to Live with God, 183-4
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that accompany each step of the bowing ges-
ture allow devotees to repent of offences, visu-
alize the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, and reflect
deeply on sacred texts. For Buddhists, therefore,
bowing is not merely a gesture of courtesy or
respect, nor is it primarily a demonstration of
reverence towards an object of worships it is a
fully developed inward path that leads the prac-
titioner to the ultimate spiritual goals of com-
passion and wisdom.

Introducing the Bowing
Practice in the West

We have seen via the examples of Sri Rama-
krishna’s teaching and personal practice as well
as our discussion of Chinese Mahayana prac-
tices that bowing has been part of Asian spir-
itual tradition since Buddha’s time. How is this
practice making its way into Western Buddhist
cultivation?

In the autumn of 1969 I lived asa practitioner
at Antaiji, a Soto Zen temple in Kyoto, Japan,
under the tutelage of Uchiyama Kosho Roshi
(1912—98) and his students. I was taught deport-
ment, which included bowing in every situation.
Bowing was as automatic as removing one’s shoes
before stepping up onto the tatami mats on the
temple floor.

In the 1970s1in San Francisco many Buddhist
traditions were putting down roots and trans-
forming their liturgical heritage. Even so, not
all teachers of Buddhism in America presented
the practice of bowing in its traditional Asian
format. The bias against bowing by Protestants
and Iconoclasts clearly influenced Buddhist
ritual practice as it developed in the West. Some
have decided to restrict, interpret, or westernize
bowing. Others, such as the late Shunryu Suzuki
Roshi (1904-71), founder of the San Francisco
Zen Centre, adapted bowing for Americans who
meditated at the centre. Suzuki, according to a
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story, seeing the stiff-necked resistance of Ameri-
cans, not only did not drop bowing to cater to
Americans likes and dislikes, rather, he increased
the required bows before meditation from three
to nine. When asked why he said thatin his view
Americans need to bow more. Suzuki Roshi, in
an article that appeared in Tricycle in 1994, as-
serts that before reaching liberation bowing is
serious business and an essential tool for the stu-
dent of Zen.

Some Buddhist groups chose to downplay
bowing as a practice for the West. The Buddhist
Churches of America—Jodo Shinshu—and the
San Francisco Buddhist Church were the first
Buddhist denominations in America to replace
centuries-old Asian liturgical devotions with
Western style worship. Some would argue that
in pruningaway Asian devotional elements Jodo
Shinshu has become the most Protestant among
American Buddhists; others give that title to the
Insight Meditation and the Vipassana move-
ment. Two founders of the Insight Meditation,
Joseph Goldstein and Jack Kornfield, teach the
meditation aspect of Theravada Buddhism to
Westerners. They set aside the bowing, icons, and
liturgies of Thai Buddhist devotional practices.
Thus, for different reasons, Jodo Shinshu and
Vipassana have stripped away the icons and the
bowing in favour of meditation, loving-kindness,
and mindfulness of Amitabha Buddha.

Similar to testimonials that Jackson cites
above, the author has gathered survey responses
that evince bowing’s popularity among contem-
porary college students in northern California.
Students from the Humboldt State University,
the University of San Francisco, the Stanford
University, and the University of California,
Berkeley, come regularly to the City of Ten
Thousand Buddhas in Ukiah, California, for a
monastic weekend encounter, as a field trip in
their religious study courses. At the end of the
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retreat students evaluate what they enjoyed and
what they would improve. Some students men-
tion meditation as their hallmark experience.
Others enjoy the vegetarian food, the oppor-
tunity to talk with monastics, or the tranquillity
and orderliness behind the walls of a Buddhist
monastery. To my surprise, nearly every retreat
brings a similar response: many students prefer
the experience of bowing.

An eighteen-year-old Caucasian woman in
her sophomore year, an atheist, writes: ‘I had
never done any religious practice before. The
bowing put me off at first; I'd never imagined
doinganythingat all like that. I felt aversion, but
because everybody else was doing it and because
the monks and nuns interpreted the actions in
psychological terms, it didn’t seem so threaten-
ing. When the time came I simply bowed and
that was that. Once I tried bowing, it lost its
strangeness. By the time I finished the first cere-
mony, I didn't even notice that I had been bow-
ing for an hour’

A nineteen-year-old male sophomore from
a culturally Jewish background writes: ‘I realize
that I had never before taken part in a religious
ceremony of any kind. My parents never intro-
duced me to religion. Joining the bowing and
the chanting felt like water touching a thirsty
plant. A part of my heart opened that hadn’t
been touched before’

This is the testimony of a nineteen-year-old
male college junior who was raised in a Bap-
tist home: “When I left the ceremony hall, I felt
lighter in spirit, as if [ had left cares and years
behind on that bowing bench. I went back and
bowed by myself for an hour in the darkened
Buddha Hall. I wanted to clean out while I had

the chance’

Conclusions

Buddhist and Hindu practice in Asia, from the
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S ri Ramakrishna went to the porch for a few min-
utes and then returned. As he was going out, Vishva-
mbhar’s daughter, six or seven years old, saluted him.
On returning to the room, the Master began talking
to the little girl and her companions, who were of the
same age.

THECHILD (to the Master):‘l saluted you and you didn’t
even notice it!

MASTER (smiling): ‘Did you? | really didn’t notice.

CHILD: ‘Then wait. | want to salute you again—the
other foot too!

Sri Ramakrishna laughed and sat down. He returned
the salute and bowed to the child, touching the ground
with his forehead.

—The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna, 400

earliest times, has valued the practices of bow-
ing and devotion. Whether Westerner devotees
will, like their Asian counterparts, adopt bow-
ingas a way to deepen their practice remains to
be seen. In many theistic traditions bowing has
largely an exterior focus, consistent with the
supporting theology. In Buddhism the focus of
bowing turns back to the mind of the bower in-
stead of moving outward towards a wholly tran-
scendent other. In Vedanta Sri Ramakrishna
identified the interior function of bowing in re-
ducing pride and ego, an observation that coin-
cides with the Buddha’s description of bowing’s
basic purpose.

In Buddhism the myriad practices relate back
to acentral theme: purifying the mind and seeing
the nature. The mind and its nature are funda-
mentally Buddha. The goal of the spiritual path is
to gradually remove all aspects of the view of self,
untl one rediscovers his or her non-dual nature.
Bowing, as a path to the non-dual reality, helps
empty out and purify false concepts within. The
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false, illusory selfis being erased as one bows. Bud-
dhist bowing, therefore, aims to reveal the unsub-
stantial nature of both self and phenomena.

In both Hinduism and Buddhism devotional
practice in general and bowing in particular rep-
resent a deeper dimension of practice awaiting
exploration by cultivators of purity and con-
templation, Western and Eastern alike. While in
Chinese Buddhism bowing grew from its Indian
sources, we can expect a Western form of bowing
to emerge from its encounter with psychology
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and the search for individual freedom. o
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Sri Ramakrishna’s Legacy from
Buddhist and Jain Perspectives

Prof. Padmanabh S Jaini

N HIS MAJESTIC WORK Syi Ramakrishna
and His Divine Play, Swami Saradananda
presents succinctly the Master’s spiritual life

and message:

After performing sadhana according to the main

religious denominations prevalent in India, he

observed thart each one of them led the aspirant

towards the nondual plane. ... When we asked

abour the nondual state, he [Sri Ramakrishna]

told us repeartedly: ‘It is the finale, my child, the

culminartion of sadhana. Ar the ultimate devel-
opment of love for God, this nondual experi-
ence manifests spontaneously in the life of all

aspirants. Know it to be the goal of all faiths; and
as many faiths, so many paths’*

Swami Vivekananda, the sage of the new age,
proclaims the reason for and the function of a
new avatara—not foretold in the Puranas—in
the form of Sri Ramakrishna: ‘During this cur-
rent spiritual renaissance, the new avatar of the
age, endowed with tremendous divine power,
will gather together the divided and scattered
religious ideals, practise and realize them in his
own life, and rediscover the knowledge that was
lost. To bring this about, the all-merciful God bas
therefore incarnated Himself as an avatar in this
present age’ (385; emphasis mine).

Swami Vivekananda is a world-renowned
saint and commands the respect of all Indians.

The author is Professor Emeritus, Department of
South and Southeast Asian Studies, University of
California, Berkeley.
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He certainly speaks for all Vedic religions,
whether founded on the dualism of Sri Madhva,
qualified non-dualism of Sri Ramanuja, the
traditions known as Shaiva and Shaketa, and the
bhakti movements culminating in the school of
Sri Chaitanya. All faiths based on them are valid
and will lead the aspirant to the goal of the non-
dual—Advaita—Brahman of the Upanishads,
the Vedanta. It is evident from the words ‘God’
and ‘avatara’ that these Vedic ‘faiths—broadly
known as Vaishnava, Shaiva, or Smarta—are
theistic. They believe in the existence of an om-
niscient, omnipresent, and omnipotent Cre-
ator—God, Ishvara—who bestows devotion as
well as liberation, moksha, to devotees out of his
divine grace. As this is a fundamental doctrine,
it is claimed that even non-Indian theistic reli-
gions like Christianity and Islam, with their own
scriptures and practices, can lead their followers
to the same goal of the non-dual Brahman.

Buddha as Avatara

It may be asked how the two ‘atheistic’ Indian re-
ligions—Buddhism and Jainism—which reject
the doctrine of a creator God and yet believe in
liberation, find place in the Master’s vision of all
‘paths’ leading to the non-dual experience. Fortu-
nately, Swami Saradananda has anticipated this
and provides the following answer:

Knowing thar the Master artained perfection
in the major religions of the world, a ques-
tion mighr arise in the reader’s mind regard-
ing the Master’s view about Buddha. Therefore
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it is good to record here whar we know abourt
this. In regard to Buddha the Master shared the
same beliefs as all Hindus: He always offered
loving worship and reverence to Buddha as a di-
vine incarnation, and he believed that Buddha
still manifests in the holy triad in the temple
at Puri, as Jagannath, Subhadra, and Balarama.
When the Master heard abour the glory of the
holy shrine of Jagannath and that His prasad
removes all distinctions of high and low starus,
as well as of caste, he was eager to visit Puri (358;
emphasis mine).

The Buddha as an avatara, like Rama and
Krishna, is indeed a great puzzle. It is not known
when or by which Vedic faith the historical
Shakyamuni Gautama Buddha (d.450 BCE) was
declared an avatara of Vishnu. This might have
happened around 300 CE, in the area near the
Buddhist stupa sites of Amaravati and Nagarjuna-
konda in Andhra. In the canonical texts Buddha
is always called Bhagavan.

A splinter group of the Theravadins called the
Lokottaravadins, the forerunners of Mahayana,
maintained that Shakyamuni, whose concep-
tion, birth, renunciation, enlightenment, and
death, parinirvana, were attended by miracles,
was ‘super-mundane; Jokottara, by nature, and
that he acted like an ordinary person—got mar-
ried, begot a child, and died—merely to conform
to the ways of the world, lokanuvartana. He was
worshipped in ornate shrines, and grand stupas
were raised in his honour.

In the fully developed Mahayana, it was as-
serted that the Buddha had attained enlighten-
ment, bodhi, countless aeons, kalpas, ago, but
had chosen not to enter into parinirvapa. In-
stead, out of compassion, he was appearing again
and again as a Buddha—our historical Shakya-
muni being one such—an ‘avatara’ of his own!
The extraordinary popularity of this sect among
members of all four castes might have been a
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major factor in bringing such a figure within
the theistic fold by bestowing upon Buddha the
status of an avatara of Vishnu.

The earliest reference to this new avatara is
to be found in the ‘Shanti Parva’ of the Maha-
bharata. Bhishma is lying on his deathbed of
arrows and offers homage to Lord Krishna, in
course of which he lists ten avataras one by one—
beginning with the Fish, Matsya, and ending
with Kalki, the tenth. Krishna is the eighth and
Buddha the ninth. He is the avatara of our age:

Dainavams-tu vase kytva

punar-buddhatvam agatah;
Sargasya raksandrthaya tasmai
buddhatmane namahp.
Again, for the sake of protecting the world, He

came as Buddha and broughr the demons under
conrrol. Salurarions to that Lord, identified as

Buddha?

The Puranic compilers of this episode make
no mention of Buddha’s place of birth, his well
known go#ra name Gautama, his kshatriya clan,
called Shakya, and even his atheistic views, and
give him the dubious function of controlling the
demons—thisbeingone of the purposes of an ava-
tara—by preaching them a counterfeit dharma,
apadharma, as is mentioned in the Bhagavata:

Deva-dvisam nigama-vartmani nisthitinim
pirbhir-mayena vibitabhir-adysya-tirbhib;
Lokin ghnatam mati-vimobam-ati-pralobham

vesam vidhayababubhbashyataaupadbarmyam.

The enemies of gods (the demons) perform
Vedic sacrifices (to amass power) to destroy the
world of human beings with aerial vehicles of
unperceivable speed constructed by the demon
Maya. Then will the Lord take the form (of Bud-
dha) and preach to them a counterfeit dharma
(against the Vedas), producing excessive greed
and delusion in their minds, thus making them
powerless.”

The credit for assigning a positive and
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compassionate role to the Buddha avatara—and
thus making him the only ‘non-violent’ avatara—
goes to the twelfth-century Vaishnava poet Jaya-
deva. In ‘Jaya Jagadisha Hare!) the opening poem
of his Gitagovinda, he hails the Lord’s ten ava-
taras in the traditional manner. But coming to
the Buddha-avatara, he praises Buddha for his
compassion and his censure of violence commit-
ted in the Vedic sacrifices:
Nindasi yajha-vidber-ababa Syuti-jatam
sadaya-hydaya-darsita-pasughatam;
Keshava dbyta-buddba-sariva
Jjaya jagadisa hare.
Moved by deep compassion you condemn the
Vedic way thar ordains animal slaughrer in rites
of sacrifice. O Keshava (Krishna)! You assume
the form of the enlightened Buddha. Triumph
Hari, lord of the world.*

The Buddha-avatara known to Sri Rama-
krishna at Jagannath Puri is probably the same
as described in the Gitagovinda: a compassion-
ate reformer who eliminated killing of animals
from Vedic sacrifices. The belief that its prasad
removes all distinctions of caste also points to
a historical connection of this avatara with the
Puri temple from ancient times.

This demonstrates how the theist and atheist
traditions found a meeting point in the obser-
vance of non-violence, ahimsa, a fundamental
principle for both paths. It should be noted how-
ever that the Buddhists themselves do not appear
to be aware at any time in history that Buddha
was being hailed as a divine incarnation, or they
chose knowingly to ignore it, considering it the
devotion of people innocent of his teachings.

Buddhism, Jainism, and
Swami Vivekananda

As is well known, when Swami Vivekananda
spoke at the World Parliament of Religions in
Chicago on 11 September 1893, he was not rep-
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resenting all three Indian religions. Anagarika
Dharmapala (1864-1933) of Ceylon spoke on
“The World’s Debt to Buddha’ Virchand Raghavji
Gandhi (1864-1901) from Gujarat spoke on “The
Philosophy and Ethics of Jainism’ Speaking on
‘Hinduism’ Swami Vivekananda raised an im-
portant question: ‘How can, then, the Hindu
whose whole idea centers in God believe in the
Buddhist who is agnostic, or the Jain who is athe-
ist?” He followed it with a profound answer: “The
whole force of their [Buddhist and Jain] religion
is directed to the great central truth in every reli-
gion, to evolve a God out of man. They have not
seen the Father, but they have seen the Son. And
he that hath seen the Son hath seen the father

We may humbly pass over the expressions
‘father’ and ‘son] as Swamiji was speaking to a
largely Christian audience. But his words ‘to
evolve a God out of man’ will be appropriate to
the two admittedly atheistic faiths as well, if we
change them to ‘evolve a Buddha (the awakened
one), or a Jina (the spiritual victor) out of man.
Both titles affirm the belief that they were, like
all other souls, once ‘bound’ and later became
‘awakened’ or ‘liberated’ The term ‘Jina’ was ori-
ginally applied to both Gautama and Mahavira.
Around the sth century it appears to have come
to be exclusively used for Mahavira; hence, his
followers were called ‘Jaina. The word ‘Jina’ is
conspicuously missing in the theistic tradition.

A close examination will show that there is
only a minute but significant difference between
the God of the theists and a Buddha or a Jina.
In his Yoga Sutra, Patanjali defines God, Ishvara,
in the following three sutras: (i) The Supreme
Lord is an extraordinary spirit, purusa-visesa, un-
affected by afflictions, actions, their fruits, and
dispositions; (ii) in him rests the highest stage
of the ‘seed of omniscience’; and (iii) the Lord
is the greatest teacher, guru, of even the earliest
great ones, being unconditioned by time.

ISI



170 Prabuddba Bharata

In the first sutra it is asserted that this purusa
is unique, because he was never bound to or af-
fected by afflictions, actions, and so forth. He
alone is eternally liberated; while other purusas
are not so free.” Only this supreme purusa is om-
niscient. He is therefore the true teacher of the
path to liberation. Buddhists and Jains reject
the existence of such an exception and hold the
view that all souls are bound from beginning-less,
andds, time—as there is no beginning to Cre-
ation—but are capable of becoming totally free
from afflictions and other bonds.

The Buddhist and Jain traditions do not claim
omnipresence or omnipotence for their respec-
tive masters, only omniscience, sarvajsiatva, at the
end of their spiritual quest; and neither acknow-
ledged a teacher. They also hold that the state of
liberation—nirvana or moksha—is the same for
all souls, albeit only a few may aspire to take the
voluntary role of a teacher as well. The histor-
ical Buddha, Gautama, and the Jina, Mahayvira,
are therefore seen as the most prominent liber-
ated beings, teachers, and exemplars of cur times.

Atthe 189z Parliament of Religions; left toright:

Narasimhacharya, Laksh minarayan, Swami Vivekananda,
Anagarika Dharmapala (Buddhist representative), and
Virchand Gandhi (Jaina representative)

They are the visible links in the chain of a count-
less number of similarly liberated beings, #ukza
purusas, in the infinite past. This line of mukzas
is beginning-less and endless, as is the teaching
of dharma, the means of liberation.

As to the description of Buddhism as agnos-
tic, such a view was indeed prevalentin Swamiji’s
time among the scholars of the Pali of Thera-
vada— Teaching of the Elders—Buddhism. In a
famous sermon a Buddhist monk Chulamalun-
kyapurtta asks Buddha to answer definitively the
four sets of philosophical questions: (i) Whether
the world is eternal, or non-eternal, or both,
or neither; (ii) whether the world is finite (in
space), or infinite, or both, or neither; (iii) if the
soul, jiva, is identical with the body or different
from it; (iv) whether the Tathagata, a Buddha or
aliberated being, exists after death, or does not.

Buddha saw how an affirmative answer to
these questions would lead to the dogma, dry,
of eternalism, $asvata-vada, while the negative
would lead to the dogma of annihilationism,
uccheda-vada. Seeking to avoid the extremesand
following a middle course, madbyarma-pratipada,
the Buddha declared them to be the four inex-
pressibles, cazudri avyakrta-vastiani.

In course of time the Buddhist
master Nagarjuna (c.3rd cent.), the
founder of the Madhyamika school,
would explain the true significance of
the Buddha’s Middle Path. In his pro-
foundly insightful study of this system,
The Central Philosophy of Buddbise,
Professor T RV Murti expounds on
Buddha’s silence} and points to the
essence of his Middle Path: ‘On the
opposition of the eternalist and nihil-
istviews, Buddha erected another and
more fundamental opposition—that
between dogmatism and criticism—
which is the analytic or reflective
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awareness of them as dogmatic theories. Criti-
cism is deliverance of the human mind from all
entanglements and passions. It is freedom itself.
This is the true Madhyamika point.’® Further,
“The Tathagata does not spin speculative theories.
He is free from all theories. He has realized that
the Real is transcendent to thought’ (45). Thus
is explained the Buddhist concept of abiding in
Sanyata—sunyata sarva-dystinam, the ‘emptiness
of all views—that is, $#nyata is not ‘void’, but
being ‘devoid of * all dogmatic views.

But such transcendence is not easily achieved
inasingle lifetime. Asis well known, like Vedanta,
Buddhism was also a system of immense diversity,
seemingly offering different ‘ways’ or ‘vehicles,
yana, by which one could arrive at the goal of
nirvana: freedom from the cycles of birth and
death. Buddhist mendicants, male and female,
bhiksus and bhiksunis, the immediate disciples of
Gautama Buddha, followed the Path of Listeners,
$ravaka-yana, and were known as arhats, ‘saints as
disciples: It was also believed that, in the absence
of a Buddha, certain rare individuals may intui-
tively attain the same goal as the arhats, and were
called pratyeka-buddhas, ‘solitary non-disciple
saints. All believed that they had achieved nir-
vana and would not be reborn, na'#thi dani pun-
abbhavo. They would be proved wrong by a new
set of scriptures, the Advanced Teachings, im-
parted by the Buddha, for the benefit of the same
arhats, and a few new aspirants as well. This dem-
onstrated his skillfulness in employing expedient
devices, upaya-kansalya, according to the needs
of individuals seeking nirvana.

This was called the teaching of the Great Way,
Mahayana, in contrast to the Lower Way, Hina-
yana, of the earlier texts. The Mahayana was for
a new kind of aspirant, called bodhisattva, one
who aspires to become a Buddha, or samyak-
sambuddha, ‘the supremely enlightened one’.
The bodhisattva strives over innumerable births
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to bring his virtues—charity, patience, and so
forth—to perfection, paramita, while serving
others to bring them to maturity so that they too
may enter the same Great Way.

A Mahayana text called the Saddharma-
pundarika Sutra, popularly known as the Lozus
Sutra, declares that there are not ‘three ways’ to
attain nirvana, but only ‘one way, eka-yana—
that of the Buddha. It then explains the validity
of the earlier teachings given by Buddha to his
disciples:

Knowing that the multitude craves the lesser
Dharma and fears Great Wisdom ... by resort
to numberless expedient devices (#paya) they
convert varieties of living beings. The Buddhas,
by their power of devising expedients create
distinctions, preaching three vehicles, but there
isin fact only one Buddha vehicle. And it is to
provide a resting place thar the other two were
preached. Now for your sake I preach the realiry.
... For the sake of Buddha omniscience you must
put forth grear and vigorous effort.”

That the Buddha inspired such dedication
among the bodhisattvas is demonstrated by the
following recitation by certain Japanese Zen
masters as they begin their meditation:

Sentient beings are numberless;
I vow to save them.
Desires are inexhaustible;
I vow to put an end to them.
The Dharmas (Teachings) are boundless;
I vow to master them.
The Buddha’s Way is unsurpassable;
I vow to atrain it.

It will not be an exaggeration to say that free-
dom from dogmatism that leads to the evolution
of a ‘Buddha out of man’ might indeed provide
a legitimate ground for Sri Ramakrishna’s belief
in the Buddha-avatara. It will also come close
to what Swami Vivekananda called the central
truth of religion: ‘to evolve God out of man’

153



172 Prabuddha Bharata

Sri Ramakrishna and Jainism

It would seem that in contrast to Buddha, the
Jina made no impact on the Master. Swami
Saradananda briefly notes:

In the later partof his life, the Master heard from

some Jains abour the Tirthankaras, the found-
ers of Jainism. ... In his room beside the picture

of Hindu gods and goddesses there was a stone

image of Mahavir[a] Tirthankar[a] and a picture

of Jesus. Every morning and evening the Master
would wave incense before all the deities, includ-
ing the last two. Although he showed his love

and respect for all we never heard him speak of
the Tirthankaras of the Jains ... as avarars."

Swami Vivekananda’s characterization of
Jainism as ‘atheistic’ was correct and would be
welcome to Jains. From earliest times the Jains
have indeed engaged in polemical debates with
theists and called upon them to abide by reason-
ing. Acharya Haribhadra (6th cent.) saysin his

Lokatattvanivnaya:

Paksapato name vire
na dvesap kapiladisu;
Yuktimad vacanam yasya
tasya karyap pavigrahab.

I have no partiality for Mahavira, or hatred ro-
wards Kapila and other seers; we should accept
one whose words stand the scrutiny of logic.™

While the Buddhists followed the Mid-
dle Path, in practice as well as in doctrine, the
Jains favoured an approach of non-absolutism,
anekanta-ta. This is the doctrine of harmonious
juxtaposition of opposites—such as bondage
and freedom, change and subsistence—in one
and the same substance, dravya, like a soul, jiva,
or a material atom. The Jains asserted that the
eternalist explains samsara only by resorting to
mayavada, the doctrine of maya, while the non-
eternalist, Buddhist, fails to explain nirvana as
anything but ‘extinction; #ccheda.
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Anaversion to violence is central to Jain ethics.
They therefore focused their examination on the
gods of Puranic theism, notably the careers of
the trinity of Brahma, Vishnu, and Mahesha.
Comparing them to the Jina, the 1oth century
Jain mendicant Akalanka lays down three pre-
requisites for a person to be worthy of worship:

Yo visvam veda vedyam janana-jalanidber
bhanginah para-drasti paurvaparyaviruddham
vacanam-anupaman niskalankam yadiyam;

Tam vande sadhu-vandyam nikbila-gunanidhin
dhvasta-dvesa-dvisantam buddham vi
vardhamanam Satadala-nilayam kesavam va
Sivam va.

Whoever knows all that is to be known, and
sees beyond the billowing ocean of births;
whose words, not marred by inconsistencies,
stand supreme in truthful purity; such a man
do I revere, beholding in him, one worthy of
exceeding reverence, vessel of virtues, in whom

the raint of harred is effaced, whether [he be]
Buddha, Mahavira, Brahma, Vishnu, or Shiva.

The Jains were open to the possibility of non-
Jain mendicants and even lay persons following
the obligatory precepts of ahimsa, truthfulness,
celibacy, and non-possession, aparigraha, and the
path of peace, #pasama. They are included in the
expression: ‘I bow down respectfully to all saints
in the universe; namo loe savva-sahianam. In the
words of Mahavira: “The essence of spiritual life
is peace; uvasama-saram khu samannam!*

The words of Sri Ramakrishna and Swami
Vivekananda on Buddhism and Jainism exhibit a
great amount of goodwill towards these two non-
theistic branches of a single Sanatana (Eternal)
Dharma. A vast gap of more than two thousand
years separates Buddha from Sri Ramakrishna.
The bodhisattva path, which combined work—
out of compassion, karupi—tor the welfare of
many, babujana-hita, with insightful meditation,
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dhyana and prajsia, was a noble legacy, a gift of
Buddha to the world. While it flourished with
significant changes in China, Korea, Japan, and
Tibet, Buddhism, in its pure form, disappeared
from India around the 6th century, soon after
the fall of the Gupta Empire.

It is possible however to see its resurrection
after almost a thousand years, albeit brought
about unknowingly and without using the word
‘bodhisattva’ It happened during the lifetime of
the Master, when he initiated a large group of
dedicated young men, the original swamis of the
Ramakrishna Order. This bodhisattva ideal seems
to be embedded in a special category of souls,
called #varakotis. Such a person is not an incar-
nation, avatara, of God, but is ‘a godlike, ever-free
soul, born with a spiritual message for humanity.
Ramakrishna considered six of his disciples to
be ishwarakotis."* Prominent among them was
Narendra, the future Swami Vivekananda.

From Emperor Ashoka
to Sri Ramakrishna

As regards the Master’s own legacy, Swami
Saradananda sums it up in these few words:
‘All religions are true—as many faiths, so many
paths. ... [The Mother] preserved his body in
mysterious ways for one purpose: to eradicate
as far as possible religious narrowness from this
world. The world was eager to receive this eter-
nally beneficial message’ (646—7). It would seem
the Master’s thoughts posthumously reached the
organizers of the world’s first Parliament of Re-
ligions held at Chicago. In his “Words of Wel-
come, Charles C Bonney was probably relaying
the message of the Master himself:

We meet on the mountain height of absolute re-
spect for the religious convictions of each other;
and an earnest desire for a better knowledge
of the consolations which other forms of faith
than our own offer to their devorees. The very
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basis of our convocarion is the idea thar the
representatives of each religion sincerely be-
lieve thar it is the truest and the best of all; and
that they will, therefore, hear with perfect can-
dor and withour fear the convictions of other
sincere souls on the great questions of the im-
morrtal life."*

Soon followed Swami Vivekananda’s elo-
quent speech, his first on the world stage, with
its call for the ‘harmony of religions’: ‘Sectar-
ianism, bigotry and its horrible descendant, fan-
aticism, have possessed long this beautiful earth.

... But its time has come, and I fervently hope

that the bell that tolled this morning in honor
of this Convention may be the death knell to all
fanaticism, to all persecutions with the sword or
the pen, and to all uncharitable feelings between
persons wending their way to the same goal"®

So, at the dawn of this momentous epoch, the
message of harmony of religions had been pro-
claimed. This boundless and all-embracing idea,
which had been hidden in the Vedic scriptures
and religion, was rediscovered and declared to
humanity with a clarion call.

While stating that he was ‘proud to belong
to a religion which has taught the world both
tolerance and universal acceptance’ Swamiji was
referring to the foundation of all Indian reli-
gions: Sanatana Dharma, the ‘eternal law’ gov-
erning humankind. The harmony of religions
enjoined by Vedic scriptures had to be hon-
oured by righteous rulers. Fortunately, we have
inscriptional records of one such monarch of an-
cient India, the great Mauryan Emperor Ashoka
(273-32 BCE), who made it a state policy to pro-
mote the ‘harmony of religions’ This fact was
not widely known at the time of the Chicago
Parliament of Religions, or Swamiji would have
proudly quoted Ashoka’s words, calling for the
practice of the ‘dharma of concord} samavaya,
words unparalleled in any royal decree, even
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to this day. There is a gap of over two thou-
sand years between Emperor Ashoka and Sri
Ramakrishna. But as the few lines from royal
inscriptions cited in the next section will show,
Ashoka’s inheritance, which was lost for cen-
turies like a nugget of gold buried under rocks,
was discovered by the Master and displayed by

Swami Vivekananda to the world at large.

Samavaya eva Sadhu

That Ashoka was not speaking about his per-
sonal religion but the Sanatana Dharma is evi-
denced from his concept of ‘dharma’ in Pillar
Edictvir: ‘King Priyadarshin, the beloved of the
gods, says thus ... The noble deeds of Dharma
and conformity to Dharma are increased among
the people thus, by performing acts of compas-
sion, charity, truthfulness, purity, happiness and
saintliness.”'® Ashoka uses the term pasanda for
‘religions’ whose followers competed with each
other—for instance, the Tapasas or brahmana as-
cetics, Bhagavatas, Ajivikas, Buddhists, and Ni-
ganthas or Jains. At a later time the word pasanda
or pakhapda came to be applied to heresy.

In Rock Edict x11 Ashoka spells out the

merits of harmony:

King Priyadarshin honours persons of all sects
(pasanda), ascetics and householders, by gifts
with various forms of reverence. But, the be-
loved of the gods does not value either gifts or
reverential offerings as much as thar of an in-
crease of the spiritual strength of all religions
(pasapda). This increase of spiritual strength is
of many kinds. Burt the one roort is the guard-
ing of one’s speech so as to avoid the extolling
of one’s own religion to the decrying of the re-
ligion of another, speaking lightly of it without
occasion. As proper occasions arise, persons
of other religions should also be honoured
suitably. Acting in this manner one certainly
exalts one’s own religionists (atma-pasandan)
and also helps persons of other religions (para-

pasandan). One who honours one’s own re-
ligion and disparages that of another from
devortion to one’s own religion to glorify it over
all other religions, does injure one’s own reli-
gion more certainly. It is verily concord [of all
religions] that is meritorious (ibid.).

Sri Ramakrishna would heartily agree. &
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ord a single instance of a spiritual

A revolution of global dimensions brought by
a band of scholars and skilful thinkers. The mal-
ady of the world is far too universal and deep-

seated for remedies to be prescribed direct from
books. A spiritual genius of the order of Bud-
dha or Christ alone knows how to strike at the
things, reminded a contemporary Indian phil-
osopher, Professor T RV Murti.!

The author, a reputed Vaishnava preceptor and
scholar, is associated with the Sri Radharaman
Mandir, Vrindaban, and is also founder Director,
Sri Chaitanya Prem Sansthan, Vrindaban.
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other religious practitioners, imitating other
nations and relegating dharma to a second-
ary status and a national integration merely
on paper will not work. Imitation is one thing,
understanding the spirit another. The spirit
of other counrries is self-centered; they can-
not think of anything other than the minute
details of their self-interests. In India dharma
is life. The educarion of this country is tot-
ally different. Here only the politics based on
dharma is acceptable. The pressure of politics
imposed on the people due to subjection is
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not acceptable to the spirit of India; hence, in
time, this polirics will definitely vanish from
the hearr of India like an ink stain. The soul
of [its] principle speaks thus. And therefore,
we have to afhrm thar selfless love is the only
means to narional goodwill and the architect
of this means is the life-long ascertic, the lumi-
nous and radiant Bhagawan Sri Ramakrishna.
This is the reason for his unflinching sadhana
on [the paths of | Jesus, Muhammad, Rama,
Krishna, and Kali. Thart is why he occupies the
seat of the pathfinder and propher of the age.
Ortherwise, he had attained moksha—which is
said to rake millions of births—by one spiritual
discipline itself. The sincere goodwill of the
plane of Vedanta, atrained by Sri Ramakrishna
through sadhana, is the only path for the re-
vival of India and its meeting the world on an
equal footing. Otherwise, the feeling of high
and low will surely remain. The strife between
the victorious and the vanquished will surely
remain. The question of blacks and whirtes will
surely remain. This puzzle will never be re-
solved through the race of intellects.”

God Sports as Man
While celebrating the hundred-and-seventy-fifth

birth anniversary of Sri Ramakrishna, it is im-
portant to know who he is. In his Kalpataru ki

Utsav Lila, an autobiographical rendition of the
life of Sri Ramakrishna in Hindji, Krishnabihari
Mishra has Sri Ramakrishna saying:

See master [Mahendranth Gupra], Adhar isdoz-
ing. ... [to Adhar] It’s late. Go wake up your horse
carriage. Government job the whole day and then
the burden of my babble. You know Adhar, your
master is no less. If outwardly he looks so serious,
inwardly his tricks are equally deep. We were
charting in the garden. I asked master how many
annas worth my earnings were. Despite being a
teacher, he said, ‘T don’'t knowaboutannas, I only
see Chaitanya Mahaprabhu in your form. Isn’t
this the limir of joking, Adhar? Where is the

comparison berween [Pandit] Nimai and this
stupid Gadai! Well done, master, well done!®

M was not off the mark. He was just revealing
the truth. In his biography of Sri Ramakrishna,
Swami Saradananda writes: ‘It was the firm con-
viction of the Master that the One who in past
ages had incarnated Himself as Rama, Krishna,
Gauranga and others had come down to the
world in his own person.” It was not merely a
self-portrait, but a truth reflected in his being.
Those who interacted with him could see and
experience this without any ambiguity. Similarly,
Sri Chaitanya revealed himself time and again in
a six-armed form, where each pair of arms rep-
resented Sri Ramachandra, Sri Krishna and Sri
Chaitanya himself.

Despite Sri Ramakrishna’s dislike for any
comparison between Gadai—Gadadhar was his
childhood name—and Nimai, Sri Chaitanya,
any attempt to understand one without the
other will be incomplete. What do we look for
in their person and in their contribution to hu-
manity? When someone asked Mahatma Gan-
dhi about his message, he replied, ‘My life is my
message.” This is true even more with regard to
Sri Chaitanya and Sri Ramakrishna. Mahatma
Gandhi was a prolific writer, but these two reli-
gious giants did not ‘write down’ their message.
They lived what they had to say. We are lucky to
have a large corpus of biographical material that
extensively and accurately provides us with the
nectar of their lives and sayings.

One may be amused at any exercise of looking
at two personalities born three hundred and fifty
years apart. The present is born out of the womb
of the past, and the seed of the future is already
lying in the soil of the present. Nothing will give
birth to no-thing; some-thing comes out of some-
thing alone. In the six-armed form that Sri Chai-
tanya manifested to his close companions time
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and again, the two arms holdinga staff and bowl
of a sannyasin are Sri Chaitanya’s own. The two
raised upper arms hold an arrow and a bow, and
the middle two play a flute. Respectively, they
signify Sri Ramachandra and Sri Krishna, who
are integral to his body. The spiritual substance
of Sri Rama and Sri Krishna manifests in the
body of Sri Chaitanya. A similar intertextual-
ity is witnessed in the being of Sri Ramakrishna
and his followers. In addition to Sri Rama, Sri
Krishna, and Mother Kali, Sri Ramakrishna also
imbibed Sri Chaitanyain hisbeing. Chronologic-
ally, Sri Chaitanya precedes Sri Ramakrishna. In
the order of discovery, Sri Ramakrishna is the
key to knowing his predecessors. He had a clear
view of Sri Chaitanya.

Sri Ramakrishna said: ‘God sports in the
world as man. He incarnates Himself as man—as

in the case of Krishna, Rama, and Chaitanya. ...

Ifyou seek God, you must seek Him in the Incar-
nations.’® Further, ‘God has different forms, and
He sports in different ways. He sports as Isvara,
deva, man, and the universe. In every age He des-
cends to earth in human form, as an Incarnation,
to teach people love and devotion. There is the
instance of Chaitanya’ (257).

Sri Ramakrishna explains the three states of
consciousness that manifested in Sri Chaitanya’s
person:

Chairtanya experienced three states of mind.
Firsr, the conscious state, when his mind dwelt
on the gross and the subtle. Second, the semi-
conscious state, when his mind entered the
causal body and was absorbed in the bliss of di-
vine inroxicarion. Third, the inmost stare, when
his mind was merged in the Grear Cause.

This agrees very well with the five koshas, or
‘sheaths’ described in the Vedanra. The gross
body corresponds to the annamayakosha and
the pranamayakosha, the subtle body to the
manomayakosha and the vijnanamayakosha,
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and the causal body to the anandamayakosha.
The Mahakarana, the Grear Cause, is beyond
the five sheaths. When Chairanya’s mind
merged in That, he would go into samadhi. This
is called the nirvikalpa or jada samadhi.

While conscious of the outer world, Chai-
tanya sang the name of God; while in the state
of partial consciousness, he danced with the de-
votees; and while in the inmost state of con-
sciousness, he remained absorbed in samadhi. ...

Chairtanya was Divine Love incarnate. He
came down to earth to teach people how to
love God. One achieves everything when one
loves God (330).

Love Divine

What is that love of God or bhakti? How does
one attain it? Sri Ramakrishna gives a succinct
account of the nature of bhakti, both as a goal
and a means:

Itisn'tany and every kind of bhakri thar enables

one to realize God. One cannor realize God

withourt prema-bhakrti. Another name for prema-
bhakti is raga-bhakd. God cannor be realized

withour love and longing. Unless one has learnt

to love God, one cannor realize Him.

There is another kind of bhakti, known as
vaidhi-bhakrti, according ro which one must re-
pear the name of God a fixed number of times,
fast, make pilgrimages, worship God with pre-
scribed offerings, make so many sacrifices, and
so forthand so on. By continuingsuch practices
a long time one gradually acquires raga-bhakri.
God cannort be realized until one has raga-
bhakri. One must love God. In order to realize
God one must be completely free from worldli-
ness and direct all of one’s mind to Him.

Bur some acquire raga-bhakri directly. It is
innate in them. They have it from their very
childhood. Even ar an early age they weep for
God. An instance of such bhakri is to be found
in Prahlada. Vaidhi-bhakti is like moving a fan
to make a breeze. One needs the fan to make
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the breeze. Similarly, one practises japa, auster-
iry, and fasting, in order to acquire love of God.
Bur the fan is set aside when the southern breeze

blows of itself. Such actions as japa and austerity
drop away when one sponraneously feels love

and attachment for God. Who, indeed, will per-
form the ceremonies enjoined in the scriprures,

when mad with love of God? (172-3).

He continues:

Devotion to God may be said to be ‘green’ so
long as it doesn’t grow into love of God; but
it becomes ‘ripe’ when it has grown into such
love.

A man with ‘green’ bhakri cannort assimi-
late spirirual ralk and instruction; bur one
with ‘ripe’ bhakrti can. The image thar falls on
a phorographic plate covered with black film
is rerained. On the other hand, thousands of
images may be reflected on a bare piece of glass,
but not one of them is rerained. As the object
moves away, the glass becomes the same as it
was before. One cannor assimilate spiritual in-
struction unless one has already developed love
of God. ...

One can see God through bhakri alone. But
it must be ‘ripe” bhakti, prema-bhakri and raga-
bhakrti. When one has thar bhakri, one loves
God even as the mother loves the child, the child
the morther, or the wife the husband’ (173).

In short: ‘Nishtha leads to bhakti; bhakti,
when mature, becomes bhava; bhava, when con-
centrated, becomes mahabhava; and last of all
is prema. Prema is like a cord: by prema God
is bound to the devotee; He can no longer run
away. An ordinary man can at best achieve bhava.
None but an Isvarakoti attains mahabhava and
prema. Chaitanyadeva attained them’ (680).

Sri Chaitanya, propounder of this path of
bhakti, ‘had the brilliance of the sun—the sun of
knowledge. Further he radiated the soothing light

of the moon of Devotion. He was endowed with
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both—the Knowledge of Brahman and ecstatic
love of God (485). Sri Ramakrishna also says:

In the Kaliyuga the life of man is centred on
food. He cannot get rid of the feeling that he is
the body and the ego. Therefore the path of de-
votion is prescribed for this cycle. This is an easy
path. You will arrain God if you sing His name
and glories and pray to Him with a longing
hearr. There is not the least doubr abour ir. ...

One can arrain the Knowledge of Brahman,
too, by following the path of bhakri. God is all-
powerful. He may give Hisdevotee Brahmajnana
also, if He so wills. Bur the devotee generally
doesn’tseek the Knowledge of the Absolute. He
would rather have the consciousness thar God is
the Master and he the servant, or that God is the
Divine Mother and he the child. ...

‘T don’t want to become sugar; I want to eat
it. I never feel like saying, Tam Brahman! I say,
“Thou art my Lord and I am Thy servant. ... My
desire is to sing the name and glories of God. ...
Further, you see, people speak of the waves as
belonging to the Ganges; but no one says that
the Ganges belongs to the waves. The feeling,
‘Tam He’, is not wholesome. A man who enrter-
tainssuch an idea, while looking on his body as
the Self causes himself great harm. He cannot
go forward in spiritual life; he drags himself
down’ (170-2).

Sri Chaitanya always introduced himself as ‘a
servant of the servant of the servant of the feet
of the “lord of the gopis™. Sri Ramakrishna also
always considered himself a child or servant of
Mother Kali. Similarities in their lives abound.
Sri Krishna had revealed himself as Sri Chai-
tanya to Srimati Radha in a dream.” Sri Rama-
krishna as Gadadhar was also revealed to his
parents in a dream. Kshudiram Chattopadhyaya,
Sri Ramakrishna’s father, had the dream in Gaya,
where Sri Chaitanya had his spiritual birth after
meeting Ishvara Puri.

Coming from family backgrounds with trad-
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itions of study, both of them rejected education
as a means of living, albeit in their own ways.
Sri Chaitanya first groomed himself as an awe-
some scholar and then closed his school, while
Sri Ramakrishna rejected any formal educa-
tion, probably building upon Sri Chaitanya’s
experience. Both married, though the marriage
remained only a spiritual relationship.

Sri Chaitanya, the logician, lost himself in the
service of his deities. Sri Ramakrishna, grounded
in Advaita—impersonal universalism—ritualis-
tically adored the image of Kali. In any case, both
transcended all rituals in the intense madness of
love divine.

The fire of love, however, was more than what
their physical bodies could take. People took
them to be possessed by spirits or to be mad. Sri
Chaitanya’s biographies detail many such in-
stances. Swami Nikhilananda tells us about Sti

Ramakrishna:

Sri Ramakrishna ... described to her [Bhairavi
Brahmani] his experiences and visions, and told
her of people’s belief thar these were symproms
of madness. She listened to him artentively and
said: ‘My son, everyone in this world is mad.
Some are mad for money, some for crearure com-
forts, some for name and fame; and you are mad
for God! She assured him that he was passing
through the almost unknown spirirual experi-
ence described in the scriprures as mahabhava,
the most exalted raprure of divine love. She told
him rthar this extreme exalrarion had been de-
scribed as manifesting itself through nineteen
physical symproms, including the shedding of
tears, a remor of the body, horripilation, per-
spiration, and a burning sensation. The Bhakri
scriptures, she declared, had recorded only two
instances of the experience, namely, those of Sri
Radha and Sri Chairanya. ...

Two famous pundits of the time were in-
vited: Vaishnavcharan, the leader of the
Vaishnava sociery, and Gauri. The first to arrive
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was Vaishnavcharan, with a distinguished com-
pany of scholars and devotees. The Brahmani,
like a proud mother, proclaimed her view before
himand supported it with quorations from the
scriptures. As the pundits discussed the deep
theological question, Sri Ramakrishna, perfectly
indifferent to everything happening around him,
sar in their midsrt like a child, immersed in his
own thoughts, somerimes smiling, sometimes
chewinga pinch of spices from a pouch, or again
saying to Vaishnavcharan with a nudge: ‘Look
here. Somertimes I feel like this, too.” Presently
Vaishnavcharan arose to declare himself in toral
agreement with the view of the Brahmani. He
declared thar Sri Ramakrishna had undoubredly
experienced mahabhava and that this was the
cerrain sign of the rare manifestation of God in
a man. The people assembled there, especially
the officers of the temple garden, were struck
dumb. Sri Ramakrishna said to Marhur, like a
boy: Just fancy, he too says so! Well, I am glad
to learn thar after all it is nor a disease” (18—19).

Even great minds like Keshabchandra Sen
were intrigued by this mababhava. Sen once
said that ‘Sri Ramakrishna, Christ, and Sri
Chaitanya belonged to a delicate species of hu-
manity that should be kept in a glass case and
protected from the vulgar contact of the world’
(464). Then, are people like Sri Chaitanya and
Sri Ramakrishna not very relevant to the mun-
dane, vulgar world? Swami Vivekananda dif-
fered from Sen: ‘Once only a mighty genius
rose above the never-ending Avachchhinnas and
Avachchhedakas [in Nyaya, “the determined”
and “the determining attribute”]—Bhagavan
Shri Krishna Chaitanya. For once the religious
lethargy of Bengal was shaken, and for a time it
entered into a communion with the religious
life of other parts of India.”®

Further, he says that ‘Bengal is aland of Bhakti
or Bhaktas. The stone on which Chaitanya used
to stand in the temple of Jagannath to see the
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image was worn by his tears of love and devo-
tion. When he took Sannyasa, he showed his
fitness for it to his Guru by keeping sugar on his
tongue for some time without its being dissolved.
He discovered Vrindaban by the power of insight
he had acquired through devotion’ (6.123). What

was that discovery and how was it novel?

Sri Chaitanya’s Movement

We need to go to Sri Chaitanya’s Bengal in the
crucial first decade of the sixteenth century. He
and his close associates had launched the san-
kirtana movement along with a handful of his
companions, which also included a Muslim. The
nama-sankirtana not only brought the fresh air
of freedom over mindless ritualism and the net
of logic and metaphysics, but it also loosened the
grip of caste orthodoxy in society. Swami Viveka-
nanda observed that ‘Shankara, Ramanuja had
caste considerations, but not Chaitanyadeva,
who said “what is caste for a bhakta?”” The vested
interests, both from the Hindu orthodoxyand the
Muslim administration, joined hands to suppress
the new wave by putting a ban on public kirtan.
Sri Chaitanya, in defiance of this violation of a
fundamental human right of religious expression,
brought the kirtan out from Srivasa’s courtyard to
the streets of Navadwip. Joined by the masses he
laid siege to the governor’s house through peace-
ful disobedience. The ban was lifted.

Sri Chaitanya resolved to take his message
of love, devotion, and nama-sankirtana far and
beyond. He took sannyasa in 1509 and moved to
the safety of the neighbouring Hindu kingdom
of Orissa. But his vision of devotion required a
different roadmap.

First and foremost, he needed a team of asso-
ciates who could translate his intangible vision of
Krishna-bhakti into a tangible world of doctrines,
literature, arts, architecture, rituals, and other cul-
tural manifestations. He toured the length and
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breadth of the country on foot as a mendicant
and was able to motivate and enrol such talents
as the legendary six Goswamis, Raya Ramananda,
Vasudeva Sarvabhauma, and others.

During this long pilgrimage he reached
Mathura, the home of his lord, Sri Krishna. Yet,
his heart was yearning for Vrindaban, the land
of rasa-lila. Alas, Vrindaban was not on the
memory and map of the Brajamandala geog-
raphy. He did not give up. He resolved to get
what he wanted—the holy abode of Sri Krishna.
Being himself the joint incarnation of Srimati
Radharani and Sri Krishna, Sri Chaitanya iden-
tified an abandoned peninsular area north of
Mathura to be the lost dhama, holy site. Given
the situation—especially the political-military
strife going on in that area, where the powers-
that-be were no longer Hindu and the area
was right on the marching routes of invading
armies—saner people like Ramanujacharya,
Madhvacharya, and Vallabhacharya had already
chosen to locate their Vrindabans elsewhere in
safety. Sri Chaitanya’s Vrindaban was in the eye
of the storm. During a nine-month-long visit to
Braja, he almost lost his life to marauding sol-
diers. Why this madness? Was he really mad?

In Braja, and also on the larger Indian canvas,
he saw only two ways to meet the situation. Ei-
ther you confront the ‘other’ diabolically or en-
gage with them in a dialogue. Chaitanya chose
the second—the constructive and inclusive path.
It wasa political application of his universal love.
On his way back and after reaching Puri, where
he lived until the end, he organized the enrol-
ment, movement, and settling of his chosen fol-
lowers in the newly discovered Vrindaban. Led
by the six Goswamis, they dedicated themselves
to Sri Chaitanya’s project of resurrecting Sri
Krishna and Vrindaban. Their dialogue with the
political powers—both Mughal and Rajput—re-
sulted in the birth of many unique and grand
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edifices celebrating the manifestations and pas-
times of Sti Krishna and Srimati Radha. Finally,
the dialogue encouraged the Grand Mughal
Akbar to designate Vrindaban as a seulement
and a revenue entity in 1598. In addition to the
temples, ghats, and groves, something else was
also being produced in Vrindaban.

Sri Chaitanya knew very well that the name,
form, lilas, and abode of his dear Lord would
not be sustained without an intellectual edifice,
the Shastras. Texts were needed to elaborate
his system of thought. His dialogue with Raya
Ramananda produced a definitive outline of his
bhakti doctrine. He found and trained Gopala
Bhatta atthe Vaishnava centre of Srirangam and
moved him to Vrindaban, where
he systematized Chaitanya’s teach-
ings in a philosophic treatise called
Shat-sandarbba, besides creating
Haribbaksivilasa, an encyclopaedic
code of conduct for the Vaishnavas.
Sanatana, Rupa, Raghunatha Dasa,
Jiva, and Raghunatha Bhatta pro-
duced the necessary bhakti literature
through elaborate commentaries
on the Bhagavarta, besides definitive
works on bhakti as a spiritual and
aesthetic discipline, as well as poetry
and dramas to re-enliven the pas-
times of Sri Krishna. The perform-
ing arts got a great boost through
nama-sankirtana, pala-kirtana, rasa-
fla—for developing this popular
dance drama, the Goswamis collab-
orated with the choreographers from
Akbar’s court—samaj, sanjbi, and
many other devotional rituals.

The rasa-mandala, spiritual
artistic realm, of Vrindaban was
manifesting itself, thanks to Sri Chai-

tanya’s unique understanding of Ved-
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anta. He fully and truly identified the Brahman
of Vedanta with r4s4. Can this aesthetic enjoy-
ment, 7454, have a rational logical perspective?
For emotionally sensitive bhaktas, absolute ex-
perience of ananda rasa, mood of bliss, is the
goal; and this cannot be enjoyed without a rela-
tionship. [tis a process that engages two entities,
ashraya and vishaya, the support and the ob-
ject, asuadaka and asvadya, the enjoyer and the
enjoyed—for our purpose, two humans; hence
dualivy or difference, dvaiza or bheda, is funda-
mentally presupposed. But any relation is suc-
cessful only when it unites the different entities
by removing alienation; then it seems that non-

difference, advaita or abbeda, is fundamental.
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There is room for arguing that the mutual de-
pendence of these two categories excludes their
‘reality-in-themselves’ But relation as a fact of
experience cannot be explained away as unreal,
even if the logic of binary opposites fails to af-
firm the relation as ‘one whole consisting of dif-
ference and non-difference; although these are
contradictory entities like light and darkness,
tamah prakashavat. When the logic of binary
opposites fails, fuzzy relational logic reveals the
truth: that relation exhausts itself before the
‘inconceivable logical category of difference in
non-difference’: achintya-bhedabheda-vada. It
resolves the dilemma of the logic of opposites.
“The other’ is essential for the sambandpi tartva,
relational principle.

The phenomenon of human relationship is
full of variety, but the Gaudiya Vaishnava trad-
ition posits the amorous relationship, the rela-
tionship between two lovers-in-union, as the
highest or sweetest relationship possible in the
human arena. It includes and transcends all other
forms of human relations—professional, friendly,
and filial. This loving union presupposes the
transcendence of the separate identities of man
and woman, subject and object, me and you,
pleasure and pain; the two in love transparently
flow into each other, experiencing blissful non-
duality, without losing their separate existences.
In pure love the motive is only love; it is love for
the sake of love. Enjoyment is in being enjoyed.
This creates in lovers a reverence for the object of
affection and leads to further idealization of that
object; it enhances its value and dignity. Love is
adynamic process that seeks self-expansion and
a more intense nature.

Vrindaban’s Divine Dance

The emotional geography of Vrindaban, recre-
ated in a novel dialogical way by Sri Chaitanya,
was available to Sri Ramakrishna. His singing
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and dancing, though grounded in tradition,
could notbe contained within it. Brahmani, the
Sufi Govinda Ray, Totapuri, and others helped
him to dance in different religious theatres. Sri
Ramakrishna confirms this:

At Vrindavan I myself put on the garb of the
Vaishnavas and wore it for fifteen days. ... I have
practised the disciplines of all the paths, each
for a few days. Otherwise I should have found
no peace of mind. ... I have practised all the dis-
ciplines; I accepr all paths. I respect the Sakras,
the Vaishnavas, and also the Vedanrtists. There-
fore people of all sects come here. And every
one of them thinks that I belong to his school.
Talso respect the modern Brahmajnanis."’

The mystic Bulleshah agrees: “Thus exploded
the fire of knowledge. Neither are we Hindu, nor
essentially Turk. The Name (of God) is the sanc-
tion of love. The lover alone wins over Hari.

Like Sri Chaitanya, Sri Ramakrishna was
also attracted to Srimati Radha and Sri Krishna,
to their Name, and especially to their dbama,
Vrindaban. In 1868 Sri Ramakrishna made a
pilgrimage to Vrindaban. During his visit to
Nidhuvan, the grove of Radha-Krishnas am-
orous pastimes, he met Ganga Mata, who ‘saw’
mababbava oozing from Sri Ramakrishna’s body,
Srimati Radharani manifesting through him. In
Sri Chaitanya’s Vrindaban, ‘womanhood’ was wor-
shipped for the first time when Srimati Radha’s
image was consecrated besides that of Govinda.
Srimati Radha was not Sri Krishna's relative—like
Rukmini, Satyabhama, or Subhadra—capable of
sharing the throne with him. Neither did she fig-
ure in any established list of goddesses. Srimati
Radha was the essential #4774, woman, bound in
love with Sri Krishna, who adored her beyond
any social obligation and vested interest—in the
parakiya bhava, ‘illicit’ mood. Love not as give
and take, but love and service for the sake of love
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and service alone. Such was the pervasive femi-
nism of Sri Chaitanya, that in Vrindaban even
Shiva and Brahma were feminine.

Blessed is Vrindaban, where bhakti dances.
Amongthe three—jnana, karma, and bhakti—the
last is feminine, because, as a spiritual discipline it
requires serving, giving, and loving. In other paths
there is more of ‘acquiring, a male trait. Therefore
Sri Chaitanya and Sri Ramakrishna, who were
predominantly ‘feminine’ as manifestations of
Sri Radha and Mother Kali, would both perform
female roles in religious performances.

But that would make the experience in-
complete. In Sri Ramakrishna Mathurmohan
Biswas would experience the presence of
both—Shiva and Kali. The Bhagavata suggests
that in the person of Sri Chaitanya, the mani-
festation of Sri Hari in the Kali Yuga, Srimati
Radha hides Sri Krishna within.'! Sri Rama-
krishna reminds us, ‘Sri Chaitanya too wor-
shipped Shakti.’ Rightly so, as Srimati Radhais
the primal potency of the Absloute. Rupa Go-
swami removes all doubts when he declared in
the ‘Radhaprakarana’ of the Ujjvalanilamani
that ‘the Shakti propounded and established in
the tantric tradition is Radha!

In Vrindaban the play was wider. It included
not only Shiva and Kali or Radha and Krishna
in one body; Sri Chaitanya’s Vrindaban has a
powerful temple housing the composite image
of Kali and Krishna, near Keshighat. The phil-
osophy of Achintyabhedabheda provided the
platform for such deities to emerge and dance
in full ritualistic dialogue.

Sri Ramakrishna and Sri Chaitanya were
both married. And both took sannyasa for the
sake of serving humanity at large. However,
both held their wives in utmost respect. Be-
fore taking sannyasa, Sri Chaitanya passed on
the responsibility of leading and taking care
of the bhakta community in his absence to his
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wife. Sri Sarada Devi too played a similar role
towards the devotees of Sri Ramakrishna. After
Sri Ramakrishna’s mahasamadhi in 1886 she
went to Vrindaban along with a small group
of close devotees. Sri Ramakrishna’s ways are
unique. He wanted Sri Sarada Devi to drown
in the bhava of Srimati Radha in that state of
separation. Like the gopis of Braja, Sri Sarada
Devi shone forth as gold. She would visit the
temples—including those of Radharaman
and Banke-bihari—and the river Yamuna at
Vrindaban. After a year the devotees took her
back to Calcutta. In Vrindaban Swami Yoga-
nanada was fortunate to become her first ini-
tiate. The organization of Sri Ramakrishna’s
followers had Sri Sarada Devi’s blessings. The
intense love for Vrindaban forced her to return
there in 1895 for a couple of months. She said:
‘Coming here [to Vamshi-vata] I can hear the
sound of the gopis’ anklets; they come to see
Sri Govinda even today. On coming here I have
great joy, I feel like lying down in the holy dust
of Vrindaban for the rest of my life.**
Thiswasalso Sri Ramakrishna’s feeling: “When
I went to Vrindavan I felt no desire to return to
Calcutta. ... I felt an intense desire to live at Vrin-
davan. But just then I remembered my mother.
That completely changed everything. She was
old. I'said to myself: “My devotion to God will
take to its wings if I have to worry about my
mother. I would rather live with her. Then I shall
have peace of mind and be able to meditate on
God”’"* This was very much like Sri Chaitanya,
who would always say that Mathura-Vrindaban
was his favourite place on earth; yet he settled
at Puri instead of Vrindaban in keeping with
his mother’s wish. In devotion to their mothers
both sacrificed their own wishes. However, Sri
Ramakrishna transported a bit of the physical
Vrindaban to Dakshineswar. He brought some
soil from Braja, scattered a portion of it in the
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Panchavati, buried the restin the little hut where
he had practised meditation, and declared, ‘Now
this place is as sacred as Vrindavan’ (36).

After some time Sri Ramakrishna went to
Navadvip and Kalna to ‘meet’ Sri Chaitanya. But
it is interesting to note that he refused to visit
Gaya and Puri, sites where Sri Chaitanya had
bhava samadhi, saying that were he to go there,
he would in all probability be merged in Vishnu,
the presiding deity, and not be able to return to
his body. Rightly so, Sri Chaitanya also used to
always have darshan of Jagannath from the fur-
thest distance. Only once he moved near, and he
did not come back.

In the last years of his life, Sri Ramakrishna en-
thusiastically participated in the Panihati festival.
There his concern was to find out a way to incul-
cate spirituality in ‘young Bengal’ He said: Tt will
be sufficient for the youngsters who come here if
they know only two things. If they know these,
they will not have to practise much discipline
and austerity. First, who I am, and second, who
they are. Many of the youngsters belong to the
inner circle. Those belonging to the inner circle
will not attain liberation. I shall have to assume a
human body again, in a northwesterly direction’
(829). Swamis Vivekananda, Brahmananda, and
many others passed through Vrindaban, the land
of love and service. Sri Chaitanya’s teaching of
‘taste for the divine name, compassion for living
beings, and service of humanity’ was always em-
phasized by Sri Ramakrishna. His disciples put
thisinto practice, and the Ramakrishna Mission
Sevashramas are the most visible proof of love in
the service of humanity. Narayana to be served
in the poor, daridra navayana, and the sick, rogi
narayana. Sri Ramakrishna always drew strength
from the life of Sri Chaitanya. He would say,
‘Read books of devotion like the Bhagavata or
the life of Chaitanya’ (281). He was moved by

his spirit when he sang:

166

Behold the waves of Goras ecstaric love;
Under them all the universe lies submerged!
And in his love I, too, long to be drowned.

O friend, Gauranga’s love has swallowed me;
Who else feels for our misery like Gauranga,
Dragging us from the mire of worldliness? (so1).

All glory to Sri Chaitanya and Sri Rama-

krishna—one spirit two bodies, one dance two

B

dancers! o
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7 Ramakrishna
and Sikhism_g

Dr Vanita

RIRAMAKRISHNA'S INTERACTION with
S Sikhs is very significant for both Hin-
duism and Sikhism. This interaction has
been discussed by Swami Prabhananda in More
about Ramakrishna in an able and scholarly

manner.

The Soldiers’ Attraction for
the Sadhu of Dakshineswar

At Barrackpore near Dakshineswar, where
Sri Ramakrishna lived, was stationed a nine-
hundred strong Sikh contingent. Itis on record
that many Sikh soldiers in groups visited Sri

The author is Assistant Professor, Department of
Punjabi, sGTB Khalsa College, University of Delhi.
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Ramakrishna at Dakshineswar from time to
time and had discussions with him. Sri Rama-
krishna also visited them once in their barracks.
He thus became aware of Sikh history and ex-
changed views aboutreligion, God, and various
teachings of the Sikh faith. Sri Ramakrishna
once visited a gurdwara called Bara Sikh Sangar
in Calcutta. A Sikh soldier called Koar Singh
was highly devoted to him and often discussed
philosophical issues with him. In this way Sri
Ramakrishna became conscious about the
Guru Granth Sahib and the janam sakbis, life
stories, written about the life of Guru Nanak.
The Sikh soldiers were delighted to see in Sri
Ramakrishna the signs of holiness, for they
had read the ‘Sukhmani’ of Guru Arjun which

speaks of such sages:
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He who preacheth to others
whar he doth nor practise
Shall be born and die again in unending lives.
Bur in whose heart
the Formless One indwelleth
Shall save the world by his teaching.
Only those, Lord, who have won Thy Love
Have grasped Thee truly.
Nanak is prostrate ar the feet of such Seers."

Sri Ramakrishna had interacted with some
nanak panthi sadhus in Dakshineswar and also
during his visit to Varanasi. These sadhus were
aware about the Bhagavadgita and other clas-
sical texts. Swami Prabhananda has also men-
tioned that once Sri Ramakrishna shared some
anecdotes about Malik Bhago and Bhai Lalo
from a sakhi of Guru Nanak with his Marwari
devotees. Sri Ramakrishna quotes Guru Nanak:
‘I was about to eat the food of unholy people,
when I found it stained with blood’ (71).

Antidote for Scepticism and Violence
Mahatma Gandhi said:

Ramakrishna was a livingembodiment of godli-
ness. His sayings are not those of a mere learned

man bur they are pages from the Book of Life.
Theyare revelations of his own experiences. They,
therefore, leave on the reader an impression

which he cannot resist. In this age of scepticism

Ramakrishna presents an example of a bright
and living faith which gives solace to thousands

of men and women who would otherwise have

remained withour spiritual light.®

There was a similar scepticism in the age of
Guru Nanak and his message too was a solace
to thousands of men and women. This is, in fact,
true not just of Guru Nanak’s message, but of the
whole of Guru Granth Sahib.

Sri Ramakrishna was established in ahimsa,
non-injury, and the message of the Guru Granth
Sahib isalso one of ahimsa with a social conscious-
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ness and spiritual radiance. Guru Nanak says:

Jisu manu manai abhimanu
na ta kay himsa lobbu visare;
Sahji ravai varu kamani pir
ki gurmukbi vangi savare.
One whose mind is pleased and appeased has
no egoistical pride. Violence and greed are for-
gotten. The soul-bride is intuirively enchanted
and enjoys her Husband Lord, as Gurmukh;
she is embellished by his love.?

It is not easy to be established full in ahimsa.
Sant Paramananda warns us:

Himsa tan man te nahi chhuti

Jia daia nahi pali.
Cruelty has not left your mind; you have not
cherished kindness for other living beings
(1253).

Spiritual Knowledge
Sri Ramakrishna had gone through the whole

gamut of religious paths including the madbura
bhava, that espouses the metaphor of conjugal
relationship with God. In Guru Granth Sahib

also this is a central theme:

Horu birha sabh dbatn hai

Jjab lagu sabib priti na hoi.
All other loves are transitory, as long as people
do not love their Lord and Master.

Thuy manu maia mobia vekhany sunany na hoi;
Sah dekbe binu priti na upajai andha kia karei;
Nanak jini akbi litia soi sacha dei.

This mind is enticed by maya—it cannot see or
hear. Withour seeing the Husband Lord, love
does not well up in her; whart can the blind
person do? O Nanak, the True One who takes
away the eyes of spiritual wisdom—He alone
can restore them (83).

Sri Ramakrishna experienced nirvikalpa
samadhi, where ‘knowledge, knower, and known
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dissolve in the menstruum of One Eternal Con-
sciousness; birth, growth, and death vanish
in that infinite Existence; and love, lover, and
beloved merge in that unbounded ocean of
Supreme Felicity quelling all doubts and mis-
givings.* The concept of nirvikalpa samadhi is
not explicated in the Guru Granth Sahib or in
other important Sikh texts, but knowledge is
defined in a similar manner:

Dekhon bhai gyan ki ai andhi;
Sabhai udani bhram

ki tati vabai na maia bandhpi.

Behold, O siblings of destiny, the storm of spir-
itual wisdom has come. It has torally blown
away the tharched hurs of doubr, and torn apart
the bonds of maya.’
Hari-gianu prachandu balia ghati

chananu ghar mandar sobaia;
Tanu manu avapi sigar banae

hari prabh sache bhaia.
Spiritual wisdom burns brilliantly, illuminaring
the hearr; their homes and temples are embel-
lished and blessed. I have made my body and
mind into adornments and dedicared them to
the True Lord God, pleasing Him (775).

While discussing the nature of Brahman with
Pandit Ishwarchandra Vidyasagar, Sri Rama-
krishna said: ‘Brahman is beyond both Vidya
and Avidya. He is beyond Maya. Brahman can-
not be defined by words. The Vedas, the Puranas,
the Tantras, and all the six philosophies—every-
thing has been defiled by being uttered by the
mouth. Only one thing has not been defiled. It
is Brahman. No one has yetbeen able to say what
Brahman is’® In the Guru Granth Sahib a true
brahmajnani, knower of Brahman, hasbeen thus

described by Guru Amar Das:

Brabamun bindahi te brabamana
je chalabi satiguru bhai;
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Jin kai birdai bari vasai haumai rogu gavai;
Gun ravahi gun sangrabahi joti joti milai;
Isut jug mahi virle brabaman

byabamu bindahi chitu layi.

He alone knows God, and he alone is a brah-
mana, who walks in harmony with the will of
the true Guru. One whose heart is filled with the
Lord is freed of egotism and disease; he chants
the Lord’s praises, gathers virtue, and his light
merges into the Light. How rare are those brah-
manas who, in this age, come to know God, by
lovingly focusing their consciousness on Him.”

Braham giani nirmal te nirmala,

Jjaise mailu na lagai jala;
Braham giani kai mani hoi pragasu,

Jjaiso dbar upari akasu;
Brabam giani kai mitra satyu samani,

brabama giani kai nahi abbiman;
Braham giani uch te ucha,

mani apne hai saba te nicha;

Braham giani se jan bhae,

nanak jin prabbu api karei.
The God-conscious being, is the purest of the
pure, akin to water untouched by dirt. The God-
conscious being’s mind is enlightened, like the
sky above the earth. To the God-conscious
being, friend and foe are the same. The God-
conscious being has no egoristic pride. The God-
conscious being is the highest of the high; (yer)

within his own mind, he is the humblest of all.

have practised all kinds of sadhana: jnanayoga,

karmayoga, and bhaktiyoga. | have even gone
through the exercises of hathayoga to increase longev-
ity. There is another Person dwelling in this body. Other-
wise, after attaining samadhi, how could | live with the
devotees and enjoy the love of God? Koar Singh used
to say to me: ‘| have never before seen a person who
has returned from the plane of samadhi. You are none
other than Nanak’

—The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna, 832-3

169



188 Prabuddha Bharata

They alone become God-conscious beings, O
Nanak, whom God Himself makes so (272).

Workings of the Ego

Sri Ramakrishna was completely devoid of ego-
ism, which is avidya, ignorance, a hindrance to
divine knowledge. In the Guru Granth Sahib
ego is anegative concept. The egoist is manmukb,
and the person devoid of egotism is gurmukh, a
being conscious of love, compassion, devotion,
and other spiritual verities. The Guru Granth
Sahib says this about the ego:

Hze janam maran mulam
ahamkaram papatma;
Mitvam tajanti satram dridanti
anik maya bistirnah;
Avant javant thakant jia
dukb sukh babu bhognah;
Bbram bhayan udian ramanam
maha bikat asadh rognab;
Baidayam parabrabm parmesvar
aradhi nanak bhari hari hare.

O egotism, you are the root of birth and death
and the cycle of reincarnation; you are the
very soul of sin. You forsake friends, and hold
tight to enemies. You spread ourt countless il-
lusions of maya. You cause the living beings to
come and go until they are exhausted. You lead
them to experience pain and pleasure. You lead
them to wander lost in the rerrible wilderness
of doubt; you lead them to contract the most

l I e [Sri Ramakrishna] said to the Marwaris: ‘You
see, one can't strictly adhere to truth in business.

There are ups and downs in business. Nanak once said,

“l was about to eat the food of unholy people, when |
found it stained with blood.” A man should offer only
pure things to holy men. He shouldn’t give them food
earned by dishonest means.

—The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna, 162
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horrible, incurable diseases. The only physician
is the Supreme Lord, the transcendent Lord
God. Nanak worshipsand adores the Lord, Har,
Har, Hare (1358).

Moreover, as Guru Arjun Dev says:

Agiani manukhu bhaia jo nabi so lovai;
Raini andbari karvia kavan jugati jitu bboyai.
Bbramato bhramato haria

anik bidhi kari torai;
Kabu nanak kirapa bbai

sadhsangati nidhi morai.

Humaniry is in spiritual ignorance; people see
things thar do nort exist. The night is dark and
gloomy; how will the morning dawn? Wander-
ing, wandering all around, I have grown weary;
trying all sorts of things, I have been searching,
Says Nanak, He has shown mercy to me, I have
found the weasure of the sa# sangat, the com-

pany of the holy (212).

In this way we find some remarkable corres-
pondences between Sri Ramakrishna’s teach-
ings and the message of the Guru Granth Sahib.
Sri Ramakrishna gave these philosophic, ethical,
and spiritual teachings in simple language, and
in the Guru Granth Sahib, the main scripture of
Sikhism, we have all the discourses in poetic form.
The message of Guru Nanak isalso available in the
Jjanam sakhi and other Sikh texts. In this age of
scepticism we find both these set of teachings re-
moving doubts and preparing a common ground
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for bringing people together. Y
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Sri Ramakrishna’s Sufi Sadhana

Maulana Mubarak Karim Jawahar

WAMI SARADANANDA WRITES in S77
Ramakrishna the Grear Master that
though Sri Ramakrishna performed
sadhana under many gurus, ‘we, however, heard
him often mention only the names of three such

teachers—the Bhairavi Brahmani, the “naked”

Tota Puri and the Muslim Govinda. The Master
mentioned but rarely the names of other teach-
ers, though he learnt from them the methods of
spiritual practice according to other Hindu de-
nominations.”' According to Syi Ramakrishna
Parikramaby Kalijiban Debsharma and Amriza-
rupa Sri Ramakrishna by Swami Prabhananda,
Govinda Roy was named Wajid Ali Khan after

he converted to Islam.?

Who s a Sufi?

A Sufiis a mystic. A Sufi loves God passionately
and wants to be possessed by God. The Suf’s
sole desire in life is to dissolve oneself in God’s
love—nothing less will give satisfaction.

The Holy Quran is the fountainhead of Sufi
spirituality. Through graded spiritual exercises
in conformity with the teachings of the Holy
Quran, Sufis attempt to have a direct and per-
sonal experience of God. Though they often ad-

[¢ ]

The author is the founder president of the Indian Sufi
Samaj. He has translated the Quran into Bengali, has
authored the encyclopaedic work Bhayater Sufi in
six volumes, and has written many books on Islamic
history, theology, and literature. He is also a patron
of the Jawahar Talimi Seva Mission, an organization
engaged in social reforms and educational services
among Muslims.
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dress God as malik, master, they do not restrict
the Creator-created relationship to the category
of malik-banda, master and servant alone. To
them Allah is their beloved, not a mere master.

Hazrat Abu Zar al-Ghifari (R) (d.652/653)
was one of the first propounders of Sufism.
Hazrat Zun Nun Misri (R) (796-860/1) spread
Sufism in Egypt. Sheikh Hussain Zinjani and
Abul Hasan Al Hujwiri (d. after 1089) were
among the first to introduce Sufism in northwest
India, while Shah Sultan Rumi (R) is reputed to
have done so in east India. Hujwiri is reported
to have reached Lahore in 1035 CE and Rumi is
said to have come to Bengal in 1053 CE.

Sufis do not attach much importance to
observance of rituals. They strive to keep their
mind free from worldly attachments and remain
focused on zikr, devout recital of the holy name,
contemplation, and meditation.

Divergent spiritual practices resulted in
various religious orders within the folds of Suf-
ism— Chishtiyya, Qadiriyya, Suhrawardiyya, and
Nagshbandiyya. Khwaja Moinuddin Chishd,
the founder of the Chishtiyya order in India,
deserves a special mention. Hisdargah at Ajmer
is a popular place of pilgrimage for Hindus and
Muslims alike. The Sufi sadhakas belonging to
the Chishtiyya order prefer to lead a celibate life.
They seek to feel the presence of God through
collective singing of devotional songs or gawwali
that leads to ecstatic dances.

The spiritual practices of the Qadiriyyas largely
resemble that of the Chishtiyyas. However, the
Qadiriyyas emphasize zikr, while the Chishtiyyas
express their love for Allah through fervent
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songs and frenzied dances. The Suhrawardiyyas

also use music in their spiritual practices. Mur-
shidi songs in honour of the murshid, the human
being chosen by Allah to give spiritual lessons to

the aspirants, are popular among them. But the

Nagshbandiyyas do not use music to seek Allah.
They prefer to lead the life of wandering ascetics.
They always carry a pilgrim’s staff in their hand,
and collecting shreds of coloured cloth from the

holy shrines they visit, tie them on the staff. These

relics remind them of the Sufi saints whose mau-
soleums they have visited. But one point must
be clearly remembered: Though the Sufis revere

the saints, they neither worship nor offer prayers

to them. Rather, they ask the saints to pray to

Allah for them. The saints are human beings

who are close to Allah. So the Sufi sadhakas ask
the saints to intercede and seek spiritual favours

from Allah on their behalf. When the Sufis take

the name of a sain, they prayin the same breath:
‘Rabamatullah alaihe; may Allah be pleased with

him or her’ This is the reason that the first letter
of this prayer ‘R’ is written within brackets after
the names of the saints.

Practising Sufi Sadhana

The Sufis seek the consummation of their love in
mystic union with ‘the beloved’ Sri Ramakrishna
was one such saint who entered and remained
steadfast in the state of baga—a ceaseless state
of existence in Allah. The Holy Quran instructs
Muslims: ‘Faz-kuruni az-kurkum; therefore re-
member Me, I will remember you.” The life of
Sri Ramakrishna is a living commentary on this
sacred command. He sought, practised, and re-
mained steadfast to Truth. He experienced, rel-
ished, and assimilated the essence of scriptures
in his life. He understood the futility of mere
intellectual understanding of the scriptures. He
was aware that one must have direct and per-
sonal experience of what God has revealed and
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recorded in the scriptures and only then would
onebe able to apply itin everyday life. Therefore,
he wanted to learn the truth of Islam. “This also”,
thought he, “is a path to the realization of God;
the sportive Mother, the source of infinite Lila,
has been blessing many people with the attain-
ment of Her lotus feet through this path also.
must see how people taking refuge in Her are led
along this path to the fulfilment of their spiritual
aspirations.””* His scientific attitude towards re-
ligious experiences made him set foot on the
path of God as stipulated in the Holy Quran.

Allah is gracious to those pure hearts who seek
him with love and devotion. Allah had already
sent the wandering monk Syed Wajid Ali Shah
to the temple garden at Dakshineswar. ‘Just like
Hindu Sannyasins, Muslim Fakirs too were wel-
come at Rasmani’s Kali temple, and the hospi-
tality of the temple was equally accorded to both
of them’ (ibid.). Consequently, he did not have to
spend time seeking alms to maintain his body and
could uninterruptedly devote himself to spiritual
exercises. Also within the temple premises, but
not inside the temple courtyard, was an ancient
tree, the seat of Ghazi Pir. Sri Ramakrishna felt
attracted to Wajid Ali and became his disciple.

Before embracing Islam, Syed Wajid Ali
lived in Dum Dum and was named Govinda
Ray. Swami Saradananda refers to him by his
pre-conversion Hindu name (298—300) or as
‘Muslim Govinda’ (534, 620). About him Swami
Saradananda writes:

Hriday told us that he was a Ksharriya by birth.
He was perhaps learned in Persian and Arabic.
Having studied various religious doctrines and
come in conrtact with different religious com-
munities, he was ar last attracted by the liberal
docrrine of Islam and was formally initared
into it. Govinda, thirsting for truth, accepted
the Islamic faith ... engaged himself ardently in
the reading of the Koran and in the religious
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practices prescribed by thar scriprure. Govinda
was an ardent lover of God. ... The Master was
atrracted towards the devour Govinda, and
happening to converse with him, was charmed
with Govinda’s sincere faith and his love for

God (299).

T he Master use to describe his mentality when he
practised Islamic Sadhana, as follows: ‘Then | used to
repeat the name of Allah, wear my cloth in the fashion
of the Mohammedans, and recite the Namaz regularly.
All Hindu ideas being wholly banished from the mind,

This ascetic Syed Wajid Ali belonged to the not only did | not salute the Hindu Gods but | had no in-

Nagshbandiyya-Mujaddidiya order of Sufis. Be-

fore coming to Dakshineswar in 1866, he had

clination even for visiting them. After passing three days

in that way, | realised the goal of that form of devotion!

been already endowed with the status of a pir T

and had received the authority to initiate others
into Sufism. The Sufis, irrespective of the order
towhich they belong, live a God-intoxicated life.
But the aspirants belonging to the Nagshban-
diyya order practise a spiritual discipline that re-
sembles the sadhana of the Hindu yogis in many
ways. The Nagshbandiyyas invoke Allah to take
His seat at different locations within their bodies.
This mystic act of invocation requires mastering
the art of controlling breath, blood circulation,
and certain other vital functions of the internal
organs. For any novice it will take a minimum of
twelve years to master these techniques of phys-
ical and mental control, a feat that Sri Rama-
krishna accomplished in just three days!

The aim of the Nagshbandiyyas is to attain the
realization ‘Anal-Hag; my true self is Truth’ and
remain steadfast to it. The Sufisbelonging to this
order attempt to dissolve their ego in the ‘great
ocean of truth] which is nothing other than Allah.
Indeed, Allah is Gracious. Sri Ramakrishna got a
spiritual instructor who made him perform tasks
that perfectly suited his attitude and mentality.

Swami Saradananda writes that during these
three days Sri Ramakrishna abstained from
entering the Kali temple and did not feel in-
clined even to think of Hindu deities (299—300).
We do not doubt it for it is a well-known fact
that whenever Sri Ramakrishna would under-
take a particular type of spiritual discipline, he
would practise it in its totality with all its idio-
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syncrasies. This would also imply that he must
have abstained from singing devotional songs
during this period.

Some biographers suggest that Sri Rama-
krishna wanted to taste beef during this period,
though he could not do it. It must, however, be
noted that eating beef has nothing to do with
Islam. Even a vegetarian may be a good Muslim.
But a Muslim must offer namaz five times a day.
Therefore, it is not clear why Swami Saradananda
wrote that Sri Ramakrishna would offer namaz
thrice daily (299). Though the exact timings of
the namaz depend on the particular season, it
is offered at dawn, fzjr, midday, zubr, dusk, asr,
evening, maghrib, and night, isha. To the Sufis,
the spirit of the namaz matters more than the
rituals involved.

Before starting the prayers the devout Muslim
washes oneself (wuzu) with water, a precious gift
from Allah. While cleaning the hands a2 Muslim
contemplates: ‘May these hands which have been
cleansed by Your water do only what You want
me to do.’ Then, water is sprinkled over the face,
including lips, eyes, ears, nostrils, and the fore-
head. While doing so a Muslim contemplates: ‘I
am washing my eyes with Your water. May I, from
now onwards only see what is good in the people
who come in contact with me. I am rinsing my lips
with Your water. May no abusive word or untruth
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defile my lips which I have cleansed with Your gift.
I am wetting mry ear with Your water. May [ hear
only what is good for me and ignore bad advice.
I am touching my nostrils with Your water. May
these nostrils continue to inhale and exhale Your
air. May it relish the sweet fragrance caused by
Your presence in everything thatis around me? Fi-
nally, the feet are rinsed with water. While doing
s0, the devout Muslim contemplates thus: T am
using Your precious gift to clean my feet. May my
feet never carry me to places where You do not
wantme to go. May L utilize these feet for pilgrim-
age, and so on. Thus the ritual gestures of physical
cleansing become sublime acts of self-offering.
After the purification rites are completed, a
Muslim stands with palms joined, necks and
shoulders reverently bent for zakbir, taking Allah’s

Ghazitala in Dalshineswar, where 5ri Ramalkrishna
practised Islamic sadhana
o o " iy o
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name. This is the way the angels stand in front of
Allah. At this moment, the Sufi meditates: ‘Along
with the angels in heaven, here on earth I stand. I

am not worthy of seeing Allah but I can feel his

gaze on me. | cannotlook up achim buthe, my be-
loved and my master, is graciously looking down

at me. His benevolent gaze is touching me’

Then, they recite some sura, verses, from the
Holy Quran as per their choice. Justas rain water
seeps through dry parched soil, Sufis experience
the word of Allah filling them to the brim. The
feelings vary depending on the context of the
verses uttered. One may experience deep joy
leading to ecstasy or a sense of awe compelling
them to seek refuge in the Lord. The Nagshban-
diyyas prefer verses that describe the diverse
attributes of Allah, Afterwards, they meditate
intensely on any one of these attributes. At this
stage, in some cases, those di-
vine qualities manifest in the
person of the Sufl.

Then, they bend their
body down to resemble the
posture of animals, ruku.
Both palms are placed on
the knees and the back is
kept parallel to the ground.
This is to acknowledge the
unity of all living creatures
that Allah has created. The
Sufis feel that animals also
pray to Allah and that is why
this animal-like posture fol-
lows the angel-like posture.”

Ruky is followed by sajda.
The devotees touch the
ground with their forehead,
palms, knees, and toes and
experience that the entire
Creation from angels to in-
sects is all an offering of ven-
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eration to their common Creator. The last part
of the namaz is the munajar, petitionary prayer.
The devotee asks Allah to fulfil the material and
spiritual needs of their own and their dear ones.
But Sufis mostly pray for the well-being of others.
Thus, the prayer of petition is transformed into a
prayer of intercession.
Swami Saradananda writes: ‘The Master said,
“I then repeated the holy syllable “Allah” with
great devotion.””® The Bengali text reads: ‘Allah
mantra jap. By this phrase the biographer could
be referring to zikr or the continuous repetition
of the holy name, a basic spiritual practice of
all Sufi orders. The Sufis chant incessantly: ‘La
ilaba illallab; there is no god but Allah” As the
chanting grows fervent it condenses into i//al-
labaand finally into Allah alone. While the other
sects confine this chanting to their tongues, the
Nagshbandiyyas blend it with the rhythm of their
heartbeat; as the heart throbs, it utters the holy
name of Allah incessantly without conscious ef-
fort. Probably this is what Swami Saradananda
meant by the japa of the Allah mantra. However,
it could also refer to a practice common to all
Sufisects: the recital of the ninety-nine names of
Allah using the sacred garland of beads or zasbih.
In the Holy Quran Allah is addressed by
ninety-nine different names. Each of these
names denotes an attribute of Allah. For in-
stance, ‘Rahman’ means ‘the merciful, while
‘Qahhar’ means ‘the strict judge’ When under-
taken at specified times and in specific numbers
the recital of these holy names, while turning the
crystal beads of the zashib, is guaranteed to bring
material benefits. But the Sufis never do it for
any mundane gain; they do it because they enjoy
calling their beloved by different names. It gives
them great joy to recollect the diverse attributes
of Allah, who they know is beyond all attributes.
Sri Ramakrishna could well have received a zas-
bib from his murshid, for his fascination for var-
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iety is well known. If this be true, then he must
have relished the recital of the ninety-nine des-
ignations of Allah, knowing well that in reality
Allah is beyond all description. Nagshbandiyyas
cover their heads while praying. Sri Ramakrishna
must also have done so.

The Shajra of Sri Ramakrishna

Both Sri Ramakrishna and his murshid Syed
Wajid Ali broke away from the bondage of their
gross physical body. The mentor physically out-
lived his disciple, for he passed away on 11 No-
vember 1919. His remains are interred in Gobra,
Kolkata.® His descendants now live in Bangla-
desh, where the Nagshbandiyyas have two
khangabs, retreats, at Dhaka and Khulna.
Sufism gives great importance to spiritual lin-
eage. One needs to be initiated in order to over-
come the ego. Through the murshid’s prayers
of intercession, the disciple receives marifa, the
knowledge of God. This assists the disciple to at-
tain the state of fana, dissolution of the ego. By the
grace of Allah, which operates through the mur-
shid, the disciple stands on the shoulders of his
mentor and inherits the spiritual treasures of the
murshid. If Allah so wishes, one may also attain
the state of baga, where one remains dissolved
in Allah. At this stage, if Allah commands the
murshid, he confers the status of ps, saint, on his
disciple. Thus, spiritual lineage is one of the many
ways through which Allah’s grace keeps flowing.
In Bengal the most senior saint of the Nagsh-
bandiyya-Mujaddidiyya order is Hazrat Sheikh
Hamid Danishmand Bangali (d.1653) (R). His
body is enjoying its eternal rest in the village of
Mangalkot in the Burdwan district. In his shajra,
lineage, was Hazrat Sufi Fateh Ali Shah (R)
who initiated Syed Wajid Ali. According to this
shajra, Sri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa belongs
to the house of Nagshbandiyya-Mujaddidiyya.

On the basis of this glorious spiritual inheritance,
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Sri Ramakrishna is undoubtedly a murshid of
the Muslims.

The monks of the Ramakrishna order belong
to the Puri order of Hindu Dashanami sadhus
as Sri Ramakrishna was initiated by Tota Puri.
The spiritual realization that took Tota Puri
forty years to attain Sri Ramakrishna attained
in a few days. By the same logic and precedence,
the monks of the Ramakrishna order may ad-
vance their claim to belong to the Islamic order
of Nagshbandiyya-Mujaddidiyya as well.

Islam does not admit the doctrine of incar-
nation. Therefore, though the Sufis have no res-
ervations to proclaim that the teachings of Sri
Ramakrishna will lead us to Allah, they do not
regard Sri Ramakrishna as ‘God becoming man’
A Muslim can accept Sri Ramakrishna as mur-
shid without considering him an incarnation or

prophet.

The Seer of a Grand Union

Swami Vivekananda and his brother disciples
have always welcomed the meeting of Hinduism
and Islam on the basis of Sri Ramakrishna’s spir-
itual practices. In this context, Swami Sarada-
nanda writes: ‘The Master used to say, “There
is, as it were, a mountain of difference between
them. Their thoughts and faiths, actions and be-
haviour, have remained quite unintelligible to
each other in spite of their living together for so
long a time.” Does the practise of Islam by the
Master, the divine incarnation of the age, indi-
cate that the said difference would some day dis-
appear and both the Hindus and the Muslims
would embrace one another in love?"

Swami Vivekananda wrote: ‘T see in my mind’s
eye the future perfect India rising out of this
chaos and strife, glorious and invincible, with
Vedanta brain and Islam body.'® We hear in him
the voice of his guru, the voice that incessantly
chanted the sacred name of Allah for three days.
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Let us conclude with a prayer that Sri Rama-
krishna must have learnt from his guru:

Utter, Allah is one withour a second
Allah is the refuge of all;

Allah neither begerts nor is begotten
No one is equal to Allah." Y
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Ramakrishna, Christ,

and Divine Incarnation

Father Paul Dupuis

’ I 'HE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN Rama-
krishna and Christianity is a subject that
promises to offer arich mine for exploration.

Erom the depths of his God-conscicusness and
God-intexication that transcends time, place,
and causation Ramakrishna experienced a truth
that became his core teaching: ‘As many faiths, so
many paths’ The Master understood that materi-
alism and scepticism were chipping at the foun-
dations of religion. The time for religions to be
pitting against one another was passé; moreover,
they had seemingly lost their capacity to bring
souls into communion with God. In his bound-
less love and universal vision, what mattered
to Ramakrishna was that 2/ people—Hindus,
Christians, Muslims, humanists, agnostics, or
atheists—should experience God for themselves.
Religions would cease to be divisive when prac-
titioners experienced their oneness with God.
The devotees will realize that their true nature
is God, Aunan, that it is free and blissful, pure
and luminous, eternal and infinite, and identical
with Brahman. Then, the various religious paths
that men follow will lead them to God, to Truth,
Goodness, and Beauty.

What principally mattered to Ramakrishna
was God, and he considered religion as an indis-
pensable, though secondary, means. Godis One,

whereas religions are many. Furthermore, each

The author is a Celtic Orthodox monk residing at
Medford, Massachusetts.
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$r Ramakrishna had a spiritual experience while
contemplating at this image of Mary and Jesus

religion has within itvarious different paths: the
path of unselfish work, karma yoga; the path of
knowledge, jnana yoga; the path of meditation,
raja yoga; and the popular path of loving devo-
tion, bhakti yoga. The various paths are suited wo
the temperament of each believer and are thus
useful. Therefore, what could be gained by try-
ing to prove that any path is superior or more

absolute than the other?

Ramakrishna Experiences Christ

In this perspective it would seem more natural
to speak of Ramakrishna in his relationship o
Christ as a divine incarnation, rather than to
Christianity as areligion. The Gospel of Sri Rama-
krishna contains 1,062 pages, yetless than four of
them speak about Christdanity. Ramakrishna
had little contact with Christianity, buc he did
have the profoundest imaginable experience of
Christ. Not a theoretical grasping of concepts,
doctrines, or dogmas, but a mystical merging of
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the Divine Person, our Lord Jesus Christ, in him.
Ramakrishna’s sadhanas culminated in experi-
encing the goal of various religions, including
Islam. Though he did not practise Christianity
as is prescribed in this religion, a sublime and
most extraordinary encounter with Jesus took
place, as could only occur in a soul as pure as
Ramakrishna’s—so pure that men and women
felt purified when they came into his presence.

The first such ‘meeting’ between Ramakrishna
and Christ is recorded by Mahendranath Gupta,
‘M’ who wrote a detailed account of it in the Gos-
pel of Sri Ramakrishna, a work for which we will
be eternally grateful:

One day he was seated in the parlour of Jadu

Mallick’s garden house at Dakshineswar, when

his eyes became fixed on a painting of the Ma-
donna and Child. Intently watching it, he

became gradually overwhelmed with divine

emorion. The figures in the picrure took on

life, and the rays of light emanaring from them
entered his soul. ... In dismay he cried out, ‘O

Mother! What are you doing to me?” And,
breaking through the barriers of creed and reli-
gion, he entered a new realm of ecstasy. Christ
possessed his soul."

Four days later, while he was walking in the
Panchavati,

he saw coming toward him a person with beau-
tiful large eyes, serene countenance, and fair
skin. As the two faced each other, a voice rang
outin the depths of Sri Ramakrishna’s soul: ‘Be-
hold the Christ, who shed His heart’s blood
for the redemprion of the world, who suffered
a sea of anguish for love of men. It is He, the
Master Yogi, who is in eternal union with God.
It is Jesus, Love Incarnate. The Son of Man
embraced the Son of the Divine Mother and
merged in him. Sri Ramakrishna realized his
identiry with Christ. ... Till the last moment of
his life he believed that Christ was an Incarna-
tion of God (34).

Similarities in Their Lives

Both Ramakrishna and Christ were born in
countries occupied by powerful empires: Is-
rael was occupied by the Romans and India by
the British. Both were born into poor families.
Ramakrishna’s father Kshudiram lost his home
and property to a greedy landlord, while Joseph,
a carpenter, fled to Egypt with Jesus born in a
manger, to protect the child from a murderous
king. Both were conceived under heavenly cir-
cumstances. Kshudiram went on pilgrimage to
Gaya and offered worship at the feet of Gada-
dhara, a name of Vishnu. In a dream he saw his
ancestors in luminous celestial bodies accepting
his offerings and blessing him. Overflowing with
devotion he found that the temple was filled
with divine light. A Divine Being was ‘looking
at Kshudiram with benign, affectionate eyes, He
beckoned him ... and addressed him thus in a
sweet voice, “Kshudiram, your extraordinary de-
votion has made me very happy; I bless you. T will
be born as your son and will receive your loving
care.”’* While Ramakrishna’s father was away, his
mother Chandramani Devi felt abright beam of
divine effulgence from a Shiva temple enter into
and overwhelm her. Later when she related this
to her husband, both were convinced that they
would be blessed with a divine child.

Christ too was conceived in a celestial way.
Holy Mary became pregnant without knowing
her husband Joseph. The Archangel Gabriel ap-
peared to the young virgin of Nazareth as she
was praying. The angel greeted Mary and said:
‘Hail, thou that art highly favoured, the Lord
is with thee. Blessed art thou among women.
Then he told her: ‘Behold, thou shalt conceive
in thy womb, and bring forth a son, and shalt
call his name Jesus. He shall be great, and shall
be called the Son of the Highest.’ The angel con-
tinued: “The Holy Spirit shall come upon thee
and the power of the Highest shall overshadow
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thee; therefore also that holy thing that shall be
born of thee shall be called the Son of God.”
The young Gadadhara—Ramakrishna’s child-
hood name—astonished scholars with the cor-
rect answer to a complicated theological dispute
during a shraddha ceremony. Jesus, when he was
twelve years old, also participated in a discussion
among doctors in the Temple of Jerusalem: ‘All
that heard him were astonished at his under-
standing and answers’ (2.47). Both experienced
transfiguration. One day while Ramakrishna was
uttering ‘the Mantra “Rang’, sprinkled water all
round himself ... he actually saw an impassable
wall of fire with hundreds of tongues spread out,
protecting the place of worship from all obstacles.
... The other Brahmins, seeing his mind quite ab-
sorbed and body shining all over with a resplen-
dent lustre, said to one another, “Itis as if Vishnu
Himself has assumed a human body and has sat
down to worship.”™* Jesus was transfigured in the
presence of Peter, James, and John on what is trad-
itionally said to be Mount Tabor: ‘And his face
did shine as the sun, and his raiment was white
as snow. And, behold, there appeared unto them
Moses and Elijah talking with him Then, ‘abright
cloud overshadowed them: and behold a voice
out of the cloud, which said, “This is my beloved
Son, in whom I am well pleased; hear ye him.””
Both would stay up all night in ineffable
meditation; both sweated blood. Both lived ex-
clusively for God, paying no attention to the pre-
servation of their lives. Ramakrishna asked who
cries for God because they have not realized him?
Christ tells his disciples to ‘let the dead bury the
dead’ Ramakrishna does not hesitate to clean
unspeakably filthy places; Christ does not dis-
dain to wash his disciples’ feet. Ramakrishna said
that he had come before as Rama and Krishna,
but that now he was as a king visiting his king-
dom incognito; of Christ, Saint John wrote that
he came into the world and the world knew him
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not. Both could impart enlightenment with a
touch. Ramakrishna asked the Divine Mother
to remove his outer beauty; of Christ it was said,
‘Fairer in beauty are you than the sons of men’®
Only space prevents a multitude of other such
similarities from being mentioned here.

Similarities in Their Teachings

There is a fascinating dialogue that takes place
between M and Ramakrishna, much to the Mas-
ter’s amusement. It is worth mentioning here.

M: “You don’task your devortees to fast or prac-
tise other austerities. You don’t prescribe hard
and fast rules abour food. Christ’s disciples did
not observe the Sabbarh; so the Pharisees ook
them o task. Thereupon Jesus said: “They have
done well to ear. As long as they are with the
bridegroom, they must make merry.”

Master: “Whar does that mean?’

M: ‘Christ meant thar as long as the disciples
live with the Incarnation of God, they should
only make merry. Why should they be sorrow-
ful? Bur when He returns ro His own abode in
heaven, then will come the days or their sorrow
and suffering’

Master (smiling): ‘Do you find anything else in
me that is similar to Christ?’

M: “Yes, sir. You say: “The youngsters are not
yet touched by ‘woman and gold’; they will be
able to assimilate instruction. It is like keeping
milk in a new pot: the milk may rurn sour if it
is kept in a por in which curd has been made.”
Christ also spoke like that?

Master: “Whar did He say?’

M: ‘If new wine is kept in an old bottle, the bot-
tle may crack. If an old cloth is patched with
new cloth, the old cloth tears away’

‘Further, you tell us thatyou and the Mother
areone. Likewise, Christ said, “T and My Father
are one.”

Master (smiling): ‘Anything else?’
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M: “You say to us, “God will surely listen to you

if you call on Him earnestly.” So also Christ said,

“Knock and it shall be opened unto you.”’

In the famousdialogue between Uddalakaand
his son Shvetaketu, recorded in the Chhandogya
Upanishad, we find the following words: ‘7Zas
tvam asi; thou art That.® These words are taken
to mean that inits original, pure, primordial state,
the Self is identifiable with the ultimate Reality,
which is the ground and origin of all phenomena.
Knowledge of this leads to the liberation or salva-
tion that accompanies mystical union. Similarly,
a psalm in the Bible also tells us that we are essen-
tially gods: ‘You are gods, all of you sons of the
Most High” Many Christians argue that there is
an unbridgeable ontological gap between being
one with God and merely being a god. Yet, Jesus
tells his disciples: ‘Be you perfect as your heavenly
Father is perfect.'® If only God can be as perfect
as God—and this is what Jesus asks of his dis-
ciples—then the human soul must be godly too.
He did not say that the kingdom of heaven was
within Aim only, but that ‘the kingdom of heaven
is within yoz.!" You, me, and all of us, zaz tvam
asi. Such things cannot be understood merely by
the intellect, but by the enlightened loving heart.
Not by the authority of religion, or scriptures, or
tradition, or dogmas and creeds, but by the ex-
perience of God’s love. “The one thing you need
is to realize God, said Sri Ramakrishna, and he
sang: ‘O Mother, make me mad with Thy Love! /
What need have I of knowledge and reason?’**

Hindu and Christian Concepts of Avatara

Judaism rejects any concept of an incarnation of
God in any form, and particularly the Christian
idea of Jesus as a divine incarnation of God. In
Islam God is one and neither begets nor is be-
gotten; therefore, it too specifically rejects the
Christian idea of Jesus as a divine incarnation.
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Christianity teaches that Jesus Christ is the in-
carnation of God the Father, but that he is the
only divine incarnation ever to take place his-
torically. Hinduism, on the other hand, teaches
that God has incarnated or has come down to
us in the form of avataras a number of times.
The Christian and the Hindu concept of incar-
nation seem fundamentally irreconcilable. For
orthodox believing Christians, Christ did not
so much save humankind by his words as by his
blood. He did not so much redeem humankind
from ignorance as from sin. That is why Chris-
tians usually refuse, adamantly, that there can be
any other divine incarnation than Christ. Chris-
tians believe that ‘creation had a beginning, and
what is more important, in the beginning it
was good''* Man was created in the image and
likeness of God, but he lost this likeness—not
this image—by a sudden fall in time. It takes
another event in time to redeem man, and this
was Christ’s atonement ‘on Golgotha: when out
of compassion for mankind God sacrificed his
only begotten son. There is therefore no need
for further incarnations’ (9). For Hindus, there
was no actual beginning, and a fog of ignorance
always pervaded relative existence.

Are these two positions necessarily irrecon-
cilable? Hindus understand that avataras come
down to earth to teach the world when spiritu-
ality grows dim, while most Christians insist that
the only divine incarnation is Christ. Yet, surely
some common ground must exist between these
two positions. Though Saint Augustine of Hippo
believed that the Christian Church was the one
true religion, he did open up an avenue of reflec-
tion worth examining. He says: “That which is
known as the Christian religion existed among
the ancients, and never did not exist; from the
beginning of the human race untl the time when
Christ came in the flesh, at which time the true

religion, which already existed began to be called
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Christianity. ** To paraphrase: true religion existed
from all times and was called Christianity when
Christ was born in Bethlehem. Many histories
of the Church echo this view. Logically enough
Hinduism, Buddhism, and Judaism should be
looked upon by Christians as forms of that early
true religion. The first Christian historian, Euse-
bius (c. 4th cent. CE) wrote that: ‘the names of
Jesus and Christ were both known and honored
by the ancients.*> Christians can take great com-
fort to learn that the Ramakrishna movement was
inaugurated on Christmas Eve, 1897. Between
Ramakrishna and Christ one finds such kinship
of spirit, of life, and of teaching that one cannot
help but merge them in one’s heart of devotion,
the same way they merged thatblessed day in the
Panchavati. When we ‘taste and see how sweet
the Lord is)'® when we experience God, we will
know beyond argumentation where to find him.
Christians, who are truly ‘the fragrance of Christ
for God;"” will have no difficulty recognizing in
Ramakrishna that same divine aroma that puts us

B

in the mood of holy union. Y

In his childlike humility Ramakrishna is akin to
Francis of Assisi. To kill the last stirrings of caste
pride in himself he would undertake the most me-
nial tasks. This mystic, who found such delight in the
experience of ecstasy, was inspired also by a spirit of
warmest love for his fellows.‘Oh Mother, he entreats
the goddess Kali, whom he deeply reverenced to
the end of his life, ‘let me remain in contact with
mankind; let me not become a hard ascetic’ For him
there were no questions of dogma. He decided the
question whether personality is to be ascribed to
God or not by saying that men imagine Him accord-
ing to their natural gifts as a personality or as non-
personal. In thorough Hindu fashion Ramakrishna
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Spirit of Warmest Love

judged that God Himself is somehow or other pres-
ent in an image and draws to Himself the worship
given to it. He did not trouble about the universal
religion comprising all religions within itself which
Debendranath Tagore, Keshab Chandra Sen and
Dayananda Sarasvati were concerned [with]. What
men believe he held to be of secondary importance.
Piety is all that matters. Every religion, whatever its
doctrine, becomes the true religion when man dedi-
cates himself in love to God and serves his neigh-
bour in love.
—Albert Schweitzer (1952 Nobel Peace laureate
and Christian missionary in Africa),
Indian Thought and Its Development, 217
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Sri Ramakrishna and the Experiential Basis
of Vedantic Religious Pluralism

Dr Jeffery D Long

NE COULD ARGUE that the single

most distinctive teaching of modern

Vedanta is the ideal of the harmony of
religions propounded by Sri Ramakrishna. The
basis of this ideal, for Sri Ramakrishna, is not an
abstract reflection on the nature of Truth and
religious diversity but a concrete, direct experi-
ence of the ultimate Reality facilitated by a wide
variety of spiritual paths—each of these paths
having its own world view and its own corre-
sponding practices, all of which the Master culti-
vated and pursued in the course of his lifetime.

Sri Ramakrishna’s Experiences

For adherents of modern Vedanta, the rooted-
ness of Sri Ramakrishna’s teaching in experi-
ence grants it a level of authority not enjoyed by
those whose teaching is rooted in reason alone
or in the authority of another’ testimony. In
principle that experience is available to any who
might attempt to replicate the Master’s experi-
ments with Truth.! This in-principle availabil-
ity of experiences like Sri Ramakrishna’s to all
who might engage in the requisite practices gives
these experiences not the exclusivity of a claim
that must be taken on faith—such as Jesus’s
claim to a unique relationship with his Father
in heaven—but rather a science-like universality.

The authoris Associate Professorand Chair, Religious
Studies, Elizabethtown College, Pennsylvania, and
Chair, Steering Committee, Dharma Association of
North America.
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In this respect the Vedanta of Sri Ramakrishna
is more like shramanic traditions such as Jain-
ism and Buddhism, which also claim as their
basis the experience of a human being, than the
classical Vedanta of the great acharyas, which
claims as its basis the authority of the infallible,
eternal, non-man-made, apaurusheya, words of
the Vedas. Like the experiences of Mahavira and
Buddha, the experiences of Sri Ramakrishna are
subjectively testable, at least in principle. One
simply needs to tread the same path these mas-
ters have trodden—though this is something far
more easily said than done!

Note that this testability is subjective in na-
ture. It is experiential, not empirical. This is an
important distinction and is the reason I have de-
scribed Sri Ramakrishna’s experiences as science-
like rather than scientific. Empirical evidence can
be observed and assessed by a third party. But
one’s experience can be known in all its qualita-
tive richness by oneself alone. A third party can
certainly observe the effects of one’s experience
as well as listen to or read an account of it. But
the experience itself is unavailable in any direct
way. For evenif one could grant the possibility of
extrasensory perception or adirect prebension of
the experience of another—as this is understood
in process thought.” Even then the resulting per-
ception is nevertheless a distinct experience from
the original experience that is its object.

Because of the subjective character of an ex-
perience and its resulting inability to be directly
analyzed by a third party—as distinct from its
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empirically available effects—mystical experi-
ences such as those of Sri Ramakrishna are con-
troversial as sources of knowledge. As was stated
above, in principle the devotee can replicate
these experiences for himself or herself by cul-
tivating the same sadhanas, spiritual disciplines,
as the Master. For most devotees this kind of
subjective verification is sufficient, for it is the
experience that the devotee is interested in. How-
ever, from the perspective of the philosopher
or the researcher who is interested only in the
knowledge that these mystical experiences are
alleged to produce, ‘Try it for yourself " is not a
very satisfying answer.

The controversy arises due to the subjective
nature of mystical experiences. A telescope is
able to increase the visual ability of anyone
with normal sight who looks through it. If one
doubts the existence of the rings of Saturn, one
only needs to gaze at Saturn through a telescope
to see the rings for oneself. This will work for
anyone with normal eyesight who chooses to
look through the telescope. It requires no prior
act of faith or preparation. But spiritual exer-
cises, which refine the mind in order to enable it
to perceive higher realities such as those experi-
enced by Sri Ramakrishna, only serve to refine
one’s own mind alone. Another person cannot
gaze ‘through’ one’s own mind—as if it were a
telescope—in order to perceive these higher real-
ities for oneself. This gives rise to a doubt among
some scholars of mystical experience and to a
resulting division of these scholars into two dis-
tinct schools of thought.

Perennialism and Constructivism

The two predominant schools of thought in the
study of mystical experience are called ‘peren-
nialism’ and ‘constructivism’ The perennialist
school, taking its name from the famous book of
Aldous Huxley The Perennial Philosophy, claims
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that experiences of the kind attributed to Sri
Ramakrishna—mystical experiences of direct
realization of the Divine—are of an objective
reality that is distinct from one’s subjective aware-
ness. To put it simply, one experiences God be-
cause God is really there, just as one experiences
the objects of sensory perception. The experi-
ences of the great mystics, such as the ones re-
corded by Huxley, are therefore reliable sources of
information about the nature of the Divine. On
this basis, Sri Ramakrishna’s experiences of God-
realization through the practice of many spiritual
paths constitute strong evidence for his doctrine
of the harmony of religions: ‘yata mat, tata path;
as many religions, so many paths. Many religions
can act as paths to the direct realization of God.

The constructivist school, on the other hand,
claims that the content of mystical experiences
is determined by the culturally-bound practices
that produce them. Having a more sceptical per-
spective, a constructivist asks: ‘If mystical experi-
ences all have as their basis an objective divine
Reality, then why do their experiences vary to
the great degree that they do?” In other words,
why do the Christian, the Hindu, and the Bud-
dhist not experience exactly the same thing?
Why does the Christian mystic have a vision of
Jesus and Mother Mary, while the Hindu has a
vision of Lord Krishna, and the Buddhist has a
vision of many Buddhas and Bodhisattvas? And
why does the Hindu never see Jesus and Mary, or
the Christian Lord Krishna, and so on?

Clearly, the reality perceived by the religious
mystic is not like that perceived in ordinary sens-
ory perception. If a Christian, a Hindu, and a
Buddhist visit the zoo and see a giraffe, each of
them sees a giraffe. It is not that the Christian
seesa giraffe, the Hindu a cow, and the Buddhist
an elephant. The variation in the mystical per-
ceptions of those who practise different spiritual
paths gives rise to the justifiable suspicion, on the
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part of the constructivist, that these diverse ‘per-
ceptions’ are not perceptions at all—involving
an objective reality distinct from the perceiver,
like the giraffe at the zoo—but are nothing more
than subjective by-products of practices that
induce altered states of consciousness. From a
staunch constructivist point of view, a Christian
of course sees Jesus and Mary, a Hindu Krishna,
a Buddhist Buddha, and so on. They all see what
they expect to see, and their respective experi-
ences are precisely those that the spiritual prac-
tices cultivated in their respective communities
are designed to produce.’

The perennialist is not unaware of this prob-
lem. The philosopher of religion John Hick, for
example, expresses a fairly typical perennial-
ist understanding. He develops his hypothesis
that the Reality experienced by the mystics of
the great religious traditions is a shared one,
though one that is nevertheless experienced dif-
ferently by the practitioners of different trad-
itions because of the expectations that they
projectupon it. According to his view, the ‘Real
is experienced and thought by different human
mentalities, forming and formed by different
religious traditions, as the range of gods and ab-
solutes which the phenomenology of religion
reports. And these divine personae and meta-
physical impersonae ... are not illusory but are
empirically, that is experientially, real as authen-
tic manifestations of the Real”* The one Reality
is experienced by the Christian as Jesus, by the
Buddhist as Buddha, by the Hindu as Krishna,
and so on. All of these perceptions differ, just
as a constructivist would say, with the practices
and presuppositions that the mystics bring to
their experiences. But all of these experiences
share a common substrate: the Real.

Though it is a logically elegant response to
the scepticism of the constructivist, a hypothesis
such as this is ultimately insufficient to dispel
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scepticism. The sceptic can respond that this af-
firmation of a common substrate underlying the
mystical experiences of many religions is a mere
assertion. Where is the proof ?

The proof that there really is an objective
ground underlying the diverse mystical experi-
ences attested in the world’s religions would have
to consist of some shared quality that such ex-
periences would have—regardless of the local,
culturally-bound practices that might give rise
to them.

Such qualities do exist in the form of the ef-
fects to which these experiences are widely said
to give rise among those who have them. Hick
describes the transformative effects of mystical
experiences in terms of a radical shift in the life
of the person who has them—from a state of
‘self-centredness’ to one of ‘Reality-centredness’
(36-s55). Spiritual practitioners who claim to have
had powerful, direct encounters with a higher
Reality have been widely reported to experience
a heightened sense of joy and overall well-being
and also to demonstrate increased compassion
and insight. These changes are reported across
religious boundaries. They do not depend upon
whether the practitioner is a Christian, a Hindu,
a Buddhist, a Muslim, or a Jew. They happen to
people of many religions.

Constructivists might agree that such univer-
sally attested cases of personal transformation
certainly strengthen the case that mystics from
a variety of traditions are tapping into a shared
source of human potential. However, they might
object that it does not necessarily follow that this
shared source isan objective reality, independent
of the culturally-bound practices that give rise
to these experiences. It could be argued, for ex-
ample, that even the personal transformations to
which mystical experiences give rise are part of
the set of expectations built into a spiritual prac-
tice. One expects to be transformed in a posi-
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tive way by one’s practice—justas one expects to
have avision of one’s deity—so it happens.

What perennialists really need to demon-
strate is that an objective reality does, in fact,
underlie the diverse experiences of the world’s
mystics, though it is something unexpected. It
is an experience that cannot be seen to derive
directly from the assumptions underlying the
practice that evokes it.

Research of Mystical Experiences

In her recent scholarly work on practitioners of
Hindu-based spiritual paths in the United States,
Lola Williamson suggests that those who prac-
tise regular meditation can attest to just such
surprising experiences. Among the numerous
practitioners from arange of different meditation
traditions that Williamson interviewed, many re-
ported seeing a light while meditating. William-

son interviewed practitioners in Transcendental

Meditation, Siddha Yoga, and Self-Realization
Fellowship—practices originated by Maharishi
Mahesh Yogi, Swami Muktananda, and Parama-
hamsa Yogananda respectively. Practitioners of
Siddha Yoga and in the Self-Realization Fellow-
ship are both taught that they should expect to see
alightwhile in meditation. The fact that many do
so fits well with the more sceptical, constructivist
idea thatmystical experiences are derived from ex-
pectations rather than from an objective reality.

On the other hand, nowhere in the introduc-
tory lectures do TM [Transcendental Medita-
tion] instructors mention that the medirator
will experience light. Yetboth Diane and Mark
[TM practitioners who were interviewed by
Williamson] had very distinct experiences
of inner illumination, which seemed to take
them by surprise. The fact that they experienced
something for which they were unprepared
supports ... the ‘perennialist’ view. According

Sri Ramalkrishna commented on this painting, which shows him pointing out to Keshabchandra Sen the harmony of religions:
‘It contains everything; thisis the ideal of the modern times’
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to this theory, mystical experiences occur at a

level beyond language and therefore similarities
s

can be found across cultures.

Across the world religious accounts exist of
people who had spontaneous mystical experi-
ences that they did not seek out through a spe-
cific, culturally-bound practice. These cannot
be said to be based on a set of prior expect-
ations—such as the famous vision of St Paul,
who had been engaged in a vicious persecution
of Christians until receiving an unexpected,
and presumably unwanted, vision of Christ
while on the road to Damascus. Therefore, one
has at least the beginning of a case that there
is, indeed, an objective ground underlying the
diverse experiences of mystics from a variety of
religious traditions.

The final recourse of the sceptic, at this point,
is to grant that an objective ground of mystical
experience does exist, but to question whether
this ground needs to be what the mystic affirms
it to be. Perhaps, the sceptic can argue that the
objective ground of mystical experiences rests
in human biology. Williamson’s meditators see
light probably because the practice of medita-
tion has an effect on the brain that produces an
experience of this kind—notbecause there really
is a light ‘there’ Maybe St Paul suffered from a
neurological episode brought on by, or at least
interpreted in terms of, unconscious guilt about
his persecution of the Christians.

The best perennialist response to this claim, it
seems to me, would be the response of William
James, whose monumental work 7he Varieties of
Religions Experience is still required reading in
the field of phenomenology of religion. James, a
philosopher and psychologist who, incidentally,
met and thought very highly of Swami Viveka-
nanda, was an adherent and early advocate for

an American style of philosophy called prag-
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matism—an approach to philosophy not unlike
that of Sri Ramakrishna and Mahatma Gandhi.
According to pragmatism, ideas should be as-
sessed not on the basis of an abstract concep-
tion of Truth—apart from basic internal logical
consistency—but they should be assessed on the
basis of their relevance to lived human experi-
ence. The pragmatist asks of any philosophical
claim not simply ‘Is this true?’ but “What differ-
ence does it make if this is true?’

On the basis of pragmatism James develops
a concept which he refers to as ‘the right to be-
lieve! According to James, if one is presented
with more than one possible interpretation of
a set of data, and if all these possible interpret-
ations are both internally coherent and consist-
ent with the facts at hand, then one is free to
choose whichever view one wishes on the basis
of other considerations.

The sceptic, therefore, is quite justified in af-
firming that the objective ground of mystical
experience is biological, or otherwise material,
in character. But interpretations of mystical ex-
perience in religious terms are also justifiable,
so long as the interpretations in question are
both internally coherent and consistent with
the available facts. There is no reason a mystical
experience cannot have a biological basis that
is explainable in the terms of empirical science,
while also being an experience of a higher Reality
manifesting itself to one’s experience through
the medium of the human organism.

The sceptic can of course object that this
‘higher Reality’ is a hypothesis that is not neces-
sary to the scientific explanation of the mystical
experience. And the sceptic is quite right to do
so. But the pragmatist response to this objection
is that one’s motivation in life is not limited to
scientific considerations. The belief in a higher,
divine Reality that is accessible through mystical
experience can be profoundly comforting. It can
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operate within the context of a larger world view
that gives a foundation for one’s moral choices
and one’s sense that life has a meaning and a pur-
pose. Such abelief can be conducive to, and may
even be necessary for, good mental health. If the
belief is not irrational and if it does not entail a
direct or insuperable conflict with either logic or
available facts, then it is a justifiable belief.

This is the route followed by philosopher
William Alston. Alston argues—on the basis
of principles derived, ultimately, from James—
that Christian belief on the basis of Christian
religious experiences, based on Christian belief-
forming or ‘doxastic’ practices, is justified. Al-
ston is aware that one of the main objections
to his argument is that it applies equally well to
religious beliefs based in other traditions. By the
same argument that he applies to Christianity, a
Hindu is also justified in holding Hindu beliefs
on the basis of Hindu religious experiences, a
Buddhist is justified in holding Buddhist beliefs
on the basis of Buddhist religious experiences,
and the same is applicable with regard to Mus-
lims, Jews, and others.

Alston’s response to this objection, interest-
ingly, is to grant its validity and to invoke John
Hick. He argues that something like Hick’s plur-
alistic hypothesis mentioned above could well be
true: a common basis underlies the religious ex-
periences and beliefs of many traditions.®

Sri Ramakrishna’s Harmony of Religions

This, of course, brings us to Sri Ramakrishna and
his teaching of the harmony of religions. On the
basis of the foregoing argument I hope I have es-
tablished the following propositions:

(i) Sceptical, constructivist objections not-
withstanding, one is justified in the view thata
shared objective ground underlies the mystical
experiences of spiritual aspirants in a variety of
religious traditions.
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(ii) The beliefs of the world’s mystics about
their experiences are also justified, so long as
these do not conflict with basic criteria of logic
and conform to the available data. Christians,
Hindus, Buddhists, and so on, may all be experi-
encing a transcendent Reality as they believe
themselves to be doing.

(iii) Finally, at least one possible logical re-
sponse to the fact that many belief systems are
justifiable on the basis of mystical experience is to
accept that there are many paths to the experience
of the transcendent reality: yata mat, tata path.

These are conclusions Sri Ramakrishna ar-
rived at through experience. Sri Ramakrishna
did not, as I have done here, merely assess the
claims of those who had mystical experiences.
He sought these experiences out himself, engag-
ing in the doxastic practices of a variety of trad-
itions—Hindu, Christian, and Islamic—until
achieving the goal of direct experience toward
which those practices pointed. He did not con-
clude but discovered, on the basis of direct experi-
ence, that many paths lead to transcendence.

As a subjective experience this discovery was
different from looking at the rings of Saturn or
at the giraffe at the zoo. It is not a truth readily
available to all; it requires cultivation of the prac-
tices necessary to its realization. It is, therefore,
not empirical by the strictest understanding of
this term. Its public availability is limited by the
need for a prior practice that readies the mind
for its occurrence.

But it is experiential. If one can compare the
cultivation of doxastic practices, by way of ana-
logy, to peering through a telescope—to trans-
forming one’s mind, as it were, through these
practices, into a telescope for viewing a tran-
scendent Reality—then it 7 like looking at the
rings of Saturn or at the giraffe at the zoo. For it
isan experience available, in principle, to anyone
willing to cultivate these practices.
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Sri Ramakrishna’s doctrine of the harmony
of religions is a radical teaching with profound
implications that have yet to be fully realized by
the world at large. If it were to be absorbed by
the wider public—the practitioners of religious
traditions across the globe—it might usher in
not only an era of peace and inter-religious co-
operation. Indeed, even the attainment of that
elusive and much-sought goal would be just the
beginning. It might mark the beginning of an
era of mass inter-religious experimentation, as
practitioners of many spiritual paths would learn
from and integrate the insights of one another
into their various practices, to further enhance
and deepen their experience of ultimate Reality.
This era has perhaps already begun with the inter-
religious experiments of persons like Gandhi,
the Catholic mystic Thomas Merton, and the
American seekers chronicled by Williamson.
Perhaps, this is just a taste of what is to come
in the future, for which the path of Sri Rama-
krishna gives us reason to hope.

Sri Ramakrishna’s teaching of the harmony
of religions also raises a number of questions.
If many paths can lead to the highest realiza-
tion, does this mean that they are all, in some
sense, true? If so, how can this be the case, given
the many contradictions in the teachings of
the world’s religions? Is the ground of mystical
experience necessarily one and the same in all
cases? Might experiences of a personal deity, of
an impersonal absolute, and of cosmic harmony
be experiences grounded in distinct elements of
a larger Reality? Might their differences not be
merely apparent but grounded in substantive
metaphysical distinctions?

I, and others, have taken up these questions
in depth elsewhere.” Unfortunately, space does
not permit me to expound upon these issues
here. Sufhice it to say that the experiences of Sri
Ramakrishna and the insights to which they
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have given rise ought to provide philosophers
with abundant material for contemplation for
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ages to come! Y
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Mahatma Gandhi’s autobiography; for Rama-
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tice, rather than on the basis of the application
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2. The process philosophy of Alfred North White-
head allows for the possibility of extrasensory
perceptions in the form of prehensions, ‘the
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objectified in another’, which are the basis of
all forms of perception—A Key to Whitehead’s
Process and Reality, ed. Donald W Sherburne
(Chicago: University of Chicago, 1966), 235.
Contemporary process philosopher David Ray
Griffin elaborates upon the concept of pre-
hensions in his Parapsychology, Philosophy, and
Spirituality: A Postmodern Exploration (Albany:
State University of New York, 1997).
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view is probably Wayne Proudfoot’s Religious
Experience (Berkeley: University of California,
1985).
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don: Yale University, 1989), 242.
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ogy of Religious Experience (New York: Cornell
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Ray Griffin (Kentucky: Westminster John Knox,
2005), in which authors from a variety of re-
ligious traditions—myself included—pursue
these issues from the point of view of the pro-
cess philosophy of Alfred North Whitehead.
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Finding the Explanation:
Interpreting Sri Ramakrishna

Pravrajika Vrajaprana

WAMI VIVEKANANDA ONCE REMARKED

that Sri Ramakrishna ‘was contented

simply to live that great life and to leave it
to others to find the explanation.”* ‘Finding the
explanation’ of Sri Ramakrishna’s life has preoc-
cupied any number of people since they first en-
countered him, and the number shows no sign
of diminishing. The study of his life has taken on
a life of its own as spiritual seekers, politicians,
psychiatrists, religious scholars, cultural anthro-
pologists, and historians have tried to make sense
of a life that has both inspired and confounded
people for long over a century.

In attempting to find an explanation we move
into the territory of interpretation and hermen-
eutics. To overly simplify a complex term, ‘her-
meneutics’ is the art of interpretation and is
largely concerned with the problems of under-
standing and interpreting the meanings of texts.
“Texts is at the heart of our discussion, since what
we know about Sri Ramakrishna is, to a great
extent, based upon what we read in texts. Every
text, however—even a translation—is also some-
one’s interpretation.

Every human mind is uniquely shaped by
various internal and external factors: psycho-
logical, social, environmental, cultural, historical,
religious, political, economic—and this is only
the first layer of the deep strata that constitute

The author is a monastic member of the Vedanta
Society of Southern California, Hollywood.
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any human being. When we perceive and in-
terpret something, we peer through this strata,
and our perception is inevitably distorted by this
mental environment and refracted through it.
For that reason, and despite high-minded claims
to the contrary, there is no such thing as an ‘ob-
jective’ book or an ‘objective’ view, for every
book necessarily contains subjective elements.
Subjectivity plays a major role in determining
what makes an author highlight one thing at
the expense of another, or position events in an
order or a pattern best suited to conform to the
author’s agenda or thesis.

First Interpreters

In examining the interpretations of Sri Rama-
krishna’s life, we find such disparity among them
thatit is often difficult to believe they are discuss-
ing the same person. This should not be surpris-
ing, though, for as Gwilym Beckerlegge noted:
‘Both Ramakrishna and then Vivekananda have
been constantly reinvented and represented in
the light of the interests and concerns of those
who have written about them*

Sri Ramakrishna’s first interpreters were
those who provided the source texts upon
which nearly all other interpretations have
been based. Most interpretations of Sri Rama-
krishna are heavily dependent upon two source
texts—Mahendranath Gupta’s (M’s) Sri Sri
Ramakrishna Kathamrita (The Gospel of Sri
Ramakrishna) and Swami Saradananda’s Sri Sri
Ramakrishna Lilaprasanga (Sri Ramakrishna
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the Great Master). Also included among source
texts—the tradition’s foundational texts—are
Ramchandra Datta’s Sri Sri Ramakrishna
Paramahamsadeber Jibanabrittanta, which has
as yet no English translation, and reminiscences
of Sri Ramakrishna from Sri Sarada Devi and
the direct disciples. These source texts are first
generation, having come from people who knew
Sri Ramakrishna, heard his words directly, and
recorded them in their lifetime.

How is M’s record of Sri Ramakrishna’s con-
versations also an interpretation? One example:
In reading the Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna we
see M’s authorial strategy of asking himself
such rhetorical questions as: “Was Sri Rama-
krishna hinting that he was an Incarnation of
God? or ‘Is the Divine Mother of the Universe
manifesting Herself through his person?” or ‘Is
this another crucifixion—the sacrifice of the
body for the sake of the devotees?’* These rhet-
orical questions situate the author’s views on
Sri Ramakrishna within the context of his con-
versations and yet are M’s interpretation. The
author’s unspoken response to his questions was
yes, yes, and again, yes.

While M compiled a record of Sri Rama-
krishna’s conversations, Swami Saradananda
wrote Sri Ramakrishna’s biography. Like M,
Swami Saradananda believed Sri Ramakrishna
to be an avatara, and the book’s expansive scope
is set out with a note on Indias long history of
spirituality and the place of the avatara within
that history. Swami Saradananda’s unique in-
terpretive device was to locate in bhavamukha,
‘the threshold of consciousness, a unifying prin-
ciple that integrated all the known events of Sri
Ramakrishnas life as well as his teachings. Swami
Saradananda’s deep faith in Sri Ramakrishna as
God incarnate was responsible not only for his
literary presentation of Sri Ramakrishna as the
avatara of the age but also for his prodigious re-
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search that made the Lilaprasanga the authori-
tative text that it is. Swami Saradananda sees Sri
Ramakrishna as an avatara whose earthly life
was of greatest importance, hence we see in the
text historical research against the backdrop of
the avatara’s lila.

The first generation of interpreters worked
with a number of presuppositions that would, by
and large, not be replicated once finding the ex-
planation’ left India’s shores. While all the source
texts took as a given that Sri Ramakrishna was
an avatara—one who was divinely inspired and
whose actions were motivated by selfless compas-
sion—once Sri Ramakrishna was brought to the
world’s attention, his interpreters would work
with social, religious, and political assumptions

that would preclude such leaps of faith.

Second Generation of Interpreters

Friedrich Max Miiller, the renowned German
Orientalist who taught religion and philology
at Oxford University, is a case in point. Miiller
had an abiding interest in ‘purifying’ Hin-
duism, and for that reason he greatly admired
the Brahmo Samaj’s Protestantized formula-
tion of it. What he truly longed for, however,
was the Christianization of Hinduism, hoping
that Brahmo Samaj members would eventually
designate themselves as Christians, declaring
themselves to be either ‘Christian Brahmos’ or
‘Christian Aryas’* While Miiller appreciated
the philosophical flights found in the Brahma
Sutra and the Upanishads, he was appalled by
Hinduism’s ground-level applications ‘with its
idol-worship, its temple-service, its caste, its
mendicants’ (428).

Miiller discovered Sri Ramakrishna via an
article written by the Brahmo preacher Pratap
Mazumdar, who presented those teachings of
Sri Ramakrishna that best reflected Brahmo
philosophy. Miiller’s interest was piqued to the
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extent that he wrote an article on Sri Rama-
krishna entitled ‘A Real Mahatman, which
appeared in the August 1896 issue of Nine-
teenth Century. Swami Vivekananda, who was
then in London, sent Miiller a pamphlet on
Sri Ramakrishna, most likely written by M. In
reply, Miiller wrote that he would be ‘very glad
to write a larger and fuller account ... if suf-
ficient materials were forthcoming’’ Swamiji
immediately asked Swami Saradananda to pro-
vide biographical material on Sri Ramakrishna
and Swami Ramakrishnananda to provide Sri
Ramakrishna’s sayings.

Having already spent a considerable amount
of time in the West, Swamiji knew what kind
of material Miiller—and Miiller’s audience—
would and would not accept. He wrote Swami
Ramakrishnananda, specifying: ‘“We must take
care to present only the universal aspect of his
teachings.'® Nevertheless, despite Swamiji’s cau-
tions, Miiller was displeased with the calibre of
the material he received. As he later wrote: ‘T ap-
plied ... to one of his [Sri Ramakrishna’s] most
eminent pupils, Vivekananda, asking him to
write down for me what he could tell of his own
knowledge of his venerable teacher. ... It will be
easily seen, however, that even this account is

n the world conditions of today, which exhibit
tenseness and narrowness of outlook and a run

after materialism, it becomes our duty to study and
understand Bhagawan Sri Ramakrishna, his life and
philosophy. This is all the more necessary and essential
not only in view of our own duty, but in view of the
expectations of the world and the role that India is
destined to play for the peace of the world and for the
progress of humanity.

—GV Mavalanker,
Vedanta for East and West, 4/5, 184
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not quite free from traditional elements.” Those

‘traditional elements’ were defined by Miiller as

the ‘dialogic process, which he characterized as
the ‘irrepressible miraculising tendencies of de-
voted disciples’ (30) that mythologized the his-
torical facts of a teacher’s life.

What Miiller, in fact, meant was that the
material provided to him did not fit into the
intellectual model created by the Europe’s
eighteenth-century Enlightenment tradition, a
tradition suffused with Protestant Christianity.
Truth was identified with scientifically or his-
torically verifiable events. To give credence to
anything outside linear time was to endorse
mythology over history, fiction over fact. As
Miiller wrote in his autobiography: “Viveka-
nanda and the other followers of Ramakrishna
ought ... to teach their followers how to dis-
tinguish between the perfervid utterances of
their teacher, Rimakrishna, an enthusiastic
Bhakta (devotee), and the clear and dry style of
the Stitras of Badarayana. The Vedinta spirit is
there, but the form often becomes too vague and
exaggerated to give us an idea of what the true
Gnanin (knower) ought to be."®

Though Miiller introduced Indology to
the English-speaking world, he also believed
that on the ladder of religious evolution Hin-
duism was near the bottom rung—Christianity
being neatly perched on top. While genuinely
impressed with Sri Ramakrishna’s spiritual
insights, Miiller nevertheless interpreted Sri
Ramakrishna according to European stand-
ards, using Western methodology and West-
ern hermeneutical tools. Miiller could not step
outside his culture or religion, nor would he
have seen the value of doing so. His interpret-
ation of Sri Ramakrishna was bleached by the
fact that he could only value those portions of
Sri Ramakrishna’s life and teachings that mir-
rored what he valued in the Western tradition,
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which in his case was Kantian German Prot-
estant idealism.

Miiller was not unique in his limited gauge
for assessing Sri Ramakrishna. A limited gauge
has been the rule rather than the exception,
for if there has been one consistent element in
Sri Ramakrishna’s Western interpreters, it has
been their difficulty in assessing him by any-
thing other than a Euro-American model. Since
human beings live in societies, the process of
‘finding the explanation’ of Sri Ramakrishna over
the past century has been mediated by a host of
diverse forces, among them colonialism, orien-
talism, European and Indian nationalism, the
ascendancy of the Western scientific model, and
the embracing of psychoanalysis. Scholarship
on Sri Ramakrishna has closely mirrored this
complex movement of intertwining forces, with
interpretations of Sri Ramakrishna often reveal-
ing more of the interpreter than the interpreted.
Indeed, the more interpretations of Sri Rama-
krishna one reads, the more Ashis Nandy’s pithy
phrase rings true: ‘All writing about India is in
some sense autobiographical.”

Romain Rolland, on the other hand, could
have cared less about ‘what a real Gnanin
ought to be’, but he cared deeply about the toll
wrought by Europe’s First World War. Rolland
saw Sri Ramakrishna as a solution to the West’s
self-inflicted carnage, as Rolland believed that
India’s religious teachers shared one universal
goal: ‘human unity through God.*® Rolland
had read Dhan Gopal Mukerji’s Face of Silence,
which he greatly appreciated. Mukerji’s inter-
pretation of Sri Ramakrishna tended more to
fable than fact, employing an orientalist roman-
tic stereotype of the ‘exotic East’ for Western
consumption. Predigested as it was, it found
a ready audience there. Rolland extended his
reading to the Life of Sri Ramakrishna, early
editions of the Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna and
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Sri Ramakrishna the Great Master, besides cor-
responding with Swami Shivananda. The result
was Rolland’s Life of Ramakrishna and his later
Life of Vivekananda. As with Miiller’s impri-
matur, Rolland’s advocacy would ensure that
Sri Ramakrishna’s fame in the West would ex
tend further, and to a more diverse audience.
For, while Miiller was justly famed as one of
the world’s finest scholars, Rolland had won
the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1915. However,
what is perhaps most intriguing about Rolland
is the role he played in introducing Sri Rama-
krishna to Sigmund Freud.

Rolland shared a long, warm correspondence
with Freud and had sent him his biographies
of both Sri Ramakrishna and Swami Viveka-
nanda, asking for Freud’s analysis of the mystic’s
‘oceanic feeling’ As described by Rolland, Sri
Ramakrishna’s first great experience of Kali was
‘an ocean of the Spirit, boundless, dazzling’ (15).
While Rolland saw Sri Ramakrishna’s mystical
experience as a great universal spiritual experi-
ence available to all humanity, Freud’s reaction
was to wait eighteen months before even answer-
ing the letter. When Freud finally replied, he
wrote: ‘Your letter ... containing your remarks
about a feeling you describe as “oceanic” has left
me no peace.’'! Freud wrestled with its impli-
cations in his landmark work Civilization and
Its Discontents. The ‘oceanic experience” deeply
distressed Freud and shook his belief in the in-
evitability of civilization, seeing the experience
asa threat to mature humanity. Not only was the
‘oceanic experience’ one of infantile regression in
Freud’s eyes, he also believed the desire to have
the experience was associated with the death
wish. It is at this point that Freud enters the
story of scholarship on Sri Ramakrishna, but to
this day Freud’s presence continues to hover over
scholarly interpretations of Sri Ramakrishna and

Indology as a whole.
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While Rolland did not accept Freud’s views
on mysticism, neither did he pursue his interest
in Sri Ramakrishna. His interest in him extended
only so far as he presumed Sri Ramakrishna
could effect a change in Europe’s existing modus
operandi. In that he was disappointed, and by
the 1930s he gave up on religion altogether, be-
coming interested in socialism and combating
fascism through armed resistance.

Miiller, Rolland, and Mukerji ‘exoticized’
Sri Ramakrishna—a process that exchanges a
human being for a blank canvas upon which
one applies particular ideals and goals. As we
move forward in time, we will find this pro-
cess continued as we encounter Western in-
terpreters who employ Western intellectual
paradigms to critique Sri Ramakrishna or
Hindu culture—Miiller, for example—as well
as interpreters who have used Sri Ramakrishna
for an anti-Western critique—like Rolland and
Mukerji. What will remain more or less con-
sistent in earlier and later interpretations is the
privileging of a Western paradigm, along with
a universalism that presupposes the wholesale
applicability of Euro-American norms to other
cultures and eras.

Along with Western interpreters, there have
been, of course, indigenous interpreters of Sri
Ramakrishna as well, including scholarly mo-
nastics and devotees within the ranks of the
Ramakrishna Mission. They too have sought to
‘find the explanation’in various ways while using
mainly Hindu paradigms. They are not being
discussed here simply because there is not ad-
equate space in this brief survey to analyse their
varied and thought-provoking perspectives.?

Toreturn to Western shores, Ramakrishna and
His Disciples (1963) was Christopher Isherwood’s
way of ‘finding the explanation; interpreting Sri
Ramakrishna as a phenomenon’ Isherwood
wrote the book while assuming his readers’ scepti-
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cism. From the first sentence one sees Isherwood
accommodating his readers’ incredulity: “This is
the story of a phenomenon. ... A phenomenon is
always a fact, an object of experience. This is how
I shall try to approach Ramakrishna.’ Isherwood
presents Sri Ramakrishna in as straightforward a
manner as possible, characteristically putting his
own cards on the table, stating that he believes
him to be an avatara. Aware that many in his
audience viewed Hindu mysticism as commen-
surate with seances and Ouija boards, Isherwood
emphasized the ordinary in order to remove any
whift of the spooky.

Isherwood’s assumption of his readers’ scep-
ticism was not misplaced. While there was
some critical appreciation for Ramakrishna and
His Disciples, most Western reviews were un-
favourable. Isherwood remarked: ‘One recur-
ring objection to the book was that I, who had
written such worldly novels, was its author."*
He wrote: ‘Many of the reviewers—including
even some who were themselves unbelievers—
felt offended by the suggestion that Rama-
krishna could have been an avatar, since this
was a denial of the uniqueness of Jesus as Son
of God’ (288). Legendary literary critic Frank
Kermode wrote, for example, that the book
‘lacks all irony, all criticism. ... One would have
liked an account of him [Ramakrishna] free of
all the uncriticised Aberglaube [superstition]**
One wonders if ‘irony’ or ‘superstition’ would
have been considered an appropriate tool for
interpreting a figure in the Western monothe-
istic tradition. Interestingly, what particularly
provoked Kermode’s ire was not merely Hin-
duism, but Hinduism ‘adapted by Western
participants in the flight from reason.** Simi-
larly, George Woodcock’s review in Common-
weal chided Isherwood for being taken in by
‘superstition’'® A number of Isherwood’s critics
viewed their reaction as one of ‘reason’, while
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Isherwood was seen as having succumbed to the
lure of Hindu fantasy. In general, the negative
reviews of Ramakrishna and His Disciples took
for granted Western secular humanist values
and their presumed superiority over anything
found in the Hindu tradition.

Hermeneutic of Suspicion

From this point forward we will encounter a re-
direction in many Western interpretations of
Sri Ramakrishna. If earlier Western interpreters
critiqued Sri Ramakrishna for not being what
‘a true Gnanin ought to be’ or, as Rolland ap-
parently believed, insufficiently concerned with
human suffering—at least previous interpret-
ations never questioned Swami Saradananda’s
legitimacy as an accurate source of information,
nor did they see mystical experience as an indi-
cation of psychological distress. By the 1960s,
however, this scenario would change, and ‘find-
ing the explanation’ in the West would veer from
a hermeneutic of empathy to a hermeneutic of
suspicion. What provoked this change?

To grossly oversimplify a complex topic,
three men who lived at the end of the nine-
teenth century profoundly redirected the tra-
jectory of Western thought: Nietzsche—the
philosophical godfather of postmodernism,
deconstruction, cultural relativism, and such
other trends—Marx, and Freud. Philosopher
Paul Ricoeur famously called this triumvirate
‘the school of suspicion’; in other words, these
men taught the world in various ways to ques-
tion authority structures and to look with sus-
picion upon motives and experiences. Words
and texts should not be taken at face value: they
need to be unmasked to locate the latent mo-
tives underlying the apparent ones. These ideas
became relevant to the academic study of Sri
Ramakrishna because of the very nature of in-

terpretation. As the professor of philosophy |
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T he underlying message in much of his teachings

was to practise modesty, liberality and self-restraint.
In religious matters, Ramakrishna was equally disturbed
by dogmatism and by disbelief; plurality, he took not
as a perennially conflicting viewpoint but as indicating
the open-ended character of Truth. What truly mattered
was an unflinching belief in the chosen religious path,
not what it was generally perceived to be.

—Amiya P Sen, Ramakrishna Paramahamsa:
The Sadhaka of Dakshineswar, 143

David Stewart explains: ‘All hermeneutics in-
volve suspicion; that is, the text presents us with
a challenge to believe that the true meaning of
the text emerges only through interpretation.
Interpretation is occasioned by a gap between
the real meaning of the text and its apparent
meaning, and in the act of interpretation suspi-
cion plays a pivotal role.””

Thus, the winds of Western cultural change
began to slowly but irrevocably alter the direc-
tion of hermeneutics in the humanities, includ-
ing religious studies. Interpreters of religious
texts could no longer assume that a text’s true
meaning was found by simply reading what the
text had to say. What it did not say was equally
important. Interpretation came to be seen as a
way of uncovering a text’s—or author’s or prot-
agonist’s —1nconscious motivations, drives, and
political locations. Unstated in this proposi-
tion was the fact that transcendence was left
out of the equation. Transcendence was aban-
doned because it had been either pathologized
by Freud, politicized by Marx, or declared dead
by Nietzsche. To again grossly oversimplify:
postmodern contemporary Western thought
presumed the human being to be the body-

mind complex, a wondrous machine capable of
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greatness, but inherently limited to the sum of
its, sadly finite, parts.

Given this philosophical backdrop, a prob-
lem then arises: If our hermeneutical paradigms
provide no location for mystical experience,
how, then, do we interpret it when we encoun-
ter it? Framing the question another way, we
can ask: How does one interpret Sri Rama-
krishna if we presume that ‘mystical experi-
ence’ is outside the realm of normative human
behaviour, and hence a potential indicator of
psychopathology? The answer to this is given
by several Western interpreters who sought to
‘find the explanation’

Walter Neevel’s two studies on Sri Rama-
krishna begins our arc in the hermeneutic of
suspicion. Through a close reading of the
English Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna, Neevel
attempts to uncover ‘Ramakrishna’s own pos-
ition, which he obviously believes has yet to
be revealed. Neevel contests the reliability of
Swami Saradananda, who resolved the ques-
tion of Sri Ramakrishna’s birth date via horo-
scopic reconstruction. For Neevel, this raises
‘the question of how the many other uncertain-
ties’ concerning Sri Ramakrishna’s life were ‘re-
solved’ by Swami Saradananda. Neevel suggests
that Saradananda restructured the ordering of
Sri Ramakrishna’s sadhana in his Lilaprasanga
in order to create the impression that his final
realization was Advaita rather than tantra.'®
Amusingly, Neevel finds Miiller an authorita-
tive biographical source on Sri Ramakrishna, yet
Saradananda was actually the source of Miiller’s
biographical information.

Neevel advances some basic theses on Sri
Ramakrishna that other scholars will fol-
low. Apart from his belief that Swami Sarada-
nanda’s interpretation of Sri Ramakrishna is
flawed, Neevel moves away from previous in-
terpretations by asserting that tantra, rather
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than Advaita Vedanta, was the central religious
focus of Sri Ramakrishna’s life. According to
Neevel, Sri Ramakrishna’s followers have ‘over-
emphasized the significance’ of attaining nirvi-
kalpa samadhi.'® Neevel also asserts that Swami
Vivekananda emphasized jnana at the expense
of Sri Ramakrishna’s true emphasis upon bhakti.
By and large, the Western academy will agree on
this issue, and to date this view has not changed.
Finally, Neevel asserts that while M’s record-
ings of Sri Ramakrishna’s conversations were
accurate, the writings of Sri Ramakrishna’s
monastic disciples could not be considered
equally reliable. Neevel writes: “Without a
doubt ... we come the closest to Raimakrishna
in Mahendranath’s recordings, where the over-
lay of traditions is least significant}*” a striking
echo of Miiller’s ‘dialogic process.

Psychoanalytical Interpretations

Significantly, from this point forward we will see
anincreasing use of psychoanalysisin ‘finding the
explanation’ of Sri Ramakrishna. While Neevel
employed it only lightly, psychoanalysis will be
increasingly utilized in ham-handed interpret-
ations of Hindu figures. Yet psychoanalysis as a
hermeneutical tool vis-a-vis non-Western figures
is problematic since, as psychoanalyst Alan Ro-
land writes, ‘psychoanalytic theory and practice
is profoundly related to Northern European and
North American cultural values and philosoph-
ical assumptions involving individualism’*' The
issue of psychoanalysis figures prominently in
what could be seen as a latter-day incarnation of
orientalism, as psychoanalytic theory presumes
Western values and social norms to be universal
human values and norms.

Jeffrey Masson’s use of psychoanalysis as a
hermeneutical toolin the Oceanic Feeling serves
as a cautionary tale for those who interpret re-
ligious figures across cultural and religious
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boundaries. By presuming the modern West-
ern cultural model to be the universal human
model for all societies and times, Masson sum-
marily dismisses anything outside that narrow
template. Not only does he dismiss Buddha,
Sri Krishna, Sri Ramakrishna, the Upanishads,
and Vedanta philosophy, butalso Indian culture
as a whole. Masson, a Sanskritist and Freud-
ian psychoanalyst, writes that ‘psychoanalysis
is always skeprical of ... “spiritual” explanations
of ... what we cannot understand’™ However,
Masson’s understanding is so wilfully blink-
ered by a world view that only allows for the
Western scientific model in which everything
outside that framework antomarically becomes
pathologized. For example, Masson writes that
Buddha emphasized dubkba because he was se-
verely depressed’. Mysticism itself is ‘basically
defenses against depression” (x). Masson diag-
noses ‘severe psychopathology’ in Sri Rama-
krishna but notes: ‘Ramakrishna’s world-view
was not judged psychotic, becanse it was shared
by his culture’ (8—9). Masson’s psychoanalytic
interpretation is absurdly reductionist, univer-
salizing as he does human motivation, values,
and behaviour, presuming that whatever psy-
chiatric issues any human being might have,
Freudian analyses and therapies would be cul-
turally universal. Nevertheless, Masson con-
tinues to be quoted as a scholarly interpreter of
Sri Ramakrishna.

Meanwhile, a new development was taking
place in Ramakrishna studies: whereas earlier
Western interpreters had relied on English trans-
lations of the Kathamsriza for their interpret-
ations, Malcolm McLean changed thatstandard
by translating the Kazbamriza into English for
his PhD dissertation. McLean was the first
Western scholar to seriously examine the Ben-
gali Kathamrita, but nevertheless appraised

Ramakrishna according to Western cultural
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norms. Because, for example, Sri Ramakrishna
said that he had a feminine nature’ McLean
brands him a homosexual —McLean apparently
being clueless to the fact that what constitutes
‘masculine” and ‘feminine’ is extremely culture-
specific—and ‘feminine’ does not constitute
homosexuality in the first place. McLean dis-
plays abundant ignorance of Indian cultural and
religious norms, hence his interpretation of Sri
Ramakrishna reveals more his own ignorance
than insight on Sri Ramakrishna. For example,
McLean speaks of Sri Ramakrishna’s ‘great in-
security, his need for disciples and adulation’**
If McLean clings to Western cultural models
in interpreting Sri Ramakrishna, he similarly is
militant about philosophical models. He writes
that Sri Ramakrishna ‘should have realized that
a qualified non-dualism is a dualism, that one
has to choose between dualism and non-dualism,
and that there is no position between them or
beyond both’ (77). Because of McLean’s insist-
ence upon European univalent logic and meth-
odology as the ultimate determiner of truth, he
basically misses the boat on Sri Ramakrishna.
This either/or binary may have a degree of val-
idity in the Abrahamic traditions, but it is for
the most part absent in the Hindu traditions.
We find this also with the current popular as-
sessment of Sri Ramakrishna as a tantric rather
than a Vedantin. McLean, along with Neevel
and a number of other contemporary scholars,
judge ‘Ramakrishna’s monism’ to be ‘Tantric
monism rather than Vedantic Advaita” (xxxi).
While European univalent logic insists that one
must be one o7 the other, this is not necessarily
the case. As the historian Amiya Sen has writ-
ten: ‘Hindu religious philosophy ... speak[s]
of an inner unity between the highest conclu-
sions of both Tantra and Vedanta—after all
Ramakrishna did speak of Brahman and Sakri

as only two manifestations of the same Cosmic
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Power.*> Advaita and tantra are not only not
mutually exclusive, they have much more in
common than is generally understood in Euro-
American scholarship. Shankara’s non-duality
should not be set in opposition to tantric non-
duality, but the current Euro-American aca-
demic response has largely sought a univalent
formula to a religious tradition that is stub-
bornly multivalent.

June McDaniel’s Madness of the Saints pro-
vides welcome relief from her academic con-
temporaries. Seeing Sri Ramakrishna as a model
of divine madness, McDaniel notes that the
very qualities that in Bengal would identify Sri
Ramakrishna as a holy person possessed by di-
vine madness are the same symptoms so often
pathologized by Western-trained scholars. In
fact, McDaniel points out that ‘writers such as
Jeffrey Masson ... emphasize the psychopath-
ology of ecstatic and mystical states, assuming
Western paradigms to be normative.

Carl Olson’s Mysterious Play of Kali uses the
concept of Kali’s lila as a hermeneutical key for
understanding Sri Ramakrishna. While not en-
tirely unsympathetic, Olson’s work stands in
contrast to McDaniel's empathetic appraisal in
its prodigious use of applied psychopathology
and cultural misinterpretation. He describes
touching Sri Ramakrishna’s feet, for example,
as an ‘obsequious greeting’—apparently un-
aware that it is an extremely common way of
showing respect. Showing little understanding
of Indian culture, Olson identifies Sri Rama-
krishna as a misogynist, but then suggests: ‘Be-
cause Ramakrishna was a product of his culture,
he inherited and espoused many of the nega-
tive attitudes toward women in general gained
from his cultural heritage’?” Olson discusses at
length ‘Ramakrishna’s unconscious fears’ (44),
which leads one to wonder howa contemporary
North American could intuit the unconscious
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of a Bengali mystic living over a century ago.
As with other scholars, Olson obviates any pos-
sibility of cultural divergence between Bengal
and North America, thus elevating the con-
temporary North American male psychological
model to the status of the basic blueprint of
human experience.

Sudhir Kakar’s dnalyst and the Mystic is much
more sympathetic to mystical experience, even
though he is a Western-trained psychoanalyst.
Kakar criticizes Masson for viewing mysticism
in terms of psychopathology, a view he does not
share.”® Kakar asserts that mysticism can be the
prime venue of experiencing creativity: ‘Mystical
experience [is] ... —in some cultures and at cer-
tain historical periods—the preeminent way of
uncovering the vein of creativity that runs deep
in all of us’ (29).

In other important areas also Kakar views
Sri Ramakrishna through a much wider, more
culturally accommodating lens than had earlier
been used by his colleagues. For example, while
some Western-trained scholars have viewed
Sri Ramakrishna’s practice of madbura bhava
as symptomatic of a deeper psychological dis-
order—that is, discomfort with a masculine
identity—Kakar sees his behaviour asbelonging
to along tradition of both Western and Eastern
mysticism. Yet, despite the insights Kakar pro-
vides, his views concerning human nature and
mysticism inevitably become reductive to the
extent that he largely accepts European psycho-
logical categories as universally valid. He sees,
for example, mystical experiences as regression—
a ‘deeper regression, no doubt, but regression
nonetheless (x).

While McDaniel’s and Kakar’s nuanced inter-
pretations allow for transcendence, Narasingha
Sil’s two books, Ramakysna Paramaharisa and
his later Ramakrishna Revisited (1998), begin
with the premise that mystical experience is in-
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herently pathological. Describing his tone as
‘neo-Freudian’”, he judges his book to be ‘an
exercise in psychobiography or ... psychohistory’
(v). A professor of history at Western Oregon
University, Sil grew up in Kolkata. He writes:
‘My evolution from adolescence to adulthood
was marked by a growing detachment—worse,
disenchantment—with prophets and Godmen’
(xi). We should not, then, be surprised when
he writes that Sri Ramakrishna’s ‘trances were
pathological rather than spiritual’ (99), or that
Sri Ramakrishna’s ‘neurosis or psychosis ac-
counts for his theosis’ (38).

Since both Masson and Sil posit that mysti-
cal experience is indicative of psychopathology,
itis also not surprising that both men conjecture
that Sri Ramakrishna experienced childhood

trauma—_Sil going as far as to suggest that the

‘ N T hat Sri Ramakrishna once said with regard
to the nature of God seems to be applicable to

his own self. His wonderful divine life presents a rare

combination and synthesis of various types of religious

experience and spiritual realizations. It is almost im-
possible for ordinary men to appreciate it fully or to

describe all its sides and aspects adequately. So it is

that today we sometimes find very different ideas and

opinions about him current even among educated and

enlightened men. Of course, all of them admit and pro-
claim that he effected a permanent reconciliation and

unification of all faiths. But they do not seem to realize

clearly what in Sri Ramakrishna’s life was the real ground

of this reconciliation. He was the living embodiment of
almost all types of spiritual realizations—a fact which

put him in a position to appreciate and honour all the

religions of the world.

—Dr S CChatterjee, ‘Sri Ramakrishna: A Life of
Manifold Spiritual Realization)in A Bridge to Eternity, 269
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trauma extended up to Tota Puri. Again, like
Masson, Sil begins with the assumption that Sri
Ramakrishna’s behaviour exhibits symptoms of
psychopathology, then works backward to find
ratifying evidence.

Without doubt the interpreter of Sri Rama-
krishna who has attracted the greatest atten-
tion in recent years has been Jeffrey J Kripal,
the author of Kali s Child. Building upon the
theses of Sil, Masson, and Neevel, Kripal takes
to the hermeneutic of suspicion as he claims
to reveal the ‘secret’ that has been hidden for
over a century: that Sri Ramakrishna was ‘a
conflicted, unwilling homoerotic Tantrika.”*
Claiming that Swami Nikhilananda’s Gos-
pel is bowdlerized—a ‘cleaned-up) censored
text—Kripal professes to support this claim by
‘recovering the text, that is, by going to the ori-
ginal Kathamrita to uncover Sri Ramakrishna’s
‘secret” What is truly peculiar here is the idea
that the Kathamrita had to be ‘recovered’ in
the first place. After all, the large majority of
the book’s readers read the text in the original
Bengali—not the English translation. More-
over, Kripal was reading the thirty-first edition
of the Kathamrita (363), and he hardly pur-
chased it secretly under the table. The implica-
tion here is that the English readers are the only
readers who count.

Unfortunately for Kripal, his Bengali lags
well behind his philosophical speculations, for
as his Kolkata Bengali tutor noted, Kripal’s
Bengali was ‘fairly elementary’ and after eight
months in India, it did not advance ‘beyond
the intermediate stage’ His tutor also noted his
lack of knowledge of Indian culture.” The lack
of linguistic and cultural background could ac-
count for Kripal’s prejudicial translations, which
veer the reader toward his homoerotic thesis.
Hence, vyakulata—longing or yearning for
God—isidiosyncratically translated as ‘anxious
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desire’ or ‘erotic torment’ 7azn—a pull or tug—
is, according to Kalis Child, Sri Ramakrishna’s
‘dual desire for God and male disciples.** Uddi-
pan, which means spiritually enkindled—from
dipa, light—is translated as ‘aroused’ or ‘sexual
excitement. Interestingly, Narasingha Sil has
been extremely critical of Kalis Child and Kri-
pal’s homoerotic thesis. Sil describes the book
as ‘a classic example of what happens when an
author’s clever use of dictionary, index card and
intelligence without an understanding of the
history and culture of people other than his eth-
nic group ... produces a psychoanalysis of the
mystical-spiritual experience of a saint from an-

other religion and culture.**

Carl-A Keller’s Ramakrishna et la Voie de
[Amour presents Sri Ramakrishna as a man
firmly grounded in the Bengal bhakti tradition
and suggests that Sri Ramakrishna may have
been India’s last authentic representative of
the bhakti tradition.** Keller not only believes
interpretations that cast Sri Ramakrishna as
a Shankara Advaitin to be flawed, he also re-
jects interpretations that cast Sri Ramakrishna
in a tantric light, notably Kali’s Child. Keller,
a Protestant theologian, Hinduism scholar,
and Bengali reader nevertheless leans on Nara-
singha Sil’s biographical speculations in his
presentation of Sri Ramakrishna, which mar
his interpretation and lead him to make fairly
elementary biographical errors.

Interpretations Ahead

As we review the history of Ramakrishna
studies, we see persistent presumptions of the
universality of contemporary Western social
and cultural values, which have been forced
into service as an unexamined pattern for in-
terpreting Sri Ramakrishna. Psychoanalysis as
a hermeneutical tool has come to be widely uti-
lized in Ramakrishna studies and only rarely
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has that approach been questioned. Indeed,
so pervasive is this methodology that its cul-
tural presuppositions have almost never been
examined. It is no accident that this sort of
heavy-handed hermeneutical stance has been
increasingly viewed as a sort of neo-orientalism,
in the sense that the presumption of the uni-
versality of Western values and standards can
be seen as yet another form of Euro-American
cultural domination.

We should remember, however, not to take
this situation too personally. Hindu religious
figures have not been singled out for the her-
meneutic of suspicion. Christianity has faced
much of its brunt. For example, the famed Jesus
Seminar declared that, according to modern bib-
lical scholarship, much of what is found in the
New Testament is either fabricated by later in-
terpreters—for various psychological, social, or
political reasons—or is simply unreliable. This
has hardly sat well with Christian theologians
or Christian believers.

It should also be noted that, even apart from
interpretations within the fold of the Rama-
krishna Mission, there have been notable Indian
scholars who also sought to ‘find the explanation’
Historians Sumit Sarkar and Partha Chatterjee
have provided in different ways political, histor-
ical, and social backdrops to Sri Ramakrishna
and his times.* Amiya Sen, another historian,
has also done thoughtful work on ‘finding the
explanation, providing both a nuanced historical
background as well as an empathetic approach
that allows for transcendence.™

While a decade ago the outlook appeared
more dire, today in the Western academy the
winds of change are again beginning to blow
Ramakrishna studies in a different direction. In
recent years a number of Western scholars, who
are also Hindu religious practitioners, have come
out of the religious closet, which until recently
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wasan act that could adversely affect one’s career.
In addition, there has been a postmodern turn

emphasizing the need for scholars to be trans-
parent in their religious identity. Since there is

no such thing as ‘scholarly objectivity] openness

and transparency are required so that the reader
can see where the scholar is situated vis-a-vis her
or his subject matter.

There is also hope for the future of academic
Ramakrishna studies in the beginnings of a the-
ology based upon the philosophy of the Rama-
krishna-Vivekananda tradition. Jeffery Long
has ably begun this process with his excellent
Vision for Hinduism.”” What is required is
that more practitioners of the Ramakrishna-
Vivekananda tradition participate in the pro-
cess. Nature abhors a vacuum, and unless
interpretations are provided and articulated
on behalf of the Ramakrishna-Vivekananda
tradition, someone else will fill the vacuum.
And, as we have seen in the course of this brief
survey, we will not like much of what we en-
counter. Encouragement and direction should
be given to young potential scholars to take
up this important work, rather than directing
every bright young student to become either a
doctor or an engineer. The work of interpret-
ation is crucial and the effects of interpretations
can last for generations. It is up to us to make
sure that fair and balanced views of the Rama-
krishna-Vivekananda tradition are available to
the world. It is the least we can do to repay the
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bounty the tradition has given us. Y
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Renewing the Study of Ramakrishna:

A Proposal

Fr Francis X Clooney

T IS AN HONOUR TO CONTRIBUTE to this

special issue of Prabuddha Bharata, looking

forward to 2011 as the 175th birth year of Sri
Ramakrishna and the 125th anniversary of his
passing. This is a fitting occasion on which to
connect this moment of remembrance with our
own time and place. For itis a good moment for
us to reflect on his contribution to the religious
and spiritual traditions of India and the wider
world, and to assess how his legacy will remain
vibrant so many years after his birth and death.
For this we need to reflect on the ways in which
Ramakrishna was recognized as of the great-
est significance in the decades after his death
and in the early writings about him—and how
in various ways our world and ourselves have
changed since then—so that, while his great-
ness is not to be doubted, the explanation of it
may well have to be adjusted, updated. We do
no service to his memory and truth if we simply
repeat that his significance is enduring and ever
relevant. Evenif the truth is unchanging, what is
eternally true may be only vaguely felt, and lack
impact in particular times and places, such as
ours. Claims about this great figure of the nine-
teenth century may accordingly end up sound-
ing like pointers to a fond relic, ever more faded,
the souvenir of the particular time and place

C )

The author is Parkman Professor of Divinity and
Comparative Theology, Harvard Divinity School,
and Director, Center for the Study of World
Religions, Cambridge, Massachussetts.
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when the message was first heard. It will not help
us now if Ramakrishna is honoured simply as an
influential figure #hen.'

What new thinking is required of us if his wis-
dom and holiness are to gain full force in 20112
There is no general answer, I think; only by rais-
ing a series of smaller topics can we make spe-
cific real progress. There are many such themes
that could be introduced, but here I will dis-
cuss just three: differences between the polit-
ical and social, cultural and religious contexts of
nineteenth-century Bengal and our world today;
the theological questions that still arise regard-
ing Ramakrishna’s commitment to sadhana and
what this tells us about his identity as avatara and
human being; and the importance of the fact
that Ramakrishna was a devout worshipper of
Kali. Let us consider each of these in turn.

Ramakrishna’s World Then and Now

First, we need to note and take seriously the
important differences between the political
and social, cultural and religious contexts of
nineteenth-century Bengal and of our world
today. It is obvious that times have changed.
Ramakrishna’s world was quite different from
ours, and religion cannot be entirely separated
from the politics and culture that surround it;
colonialism is over, the world is intricately inter-
connected, religions have spread far from their
native places, and both material and spiritual
economies have changed everywhere. These
changes matter, even if deeper spiritual truths
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seem ever the same, since we can receive those
truths only in accord with who we are in our
time and place.

Thus, when we read the opening pages of
Swami Saradananda’s Sri Ramakrishna and His
Divine Play,* we see how important for him was
the sharp difference between India and the West,
and we are struck by his trenchant judgment
that the West has become materialistic and lost
its spiritual grounding, while India, even when
suffering British rule and forced westernization,
has remained always and essentially a spiritual
culture, of which Ramakrishna is the foremost
exemplar in this age.

But surely these estimates of India and the
West are due for an update. First, at our best, we
should be reluctant to make sweeping general-
izations about cultures, ours or others. Moreover,
except in some very general sense, the projects
and problems of nineteenth-century Calcutta,
and perceptions of the West from there, are
unlikely to match our insights—even if we are
living in Kolkata! Given changes in India and
the West, and a century-plus of new thinking
in both the material as well as spiritual cultures
of India and the West, it is no longer plausible
to see Ramakrishna’s contribution in light of a
simple, or simplistic, renaissance of a spiritual
India against a materialist West. The message
today cannot be merely a repetition of the no-
tion that India as a geographical place is special
because it is the home of the Sanatana Dharma,
any more than we should say that Palestine is in
some essential and inevitable way a land of peace.
Nor should we tolerate today the charge of an
essentially materialistic West, as if Europeans
or North Americans were somehow essentially
less spiritual than Indians. Similarly, some of the
charged political issues Saradananda was rightly
concerned about are less urgent: no thought-
ful person would try today to revive European
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domination of Asia or defend a colonialist mis-
sionary dismissal of all things Hindu.

Works such as Svi Ramakrishna and His
Divine Play succeeded because they spoke to
the hearts and minds of nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century Indians and Westerners;
Saradananda himself chose how to interpret
Ramakrishna’s life as he judged best for that era
and those readers. But if so, rephrasing his mes-
sage is necessary if it is to remain relevant today.
Today we have our own complicated views of
the relationship of the spiritual and the material.
We do not, or should not, expect simplistic con-
trasts such as ‘the spiritual East and the material
West” to hold up. There is no urgent political
agenda that makes it necessary to keep prov-
ing that India has its place on the world stage
or that Hinduism is a serious religion. India
does occupy a place of growing importance on
the world stage, and Hinduism is flourishing all
over the globe. Moreover, every nation and cul-
ture is increasingly filled with people from other
places, and these immigrants and refugees bring
with them their religions too. Traditional and
fixed religious afhliations have weakened in the
West, while Asian religions are far more popular
in the West than before. Many young people
are eclectic, devising spiritual paths that draw
on the wisdom of Christianity and Hinduism.
Globalization, mass migrations, climate change,
the privatization of religion as a personal senti-
ment, a relativism by which everyone, or no one,
is divine—these are issues that religiously dedi-
cated intellectuals need to be thinking about,
since they change the context in which any re-
ligious idea is received.

Once we recognize such changes and admit
their importance, the hard intellectual work
can begin. It becomes important to identify
and think through the issues that frame today’s
understanding of religions and cultures, and
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on that basis to ask how we are to speak about
Ramakrishna—or Jesus, or any religious figure
of the highest importance—in a way relevant
to what we now think about the divine and
human, religions in different parts of the world,
current tensions between material advancement
and spiritual depth, and so on. It seems entirely
appropriate that the great tradition of Rama-
krishna be a key starting point for reflection on
today’s burning issues, but this means that the
heirs of Saradananda must restate his basic con-
cerns to ensure they seem not antiquated but
relevant in today’s world.

Ramakrishna’s Sadhanas

A second issue where fresh thinking is needed
has to do with the significance of Ramakrishna’s
sadhanas. What are we to make of the fact that for
a major portion of his adult life he was engaged
in sadhanas aimed at spiritual advancement?
Did Ramakrishna, as a spiritual practitioner in-
tent upon spiritual learning, actually discover
something new about himself, his identity, and
his mission because of those sadhanas? For it is
not immediately clear how a person can mani-
fest asure and certain spiritual identity, even sure
perfection, as did Ramakrishna—and yet at the
same time be really engaged in practicesaimed at
spiritual advancement. What are the conditions
under which sadhana is possible and necessary,
even for a spiritually advanced person?

This issue too was a live one for Saradananda
in the Divine Play. In his introduction to the
second part of that work he insists, against the
sceptics of his day, that Ramakrishna was truly
human and not merely seeming to be so. Indeed,
he insists that readers will not feel the full im-
pact of Ramakrishna’s sadhanas unless they agree
that an avatara becomes truly human, and as a
real human being experiences real human needs,
uncertainty, dependence on others, and the ob-
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scuration of consciousness, and hence needs to
strive for human perfection. Saradananda re-
peatedly drives home the point that the imper-
fections of the avatara, even if chosen freely by
the divinity, are not ‘for show’ but are real.

He notes that people are reluctant to attri-
bute imperfections to avataras, yet they too are
touched by ‘hope and hopelessness, fear and awe,
and joy and longing’; they can also suffer elation
and depression. Some, he admits, even deny that
Ramakrishna suffered terminal cancer, as if he
were only putting on a show for the sake of his
devotees, as if to give meaning to their suffer-
ing by his appearance of likewise suffering with
them. But the avatara’s efforts are nof pretence
since, as Ramakrishna said, ‘when God incar-
nates, all of His actions become like those of or-
dinary humans. He assumes a human body and
attains perfection through zeal, self-effort, and
austerity like other human beings’ (150). Other-
wise, Saradananda adds, there would be no point
in God’s assuming a human body. It is not neces-
sary to deny imperfection in avataras, or to deny
that avataras benefited from effort. He even in-
sists that avataras ‘to a great extent experience
our short-sightedness and limited knowledge.
Like us, they must struggle to discover a path to
liberation from all those limitations. Until that
path is discovered, the awareness of their divine
nature sometimes manifests from within, but
only momentarily—a veil then covers it up. Thus,
for the good of many they accept the veil of maya
and, like us, grope along the path in this realm of
light and darkness’ (151). Were Ramakrishna not
fully human and not really sharing our human
situation, we would be disheartened by his per-
fection, and we would suffer apathy instead of
energy in trying to emulate him (152). Only if
the imperfections and struggle are real, will de-
votees take heart when they themselves under-
take sadhanas for the sake of advancement.
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Yet, Saradananda also suggests that when we
are advanced in insight, we will see Ramakrishna
as perfect and divine—even beyond all our cat-
egories, nirvikalpa. This loftier language makes
it sound as if Ramakrishna’s sadhanas are indeed
‘only’ for our sake and not something that he
had to undertake for his own benefit too. In fact,
upon a second reading, it is hard to see where
Saradananda allows for any moral or spiritnal
imperfections in Ramakrishna, the kind of im-
perfections usually remedied by sadhana.’ Even
as he stresses Ramakrishna’s humanity, Sarada-
nanda keeps presenting Ramakrishna as the ever
all-knowing, perfectly aware teacher. So one
might just as well conclude, from Saradananda’s
discussion of sadhanas, that Ramakrishna really
did engage in spiritual practice only to seta good
example for others, not for his own sake; for em-
bodied divinities have nothing to learn.

So the question is open still: did Rama-
krishna need to undertake sadhanas or not? I
do not mean to say that devotees in the trad-
ition should wonder whether Ramakrishna was
human and divine, but I do suggest that we
are better off if we think more about how to
explain that he is both at once. What does it
mean to say that Ramakrishna was truly and
fully human, himself personally on the path of
sadhana? What does this tell us about divinity
and the true meaning of avatara?

A- s compared to other contemporary or near-
contemporary figures who also upheld religious

cosmopolitanism, Ramakrishna had the distinction of
being a sadhaka, a man who could rest his claim on
demonstrated experience.

—Amiya P Sen, His Words: The Preachings and
Parables of Sri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa, 205
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To say that such questions still need to be
asked, and debated in accord with what we think
now about human nature and divinity, is not in
any way to blame Saradananda. As indicated, his
writing provokes the very questions I am raising,
nor is the matter entirely different from a key
question that has vexed Christian theologians
for millennia: how could Jesus be divine and
human at the same time—and not just a holy
man chosen by God or a divinity pretending to
share the human drama? Such issues are deep
enough that they require more study, even now.
Scholars within the tradition of Ramakrishna
and unaligned scholars who are open-minded
and sympathetic to the problematic of spiritual
exercise and search can, I suggest, devote new en-
ergy to exploring what kind of human being an
avatara is—with attention to what we mean by
‘human being’ in 2011—and what the sadhana
is for. If we do this, the payoff will be great, as
today’s seekers will be able to take to heart what
he teaches us about God and humanity, and
how these realities intersect in particular ways
in extraordinary persons.

Ramakrishna’s Worship of Kali

Third, we do well to reflect more deeply on the
fact that Ramakrishna was a devout worshipper
of Kali, and be more generous in noticing that
this worship was central to hisidentity then and
his legacy now. I must be clear here on what I
intend, lest I be thought to be trying to prove
the obvious. Of course it is no secret that Rama-
krishna did worship Kali and never ceased todo
so during his lifetime, and the Vedanta Societies
have been perfectly clear on this from the start.
Nor did Ramakrishna’s Advaitic experiences in-
terfere with his worship of his Mother. We also
know that this worship made sense as a strand
of religious devotion and practice in nineteenth-
century Bengal. So, there is no question of my
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disclosing some unknown or suppressed truth
about Ramakrishna. But I do wish to suggest
that it may be appropriate now to give more cen-
tral, public prominence to the worship of Kali.*
The perception of Goddess worship is not
now what it was in 1900. Certainly, Western at-
titudes toward Hindu goddesses have changed
enormously. That one might worship a goddess
is not today seen as shocking or taboo or eso-
teric as it would have been a century ago, and
few will dismiss Kali as an evil spectre or ugly
monster. Encountering Kali is certainly less con-
troversial than it would have been when Rama-
krishna was first introduced in the West. Many
are attracted to goddesses and ritual worship of
goddesses, and even those who will never wor-
ship goddesses are much more conscious of why
such worship takes place. Even Christians, who
do not worship a Divine Mother, have a better
idea of what we lose when we do not worship
God as mother, or when we even exclude the
feminine from our understanding of the divine
Person. The reality and worship of goddesses is
a more compelling topic among thoughtful reli-
gious people than it hasbeen for millenniain the
West, and some respected theologians are insist-
ing that ‘God’ be rethought with more room for
‘Goddess’ as well. Today, then, it is opportune
to say more, more prominently, about Rama-
krishna’s worship of Kali as central to his identity
and global message, as a way of (re)connecting
his heritage to some of the liveliest religious and
academic conversations now taking place.
Perhaps there are practical implications too. It
is timely also to rethink the meaning of the prac-
tices of the Vedanta Societies in light of today’s
discussions on gender and the divine, even daring
to give to Societies a higher profile in religiously
sensitive feminist circles.” Perhaps Sunday ser-
mons, magazine publications, and other public
programmes might become less focused on Ved-
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anta terminology and more forthright in high-
lighting Kali worship as key to the intellectual
heritage of Ramakrishna. Even more practically,
perhaps the Sunday Vedanta Centre services in
the West, which generally have the character of
late nineteenth-century Protestant church ser-
vices, might be revamped with a more ‘Catholic’
ethos, so as to include more ritual worship—and
primary among those, the worship of Kali as a
central public event. Moreover, even if we step
away from the context of the West, the same
point may be worth considering even in India
today: would the great Ramakrishna ashramasin
India too profit from more public worship of the
Goddess? For even there Western tastes affected
the beginnings of the Order and its practices;
the “West’ and its tastes were powerful in early
twentieth-century India too. It may be today that
even the Indian population would appreciate
the moderate but intense devotion to Kali the
ashramas would put to the fore.®

Reconsidering Ramakrishna

Beyond the three issues I have introduced here,
many other issues would arise in a timely recon-
sideration of Ramakrishna in this anniversary
year. For example, a reconsideration of Advaita
Vedanta as possessed of an intellectual history, an
Advaita that cannot be discussed merely in gen-
eraland ahistorical terms, asif it has been entirely
the same for thousands of years; the relevance of
Ramakrishna amidst new Hindu movements in
India and the West and in the face of Hindutva;
the role of women as leaders—or not—in the
Vedanta Centres, particularly in the West; and so
on. But I have said enough for a short essay.

In conclusion, let me restate my purpose in
these reflections. Beyond my desire to honour
the editor’s gracious request to contribute to this
issue of Prabuddha Bharata, | have been raisinga
series of questions that bring to bear intellectual
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and religious reflection on the contexts—polit-
ical and social, cultural and religious—in which

we honour Ramakrishna 175 years after his birth.
I have pointed to the real danger today of Rama-
krishna fading into the past, still revered by many,
but primarily as an avatara of #bez and not of
now, a key figure in the renewal of Hinduism in
nineteenth-century Bengal and in the waning
of colonialism, but just a sweet memory now.
While religious figures of great significance live

on in many ways, one real way to honour them

is to ask fresh and intellectually strenuous ques-
tions that cannot be answered simply by repeat-
ing time-honoured principles. If we attend to

issues such as those I have raised, I am confident
that it will be possible to make great strides in en-
suring that Ramakrishna will remain a figure of
greatinfluence in the twenty-first-century world

of spirituality too.

And to close with a different kind of obser-
vation: I am hopeful in part that this is a special
moment in the history of thinking about Rama-
krishna because of the recent release of Inzer-
preting Ramakrishna: Kalis Child Revisited by
Pravrajika Vrajaprana and Swami Tyagananda.
This very important and constructive work puts
in perspective older and new writing about Rama-
krishna, including the contributions of both out-
siders and insiders to the tradition, and provides
a solid and sensible base for thinking about the
history of the study of Ramakrishna—the history
that is essential to moving forward. Interpreting
Ramakrishna is surely the most comprehensive
consideration to date of the traditions around
Ramakrishna and a bridge to the kind of recon-
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sideration I am suggesting here. o

Notes and References

1. Inallthat follows it must be understood that I am
thinking and writing out of my American and
Roman Catholic background. I have the highest
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respect for Ramakrishna and his disciples, and
have thought about him for some thirty years
now—but nonetheless am aware of my limits,
as a friendly ‘visitor’ to this tradition and not
a practitioner in it. So I hope that readers will
make allowance for interpretations or ideas that
may seem odd from an insider’s perspective.

. Swami Saradananda, Sri Ramakrishna and His

Divine Play, trans. Swami Chetanananda (St
Louis: Vedanta Society, 2003).

. Yes, Sri Ramakrishna and His Divine Play does

give us some sense of Ramakrishna’s frailties.
Ramakrishna was subject to great changes in
mood, he lacked proper guidance in times of
need, his health wasuncertain. The second part
of the book includes several instances of Rama-
krishna’s real need: he was confused as to the
meaning of his spiritual experiences (233); he
suffered physical ailments, such as the danger
of high blood pressure (239); he did not under-
stand his own states (258). And, I might add,
can we not see his dying of cancer, so prominent
inthe latter part of the book, as a last and most
potent sadhana?

. In raising this point, I am assuming that to

understand Ramakrishna is inevitably to think
deeply about Kali, since, in my view, his life
makes sense only in its orientation to Kali.

. Here too we can payattention tothe vast array of

scholarship on goddesses and on Kali as open-
ing new ways of understanding Ramakrishna
himself. I think here for instance of the work
of June McDaniel on the saints of Bengal The
Madness of the Sainis: Ecstatic Religion in Bengal,
Rachel McDermott’s translations of Kali poetry
and analysis of it—Singing to the Goddess: Poemns
to Uma and Kali from Bengal and Mother of My
Heart, Daughter of My Dreams: Transformations
of Kali and Uma in the Devotional Poetry of Ben-
gal, as well as the very fine collection of essays
on Kali she edited with Jeffrey Kripal Encoun-
tering Kali: In the Margins, at the Center, in the
West. If such work helps us to understand Kali
better, then surely it also helps us to understand
better the worshipper of the Goddess too.

. Once more here, my ‘Catholic bias” has come to

the fore. T hope readers will be willing to think
through the issue I am raising, even while mind-
ful of my particular perspective.
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Philip Glass on Sri Ramakrishna

Dr Kusumita P Pedersen

HE WORLD-RENOWNED COMPOSER

I Philip Glass has been an admirer of Sri Rama-
krishna for most of his life. One expression

of his regard for Sri Ramakrishna is a major piece
for chorus and orchestra, Zhe Passion of Rama-
krishna, now in progress. Music for about half of
the libretto has been composed. This first version
can stand as a self-contained work; the full-length
piece will be completed in the not too distant fu-
ture. The world premiere of the Passion of Rama-
krishna was performed by the Pacific Symphony,
conducted by Carl St Clair, at the Orange County
Performing Arts Center south of Los Angeles in
September 2006. It was also performed early in
2007 by the Nashville Symphony Orchestra. The
libretto is drawn almost entirely from Swami
Nikhilananda’s translation of the Gospel of Sri
Ramakrishna and is compiled and edited by Ku-
sumita P Pedersen. On 4 February 2010 she inter-
viewed Philip Glass at his home. Following are

selections from their conversation.

Kusumita: How did you first hear of Sri
Ramakrishna?

Philip: I've known his work for fifty years. I
believe it was in 1957 or 1958. There was a Dr
Mishra, who had evening lectures and medita-
tion classes at his apartment on East 29th Street.
He wasa handsome fellow, probably in his fifties,
and he was a medical doctor trained in West-
ern psychiatry. He was also a yogi and a teacher
of meditation. He had weekly meetings in his

[

The author is Professor, Department of Religious
Studies, St Francis College, New York.
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home and I started to go there with a friend of
mine. It was probably through him that I heard
of the Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna.

The other person from whom I could pos-
sibly have learned about it was a man named Yogi
Vithaldas who, I only recently found out, was the
teacher of Yehudi Menuhin. I met him also at
about the same time, 1957. He made me a vege-
tarian, which I’ve been since then. These two, Dr
Mishra and Yogi Vithaldas, were very authentic,
well trained in their own tradition, and comfort-
able living in New York. At that time, you have to
remember, there were not yoga studios on every
block. In fact, the way I found Vithaldas with
my friend Michel Zeltzman was this: We were
interested in yoga, we didn’t know much about
it and we thought we'd find out about it, but we
couldn’t find any yoga teachers in New York. We
ended up lookingin the white section of the tele-
phone pages under the letter “Y'—and there he
was, Yogi Vithaldas. And we called him up. You
really had to look around for this kind of thing;
people weren’t doing it then. The Beatles hadn’t
gone to India yet, nor had Allen Ginsberg gone
to India, so that whole wave had yet to take place.
Actually, my friend Michel and I, we were the first
wave! [laughing] It was a very small wave, two
guys. We began to read the Vedas and some of
the Mahabharata, and the translations were quite
good. These had been translated by the English
for generations; they were good translations, so
there was not a problem. Michel was a practis-
ing nurse in Johns Hopkins Hospital. He passed
away just two years ago. We knew each other
from those very early days. There were just a few
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people, but the handful of people who would go
to persons like Dr Mishra or Yogi Vithaldas were
intensely interested in the subject, and we shared
what we knew:; so who knows? Someone could
have passed the book to me. It would have been
in my early twenties, more than fifty years ago.

Kusumita: So, was it then that you started
reading the Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna?

Philip: Yes. I started reading it then and I've
never stopped. [ have the big volume and I also
have the abbreviated one, which is quite handy,
because you can take it on short trips, on the
subway, you can read it anywhere. The big book
is something to lug around. You've seen my
copies—they’re extremely well worn.

Kusumita: I remember when we first met to
start working on Symphony No. 5. I know what
the book looks like, and when you came into
the office of the Interfaith Center of New York,
I immediately noticed that you were bearing this
book, and I thought, ‘Hmm’ That was in 1997.

Philip: Is it the Vedanta Society that has kept
itin print?

Kusumita: Swami Nikhilananda’s centre
publishes it. He translated it into English and
he also founded that centre [ The Ramakrishna-
Vivekananda Center in New York].

Philip: To me, it’s quite a good translation, but
you have to understand, it’s the only one I know.

Kusumita: Sri Chinmoy praised it highly.
Bengali was his mother language, and he said that
itis as if Sri Ramakrishna is speaking English.

Philip: Yes, I think it’s very good. WhenI say
I never stopped reading it, I had the habit—and
I still do—1I'd say every three or four years, I'll
pick it up and I'll begin perhaps looking for a
passage that I want to see, but once I open the
book and read that passage, I just keep going.
I’ve read it numerous times. The idea of a musical
work based on the text formed in my mind very,
very slowly over a long period of time. I only
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found the form for itjust shortly before you and
I began working on it.

Kusumita: It’s curious to me that you should
say that, because your work has involved setting
to music words of all kinds. There’s been such
a tremendous array of different things that you
have worked with, poetry and letters, scriptures
and so much else. I'm wondering why this would
have presented a special challenge.

Philip: Part of the problem of the piece is
that the dates of the events that are transcribed
are only a time span of five or six years. We don’t
have much verbatim report before that. But even
50, the book is so extensive; Ramakrishna would
answer the same question two or three different
ways at different times. When I say I was try-
ing to find a form for it, it’s not a practical idea
to think that you can set the whole thing. Even
the abbreviated version runs to maybe four hun-
dred pages. So I finally decided that I would doa
piece that was about the death of Ramakrishna
because, first of all, that’s treated in great detail.
This book [the Gospel] is really only about five
years and this [the musical piece] is about the
last six months of his life.

One of the things that is so appealing about
Ramakrishna is that he was both a saintly man—
or a God-man, an avatar, whatever you want to
call it—but he was also a very ordinary man in
some ways. He was capable of saying things like,
when his disciplesbegged him, ‘Master, why don’t
you just speak to the Divine Mother and ask her
to spare your life, because she’ll listen to you, he
said, ‘T can’t bother her with my problems.” But
then he also said, ‘You know, it is as if I’'m living
in a mansion and I’'m going from one room to
another. I remember this one passage where he’s
eating some curds because his throat is sore, and
he turns to the person who is with him and says,
‘T remember a dream I had: the Mother came to
me and she said, “Some day when you are dying
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you'll be eating curds™, and he said, Am I dying
now?’ and began weeping,' I’s very moving that
he could have diftferent experiences of death.
One is an experience which is way beyond what
ordinary people can have, but he also certainly
understood what ordinary people feel when they
are looking at death. I find these kinds of per-
sonalities very interesting, the ones who seem in
some ways very ordinary and in other ways be-
yond any description of what is ordinary.

Kusumita: The Gospel of Sri Rarakrishna is
in large part about his last days, so to focus on
his death is a natural idea, but did it come to you
more after Allen Ginsberg died?

Philip: That could be.

Kusumita: I remember your saying at that
time that you went to be with him during his
lasthours, and it came to you that the death of a
great man is like warching a sunset.

Philip: We wrote that in the programme book
[for the premiere]. It was when I was with Allen
when he was dying, and then later I referred to
Ramakrishna ... the passing of a great
man is something that has mean-
ing for the wholeworld, and itis
something that you can medi-
tate on. The ideais that when
the spirit of man is so highly
evolved, death takes on a sig-
nificance that becomes akind of
teaching for everyone else. And
of course there’s much more o
Ramakrishna; this is just one part
of my interest. But this is how my
interest in him be-
came crystallized
and I could present
it in a musical work.

Kusumirta: 1
wanted to ask you
more generally, just
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how did Sri Ramakrishna become important to
you so that you would go on reading his words?
Philip: You know, I just like the book. I be-
came very attached to the person in the book,
who is Ramakrishna. It’s written in such a way
that after a time he seems familiar to you. The
character in the book becomes someone who
you know—he becomes close to you in some
way. | just felt that in a funny way [ was getting
to know him through the book and I kept read-
ing it. It’s like reading the letters of a friend, of
someone who has passed away, and you have
these letters and would read them over and over
again just to have the memory of that person. I
never knew Ramakrishna, of course there is no
way we could have known him. But we know
him through his works, we know him through
his disciples, we know him through the effect
that his life had on the development of modern
India, a country which, you have to remember,
in the nineteenth century had existed for more
than four hundred years under the

rule of foreigners, the Mughals, the
British, people who brought in
their own religions. The Brit-
ish were very dismissive
of Indian culture. Most
%  of the British who were
) in India didn’t think of
it as a highly evolved cul-
ture. They thought of the
people as rather primi-
tive. They had no idea that
they were living in the seat
of one of the great cultures
of the world. In fact, it was
common for young In-
dians to learn Eng-
lish and not to speak
the native language,

and all this kind of

Philip Glass
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things. And then, when Ramakrishna appeared
suddenly, he seemed to speak, he did speak—it’s
not that he seemed to speak, he did speak—with
the voice of the Vedas. It was the voice of the
Puranas and the voice of the great teachers.

The astonishing thing is that he was not a
highly educated man, but late in his life scholars
from all over India would come to test his know-
ledge. They were astonished because he didn’t
refer to any texts, but they would ask him a ques-
tion and he would give them an answer, and the
answer was from his experience. The authenticity
of his teaching was that it came from his own life.
So, you have a man of this spiritual and intellec-
tual stature and at the same time a very humble
man, a simple man, living in a humble place and
wearing very simple clothing, and the spiritual
and intellectual history of India just poured out
of him. I have often thought about this. When
we think of genius, we think of Einstein or Mo-
zart or Rembrandt; we think of scientists or mu-
sicians or painters. Mozart is a good example.
Mozart seemed to speak the language of music.
His father taught him, but at a very early age he
was writing ina very sophisticated language. The
fact is that in the spiritual world this can happen
too, and this is exactly who Ramakrishna was. I
could say he was the Mozart of India. You could
look atit that way.

You could almost say it wasin his DNA4, it came
into him and through him. There’s a continuity
of culture that can emerge in a person, and in
this case a person who grew up in a small village.
I think the appearance of Ramakrishnain any so-
ciety would have been considered a miracle. That
it happened in India was so important, because
Indians needed to be reminded of their tradition,
if T can put it that way. For four hundred years of
foreign rule the great traditions of India were not
treated with much respect, and then suddenly
this person is there. I don’t doubt that the Quit
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India movement that Gandhi was part of would
not have resonated in his time if it hadn’t been
for that. India was ready for an avatar, and they
got one—it was Ramakrishna. And later they got
Gandhi. These are not unconnected events.

Kusumita: There’s also, of course, the expres-
sion of his teachings by Vivekananda.

Philip: Vivekananda was so self-possessed that
he would go to Chicago or to London, dressed as
an Indian and speak about Indian culture with
authority. Havingbeen so close to Ramakrishna,
I would say that he must have felt completely em-
powered to do so. He had satat the feet of one of
the great living masters, who was a reflection of
all the other masters. That was close to his heart,
50 he could speak about it with such authority.

Kusumita: Would you like to say some-
thing about the future of the Passion of
Ramakrishna?

Philip: We have eleven parts and I've put six
of them to music. I always meant the first ver-
sion just to be the beginning, because I saw the
piece would be a very big piece. I really feel that
the piece needs the length of a whole evening.
By taking a whole evening programme we can
convey some of the gravity and weight of the
great spirit of Ramakrishna. I don’t think a forty-
minute piece is adequate.

Kusumita: No, no. You want to immerse
yourself more.

Philip: We’re talking to people about com-
missioning the rest of the work. In Europe and
North America there are some companies that
are very interested. We hope to finish it after an-

B

other two or three years. o

Note

1. A slightly different version of the incident is
available in M, The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna,
trans. Swami Nikhilananda (Chennai: Rama-
krishna Math, 2002), 934—5.
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PHOTO: 'SWAN WITH CYGNETS OM HER BACK’, LARS CHRISTOPHER / FLICKR

serve that attracts waterbirds of all
kinds. Some live there year round, others just
drop in on their migratory routes. Itis April as I
write this, and walking there yesterday I counted
no fewer than sixteen swans, some of them set-
tled in so near the path that one could view them
at close range.

I doubtwhether anyone familiar with the life
and teachings of Sri Ramakrishna—the Parama-
hamsa, ‘Great Swan'—can feel nonchalantabout
sightings like this. The grace and natural majesty
of swans, with the dazzling white of their fea-
thers, stop usin our tracks, and words like ‘holy’
don’t feel out of place here.

Burt as [ watched one nesting swan in par-
ticular, another dimension of that timeless simile
revealed itself to me. Because contrary to literary
or religious convention, she wasn’t the least bit
serene or still. She stood alone on a round, flat

The author is currently teaching at the Sophia Center
for Culture and Spirituality, Holy Names University,
Oakland, California.
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Spiritual Mother-lines

in India and the West

Dr Carol Lee Flinders

chaff, grooming herself vigorously, when sud-
denlyshe pushed her broad, spatulate beak down
into what I'd thought was terra firma. Flexing
her long neck, she turned up an egg. She rolled it
over, pushed it back into the soft mulch, made a
quarter turn, and repeated the action with a sec-
ond egg, athird, and a fourth. At lastshe flopped
herself down on top of them, wriggling about a
bit as if to push them all further down into the
their nest.

Before long she stood up and repeated the
whole process. For maybe fifteen minutes, her
restless activity never abated. I guessed that she
was turning the eggs over so that they would be
kept evenly warm; amore knowledgeable friend
told me later that her strategy would ensure that
eggs laid over several days would all hatch at the
same time. Watching her tireless goings on, I sud-
denly smiled, because I remembered two things
at once, and their connection to one another is
at the heart of what I want to write about.

God the Mother

First, I recalled the writings of Dame Julian of
Norwich (1342-1416), the English anchorite
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who declared that ‘this fair lovely word “mother”
is so sweetand so kind in itself thatit cannot truly
be said of anyone or to anyone except of him and
to him who is the true Mother of life and of all
things’' God the Father may be the foundation
of all things, wrote Julian, but God the Mozher,
as Jesus, busies herself continuously about our
needs. ‘The mother’s service is nearest, readiest,
and surest, she writes, outlining at length all of
Christ’s ‘sweet workings’ (ibid.). For Julian, that
is, no description of God was adequate that ig-
nored his maternal nature. And maternity, by her
reckoning, is anything but passive.

The second thing I remembered is that Julian
would have been right at home in the Indian
spiritual tradition, which has always associated
intense activity with the feminine principle—
Shakti, the primordial cosmic energy behind all
of creation. Had I been ignorant of India’s age-
old celebration of God as the Divine Mother
when I first read Dame Julian in 1970, I might
have been as bewildered as most Westerners
are by her blithe departure from mainstream
Christian teachings. But through my own spir-
itual teacher, Sri Eknath Easwaran (1910-99),

A fter spending many days in the company of Sri
Ramakrishna, Pandit Shivanath Shastri said: ‘All of

what Paramahamsadeva teaches can be found written
in one book or the other; hence he may not be great
because of his teachings. Then where does his greatness
lie? Who else has the longing with which he falls down
on the bank of the Ganga crying, “Mother, Mother”?
... A true monk imparts the message of love into the
worldly minds of common people and strengthens
them; Paramahamsadeva was also like that”
—Nirmalkumar Ray,
Sri Sri Ramakrishna Samsparshe, 58-9
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I knew even before my first encounter with Ju-
lian about the life and teachings of Sri Rama-
krishna. I knew of his boundless devotion to
the Divine Mother, and I also knew through
the Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna that he had dis-
played the vigilant tenderness of a mother to-
ward his own devotees.

So as the sunlight gleamed off the water and
the air rang with the eager cries of ducks, geese,
and gulls, of phalaropes, avocets, and red-winged
blackbirds, all intent on bringing new life into
the world, everything came together. This was
the life force, and it was also God manifest in
the world. This was Shakti.

I am most honoured to have been invited to
contribute to this special issue of Prabuddha
Bharata and encouraged to think back over
more than forty years of spiritual practice, re-
flection, scholarship, and writing that has been
centred around feminine perspectives on the
spiritual life, and within which Sri Rama-
krishna has been a continuous, wonderfully
inspiring presence.

I first became aware of Sri Ramakrishna and
Holy Mother Sarada Devi in the autumn of
1967, through my spiritual teacher Sri Eknath
Easwaran. I was a graduate student in compara-
tive literature at the University of California in
Berkeley, and Sri Easwaran was giving medita-
tion classes on the campus. He had come to Ber-
keley in 1959 as a Fulbright scholar, ostensibly
to research the influence of the Indian mysti-
cal tradition on American Transcendentalists;
but by the time [ met him, eight years later, the
scholarly phase of his life was well behind him.
He had heard a deeper, more insistent calling,
and embraced it without reservation.

Sri Easwaran must have sensed, even as he was
setting out from India in 1959, that the whole
direction of his life was changing. Why, other-

wise, would this gifted writer and literary scholar

PB January 2011



Spivitual Mother-lines in India and the West 233

have brought only one book for the two-month-
long voyage—not Shakespeare’s plays or the es-
says of Ralph Waldo Emerson, but the Gospel of
Sri Ramakrishna? His love of the Gospel never
flagged. I can’t imagine how many times he must
have read it—I know that he read it aloud in
evening classes at our ashrama many, many times,
from cover to cover, pausing on every page to
comment on what was happening and explain
it to his enthralled but sometimes bewildered
young American students.

As a woman—remember, this was Berkeley
in the late nineteen sixties!—I was thrilled to
learn for the first time about a spiritual tradition
going back thousands of years that celebrated
the feminine aspect of God without qualifica-
tion or inhibition.

The method of meditation that Sri Easwaran
taught is called ‘passage meditation’: one com-
mits to memory inspirational passages from all
the great mystical traditions and then repeats
them silently, eyes closed and spinal column erect,
bringing attention gently back to the words of
the passage whenever it wanders. What a joy it
was to memorize some of the songs Sri Rama-
krishna had loved—for instance, ‘The black bee
of my mind is drawn in sheer delight / To the
blue lotus flower of Mother Shyama’s feet’—and
then absorb them at a deeper level in morning
and evening meditation.

Over the ensuing decades, under Sri Eas-
waran’s guidance, we would learn much more
about the various manifestations of the Divine
Mother in India’s tradition—in the Mahabharata
and Ramayana, in mythology and poetry—but
especially in the lives of women like Mirabai
(c.1498-c.1547) and Andal (8th cent. CE) as well
as, of course, Sri Sarada Devi. We studied Swami
Nikhilananda’s biography of the Holy Mother
and many of us memorized for use in meditation
the simple, potent piece of spiritual instruction
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that isbelieved to comprise her last words: T tell
you one thing: If you want peace of mind, do not
find fault with others. Rather learn to see your
own faults. Learn to make the whole world your
own. No one is a stranger, my child; this whole
world is your own.’

The rigours of living in community can be
severe at times: when anger starts to erupt, sar-
castic remarks are on the tip of the tongue. But
the effect of having those blessed words close at
hand from morning meditation—‘No one is a
stranger, my child’—was almost like having Holy
Mother slip up next to me and carry me safely
through the moment.

Unbroken Women’s Tradition

If Sri Easwaran was particularly alert to the stat-
ure of Sri Sarada Devi, who lived very much in
the background of the Ramakrishna movement,
his own upbringing in a large matrilineal family
in rural Kerala would undoubtedly go a long way
towards explaining it. His own spiritual teacher
was his mother’s mother, ‘Granny’ in the many
stories he used to tell us about his childhood.
She called him ‘Little Lamp’ and told him, to
his bewilderment, that he would one daybe ‘the
king’s messenger. “You had to wait until you
were students at Berkeley to find your teacher,
he used to tell us, teasingly. ‘But I was born into
my teacher’s arms.” Of his mother, Granny’s gen-
tle ‘teaching assistant, he said ‘T never heard her
say a harsh word to anyone, or about anyone.’
Granny herself, he allowed, was rather blunt!
Regarding the customs around matrilineal
family structures, he brushed aside the kind of
questions that might have interested anthro-
pologists, telling us that ‘it wasn’t just that name
and property were passed down from mother to
daughter, though they were. No, what you have
to understand is that spiritual awareness flowed
down that mother-line, like a river. When a
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daughter of the Eknath family married, she and
her husband would set up housekeepingin the
family compound or close by. Remaining in
close daily contact with her mother, her sisters,
her aunties, and her granny, she could go on ab-
sorbing and passing on all the small, but hugely
important things, that the women of such a
lineage know: how to make feather-light idlis,
how to care for a feverish child or a cow that is
calving, the lullabies, and more than anything
else, the stories.

Every evening, Sri Easwaran recalled, the
sacred juncture of day and night called sandhya
would find him sitting in Granny’s lap, rapt
while she told stories from the Mahabharata,
Ramayana, and Bhagavata that she had absorbed
in the same way in her own childhood. Look-
ingback, he realized that by the time he had left
home at sixteen, he had absorbed through this
endless stream of narrative the core teachings
of India’s timeless spiritual tradition; though of
course, he always added, he was far from krow-
ing that he had.

Sri Easwaran’s grandmother had of course
shed her body well before he came to the United
States. But during the early nineteen seventies
his mother came to live with us at the ashrama,
bringing his two young nieces along. Every
evening, at sandhya, she would sit with a lit-
tle girl on each side and tell them about Rama
and Sita, Radha and Krishna, Arjuna and Drau-
padi and Kunti. We saw first-hand that the ‘river
of spiritual awareness” our teacher had told us
about was in a very real sense a river of story as
well—inexhaustible, handed down with utmost
care from one generation of women to the next
for hundreds of years.

Tradition in Kerala holds that ‘woman is the
lamp of the home; and while most of us would
receive the saying as a charming metaphor, Sri
Easwaran’s experience as a little boy had ren-
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dered it quite literal for him. In tropical coun-
tries, he explained, night comes on abruptly. The
members of his extended family would be sit-
ting on the veranda chatting amiably about the
day when suddenly they could barely see one an-
other: already, though, one of the women would
have gone inside and come back out carrying a
small brass lamp filled with coconut oil—its soft
flame lighting her face gently from below. For
just a few seconds the conversation would stop.

One of Sri Easwaran’s first American stu-
dents was a talented painter. Working with this
vignette and the one existing photograph of
Granny, she produced an almost life-sized ren-
dering of her, holding a brass lamp in just the
way Sri Easwaran had described. The portrait
hung behind him for years as he gave his lec-
tures in Berkeley.

Taken together, Sri Easwaran’s accounts of
his own upbringing merged with the stories
from India’s great epics and the poems of Mira-
bai, and all of that rich material became a vast,
vivid backdrop against which I would read and
ponder the life stories and teachings of the great
women saints of the Western tradition. I came
to see that it’s been primarily #hrough our women
mystics that the West has had any access at all
to the direct, vernacular, and narrative-driven
spirituality that has engaged and sustained In-
dian women for thousands of years. In the space
remaining, I will touch upon just a few of the
ways in which the ‘lamp’ of that tradition has il-
luminated my own.

Flowing Godhead

The imagery of rivers and streams is of course
far richer than I have been able to convey, in the
West as well as the East. What could be more
natural than to compare a river, sustaining the
life of an entire region, with a woman whose
love sustains her family and community? Cer-
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tainly the people of Assisi felt that way about
Saint Clare (1194-1253), whose eulogist called
her ‘a clear stream of bounty flowing through
the Valley of Spoleto. Many of India’s great

rivers are associated with goddesses: Jamuna,

S he [Binodini Dasi] considered her acting in the
role of Chaitanya as her greatest achievement,
since it brought the highest blessing from Sri Rama-
krishna, which opened up a new realm of fulfilment in

for instance, Narmada, Godavari, Kaveri,
her life. Quite justifiably she spoke of this as the greatest

Ganga, and of course the mysterious Saraswati,
long believed to flow underground until sat-
ellite photos picked out its dry riverbed and
geologists determined that her flow was prob-
ably blocked by a long-ago earthquake near its
source in the foothills of the Himalayas. As ‘the
one who flows] Saraswati presides over poetry,
music, mathematics, and intuition.

No mystic [ have studied was more enthralled
with the imagery of fluidity than Mechthild of
Magdeburg (1210-97), whose poetry is often
compared with that of India’s Mirabai. In her
writings, collected under the title 7he Flowing
Light of the Godhead, water, wine, milk, blood,
honey, light, molten gold, fire, God’s love, human
desire, and of course grace itself as water, fire,
and light were in constant evidence:

Wouldst thou know my meaning?
Lie down in the Fire

See and taste the Flowing
Godhead through thy being;

Feel the Holy Spirit

Moving and compelling

Thee within the Flowing

Fire and light of God.?

Does this imagery tell us something im-
portant about women’s spirituality? A least one
of Mechthild’s contemporaries believed it did.
Of ‘woman’ in general he wrote that because
her understanding is simpler and her heart gen-
tler, ‘in her desire she understands better / The
wisdom flowing from Heaven / Than does a hard
man / Who is clumsy in these things.”

Saint Teresa of Avila (1515—82) too was en-
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event of her life. She used to say later: ‘For this reason
| consider this body fortunate. Even if the whole world
should scoff at me, | would not mind it. For | am aware
that the highly respected Ramakrishna Paramahamsa

blessed me!

—Swami Prabhananda,
First Meetings with Sri Ramakrishna, 336-7

thralled with rivers and streams. She used to say
she meditated best sitting next to a stream. And
when she set out to explain in her autobiography
the subtle relationship in contemplative prac-
tice between divine grace and the individual’s
own striving, she developed a powerful explana-
tory metaphor. The soul is a garden, she explains,
where God has planted the seeds of spiritual
awareness. We must keep it watered, and at first
all we can do is dig for water: itis hard, unrelent-
ing work, and we think we are on our own. In
time, though, when we attain to ‘the prayer of
quiet; it isas if we had installed a system of water
wheels. There is more water now and less strug-
gle. As we open out still more to divine grace,
it is as if our little garden were surrounded and
crisscrossed with canals, and we merely direct
the flow, for God is the gardener now. At last, in
the prayer of union, itis asif the heavens opened
and rain of divine grace poured down upon the
little plant of spiritual awareness.

Saint Teresaalso loved the inherently feminine
imagery of enclosure. Writing for women in par-
ticular, she loved to invoke images like beehives,
cocoons, treasure chests, and of course, in her
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masterwork Zhe Interior Castle, a palace full of
rooms made entirely out of a diamond or clear
crystal. Each of these images is of the human soul
and seeks to convey how foolish we are when we

believe we are our bodies. My feeling has always

been that she knew very well that women who

had vowed themselves to celibacy might feel wist-
ful at times because their own wombs would never
carry a child. By living i prayerful enclosure, Ter-
esais saying—by having the privilege of complete

privacy in a cell that no one could enter without
the prioress permission—women could enter into

their own depths and discover the unimaginable

wealth of a fully developed interior life.

I have always felt that Draupadi’s akshaya-
patra, the cooking pot she is given as a divine
boon and out of which she can serve food vir-
tually without limit, is a symbol that points to-
wards the same spiritual truth: that when we
have attained to a direct connection with the
Lord within, our resources—our love, wisdom,
and compassion—become boundless. We fe-
come channels of the divine love. As Teresa her-
self putit,

Christ has no body now buryours,
no hands, no feet on earth but yours.
Yours are the eyes with which he looks
with compassion on this world.

Mirror of Eternity

Few religious symbols, finally, are more consist-
ently seen as feminine than the mirror, and no-
one has employed it with more charm and force
than Saint Clare of Assisi did in a letter to one
of her dearest disciples, Saint Agnes of Hungary
(1205-82).

‘Place your mind before the mirror of eternity,
she wrote. ‘Place your soul in the brightness of His
glory ... and transform yourself utterly through
contemplation into the image of His divinity.
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To speak of Jesus the Christ as a mirror is
to suggest that when we gaze long and hard at
his life and teachings, we can also see ourselves,
however faint and elusive the image mightbe. At
the heart of this powerful teachingis the under-
standing that if we return our gaze to that mir-
ror day after day, year after year, we start to see
ourselves 7z Christ, and Christ in us, with ever
increasing clarity. Our behaviour changes ac-
cordingly, at last the two images become one,
and we ourselves become, once again, the face
of divine love in this world.

The children of Kerala are blessed from their
earliest years with a remarkably similar teach-
ing. Vishu is the Kerala New Year. It falls in
April most years—here in California we cele-
brate it when the swans are nesting and the lilac
and wisteria are coming into bloom. On the eve
of Vishu, after the children are tucked in bed,
their mothers constructa beautiful arrangement
of auspicious items that includes flowers, gold
coins, raw rice, a lamp, and right at the centre, a
mirror. In the morning each child is led blind-
folded to the table and told to repeat his or her
mantra. ‘Now open your eyes, her mother says,

‘and you will see the Lord!” And of course they

do. Little Sita looks into the depths of the mir-
ror and sees ... Siza. Her brother Rama looks
and sees Rama; they see themselves, but they see
God in themselves as well. And if in the mirror
they should catch a glimpse of their mother’s
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loving gaze, they see the Motheras well. o
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"V RI RAMAKRISHNA'S INJUNCTION ‘God-
realization is the only goal of human exist-
ence, when combined with his declaration

“Yata mat, tata path; as many opinions, so many

paths, gives rise to a map of total human devel-

opment achievable in innumerable ways through
the combination of the external and internal
realms of human experience. Read from this
point of view, the parables the Master uses to
communicate his message become the basis for
acquiring not only knowledge about the pro-
cess of God-realization, but also for inculcating
the skills that make this knowledge a concrete,
pragmatic, and achievable goal. Itis not enough
to know thart the aim of human birth is to realize
God; itis necessary to actualize this knowledge
so that we move towards realizing what, accord-
ing to Sri Ramakrishna, is eminently realizable.

The author is Professor, Department of English,
Osmania University, Hyderabad.
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he Efficacy of Skills
In an age where maladjusted, imbalanced, and
mismanaged existence is the norm, the parables

of Sri Ramakrishna give specific and measur-

able tools to strive for total human development,

which in today’s popular parlance is known
as personality development. To quote Swami
Ishatmananda: “Thousands and thousands of
years earlier the quest for complete personality
began and that is seen fully manifested in the
personality of Sri Ramakrishna.*

Obviously, a person who has arrived at the
summit of the quest is the most qualified to
show the way to all others who want to tread
the same path. Sri Ramakrishna repeatedly
warned that mere theory is not worth much.
These ‘hard skills” or core knowledge bases
need to be supplemented with ‘soft skills” to
put the former into perspective. To illustrate
this, his story of the punditin the boat can be

narrated:
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Once several men were crossing the Ganges in
a boat. One of them, a pandir, was making a
great display of his erudition, saying that he had
studied various books—rthe Vedas, the Vedanra,
and the six systems of philosophy. He asked a
fellow passenger, ‘Do you know the Vedanta?
‘No, revered sir” “The Samkhya and the Paran-
jala?” ‘No, revered sir. ‘Have you read no phil-
osophy whatever?” “No, revered sir. The pandit
was ralking in this vain way and the passenger
sitring in silence when a great storm arose and
the boar was abour to sink. The passenger said
to the pandir, ‘Sir, can you swim?” ‘No, replied
the pandir. The passenger said, ‘I don’t know

Samkhya or Paranjala, but I can swim.*

The pundit was well-versed in the Vedas,
Vedanta, and the six systems of philosophy; but
these could not save him in the ‘storm’ The pas-
senger in the boat had the contextual skill re-
quired to save himself. In the turbulent worldly
storm what has more contextual validity is the
skill of swimming and not the knowledge of
philosophy. Of course, the implication is evi-
dent: it would be great if the pundit’s erudition
was combined with an ability to swim; butin the
absence of one of the two, the latter is preferable
to the former.

A few more illustrations will now be taken up
to show how Sri Ramakrishna’s parables can be
read as an entire course in skills training, which
helps develop that total human personality for
undertaking the task of God-realization—not
only a spiritual necessity, but possibly the only
way to bring some semblance of order into
today’s chaotic medley that passes for existence.

Goal Setting

Goals are important for regulating the course
of life. In fact, the Master’s urging towards God-
realization is nothing other than a goal he wants
every one of his followers to reach. As Swami
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Amartyananda says: ‘The very definition of the
word goal means the end of the race; there is
no need to run further. A bit of introspection
will reveal that behind all our impulses, all our
hunger and lust for material objects lies the one,
true desire for completeness—in other words
satisfaction, fulfilment or peace.” To set and ac-
tualize a goal skills may be necessary, but what
is more important is the kind of goal to be set
and the means employed to reach the end. Here
Sri Ramakrishna’s parable of the two friends is
worth narrating:

Once two friends were going along the street
when they saw some people listening to a read-
ing of the Bhagavara. ‘Come, friend, said the
one to the other, Jer us hear the sacred book!
So saying he went in and sat down. The sec-
ond man peeped in and went away. He entered
a house of ill fame. But very soon he felt dis-
gusted with the place. ‘Shame on me!” he said
to himself. “My friend has been listening to
the sacred word of Hari; and see where I am!’
Bur the friend who had been listening to the
Bhagavata also became disgusted. “Whar a fool
Iam!” he said. T have been listening to this fel-
low’s blah-blah, and my friend is having a grand
time. In course of time they both died. The
messenger of death came for the soul of one
who had listened to the Bhagavata and dragged
it off to hell. The messenger of God came for
the soul of the one who had been to the house
of prostitution and led it up to heaven.*

The goal set by the first friend did not benefit
him ultimately, because he could not stay the
course. And the impulse to pursue pleasure did
not harm the second friend, because this very
impulse became for him the stepping stone to a
positive transformation through the realization
of his mistake. In the final analysis the latter was a
better goal set than the one of sittingat the recital
of the sacred text to finally become ‘disgusted’
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Motivation

In a volume entitled Effective Motivation, John
Adair defines motivation as ‘something that
moves you to action ... something within you
... at work, impelling or driving you forward.””
This is self-motivation. He also speaks of motiv-
ating others, which is another aspect of motiv-
ation: “To motivate ... another person ... means
essentially that you provide 4 person with a mo-
tive or incentive fo do something or other. By so
doing you are initiating their action or behav-
ior’ (9-10).

In the course of his discussions on what mo-
tivates people, Adair quotes Goethe: If you treat
people as they are, they will stay as they are. But
if you treat them as they ought to be, they will
become bigger and better persons’ (93).

This is similar to what the priest is able to
do to the milkmaid in Sri Ramakrishna’s par-
able, which can be cited as having both in-
stances of positive motivation and negative
self-motivation:

A milk-maid used to supply milk to a brah-
mana priest living on the other side of a river.
Owing to the irregularities of the boat service,
she could not supply him milk punctually every
day. Once, being rebuked for her going late, the
poor woman said, “What can I do? [ starr early
from my house, bur have to wair for a long time
at the river bank for the boatman and the pas-
sengers. The priest said, “Woman! They cross
the ocean of life by urtering the name of God,
and can’t you cross this little river?’ The simple-
hearted woman became very glad ar heart on
learning this easy means of crossing the river.
From the nexr day the milk was being supplied
early in the morning. One day the priest said
to the woman, ‘How is it that you are no longer
late nowadays?’ She said, ‘T cross the river by
urtering the name of the Lord as you rold me
to do, and don't stand now in need of a boat-
man. The priest could not believe thisand said,

PB January 2011

‘Can you show me how you cross the river?” The
woman took him with her and began to walk
over the water. Looking behind, the woman saw
the priestin asad plightand said, ‘How is it, sir,
that you are utrering the name of God with your
mouth, bur at the same time with your hands
you are trying to keep your cloth untouched by
water? You do not fully rely on Him.®

The priest’s words of motivation worked won-
ders for the milkmaid, but his lack of faith in
his own words caused his ‘sad plight’ Sri Rama-
krishna also considers that faith is a highly mo-
tivating factor, and this is best illustrated by the
manner in which the innocent milkmaid believes
in and acts upon the words of the priest.

Emotional Intelligence

In his groundbreakingbestseller called Emotional
Intelligence, Daniel Goleman cites ‘reports of the

disintegration of civility and safety, an onslaught
of mean-spirited impulse running amok. ... The

news simply reflects back to us on a larger scale

a creeping sense of emotions out of control in

our own lives and in those of the people around

us.” He begins the volume by quoting Aristotle’s

words: ‘Anyone can be angry—that is easy. But
to be angry with the right person, to the right de-
gree, at the right time, for the right purpose, and
in the right way—this is not easy’ (ix). In a story
of Sri Ramakrishna about a snake who forgot to

hiss, this parameter of emotional intelligence

seems to find a meaningful validation:

Some cowherd boys used to tend their cowsina
meadow where a rerrible poisonous snake lived.
Everyone was on the alert for fear of it. One day
abrahmachari was goingalong the meadow. The
boys ran to him and said: ‘Revered sir, please
don't go thar way. A venomous snake lives over
there” “Whar of it, my good children?” said the
brahmachari. ‘I am nor afraid of the snake. I
know some mantras.’ So saying, he continued
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on his way along the meadow. Bur the cowherd
boys, being afraid, did not accompany him. In
the meantime the snake moved swiftly towards
him with upraised hood. As soon as it came
near, he recited a mantra, and the snake lay at
his feet like an earthworm. The brahmachari
said: ‘Look here. Why do you go abour doing
harm? Come, I will give you a holy word. By
repeating it you will learn ro love God. Ultim-
ately you will realize Him and also get rid of
your violent narure.” Saying this, he taughr the
snake a holy word and initiated it into spiritual
life. The snake bowed before the teacher and
said, ‘Revered sir, how shall T practise spirirual
discipline?’ ‘Repear this sacred word, said the
teacher, ‘and do no harm to anybody. As he was
abour to deparr, the brahmachari said, T shall
see you again.

Some days passed and the cowherd boys
noticed thart the snake would not bite. They
threw stones ar it. Still it showed no anger;
it behaved as if it were an earthworm. One
day one of the boys came close to i, caughrt it
by the tail, and whirling it round and round,
dashed it again and again on the ground and
threw it away. The snake vomited blood and
became unconscious. It was stunned. It could
not move. So, thinking it dead, the boys went
their way.

Late at nighr the snake regained conscious-
ness. Slowly and with grear difficulty it dragged
itself into its hole; its bones were broken and
it could scarcely move. Many days passed. The
snake became a mere skeleton covered with
skin. Now and then, at nighr, it would come
out in search of food. For fear of the boys it
would not leave its hole during the day-time.
Since receiving the sacred word from the
teacher, it had given up doing harm to others.
It maintained its life on dirt, leaves, or the fruit
thar dropped from trees.

Abour a year later the brahmachari came
thar way again and asked after the snake. The
cowherd boys told him thar it was dead. But he
couldntbelieve them. He knew thart the snake

would not die before atraining the fruir of the
holyword with which it had been initiated. He
found his way to the place and, searching here
and there, called it by the name he had given
it. Hearing the Guru’s voice, it came our of its
hole and bowed before him with greart rever-
ence. ‘How are you?” asked the brahmachari. ‘T
am well, sir’ replied the snake. ‘Bur’ the reacher
asked, ‘why are you so thin?’ The snake replied:
‘Revered sir, you ordered me not to harm any-
body. So I have been living only on leaves and
fruit. Perhaps that has made me thinner’

The snake had developed the quality of sat-
tva; it could not be angry with anyone. It had
totally forgotten that the cowherd boys had
almost killed it.

The brahmachari said: ‘It can’t be mere wanrt
of food that has reduced you to this state. There
must be some other reason. Think alittle” Then
the snake remembered thart the boys had dashed
it against the ground. It said: “Yes, revered sir,
now I remember. The boys one day dashed
me violently against the ground. They are ig-
norant, after all. They didn’t realize whar a great
change had come over my mind. How could
they know I wouldn’t bite or harm anyone?
The brahmachari exclaimed: “Whar a shame!
You are such a fool! You don’t know how to
protect yourself. I asked you not to bire, bur I
didn’t forbid you to hiss. Why didn’t you scare

them away by hissing?”®

The mantra that the guru gives needs to be
exercised in conjunction with emotional intel-
ligence. As Goleman suggests: ‘Our passions,
when well exercised, have wisdom; they guide
our thinking, our values, our survival. But they
can easily go awry.” This was the case of the snake-
turned-earthworm of the story. Once the guru
assures him that there is no harm in hissing as an
act of self-preservation, the emotional balance is
restored. What is needed is to know the ‘right’
amount of emotion a context demands—not ex-
pend too less or too much, just what is adequate.
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Mind Management

Both the Master and the Holy Mother have re-
peatedly stressed that the mind is everything: it
can make or mar our lives depending on how
we handle it. Unlike the popular issue of mind
mapping, which has now become very popular
as a pedagogic tool, mind management helps
observe one’s own mind and increase its cap-
acity for positive transformation—a holistic
health perspective. Otherwise, the mind itself
becomes our worst enemy. Sri Ramakrishna’s
parable of the traveller who gets eaten by a tiger
can be cited here:

A cerrain traveller came to a large plain in the
course of his travels. As he had been walking in
the sun for many hours, he was thoroughly ex-
hausted and heavily perspiring; so he sar down
in the shade of a tree to rest a little. Presently
he began to think whar a comfort it would be
if he could bur get a soft bed there to sleep on.
He was not aware that he was sitting under the
celestial tree. As soon as the above thoughr rose
in his mind, he found a nice bed by his side. He
felt much astonished, bur all the same stretched
himself on it. Now he thoughr to himself how
pleasant it would be were a young damsel
to come there and gently stroke his legs. No
sooner did the thoughr arise in his mind than
he found a young damsel sitting at his feet and
stroking his legs. The traveller felr supremely
happy. Presently he felt hungry and thoughr:
‘T have got whatever I have wished for; could
I not then get some food?” Instantly he found
various kinds of delicious food spread before
him. He at once fell to eating, and having
helped himself to his heart’s content, stretched
himself again on his bed. He now began rto re-
volve in his mind the events of the day. While
thus occupied, he thoughr, ‘If a tiger should
artack me all of asudden!’ In an instant a large
tiger jumped on him and broke his neck and

began to drink his blood. In this way the trav-
eller lost his life*
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As is evident, thought power is immense. By
willing the mind in a particular direction the
seemingly impossible becomes possible. The
only thing to be cautious about is what we are
directing our thoughts towards. Here thought
power and positive attitude complement each
other and lead to the management of the
mind—the most crucial tool for all human
achievement.

Though these are only a few examples, one
can easily conclude that almost all the parables
that dot the discourses of the Master have in-
herent skills, which when learnt and properly
practised make for a meaningful, fulfilling life.
They impart balance and maturity of outlook.
They bring to the forefront of our experience
those essential soft skills that are invaluable if
we want to make use of the inbuilt hardware
in the supercomputer of our brain. This is just
another way of reading the parables—a very ur-
gent and eflicacious way of tracing skills leading

B

to God-realization. oy
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For review in PRABUDDHA BHARATA,
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Interpreting Ramakrishna:
Kali's Child Revisited
SwamiTyagananda and
Pravrajika Vrajaprana

Motilal Banarsidass, 41 UA Bun-
galow Road, Jawahar Nagar, Delhi
1o oo7. Website: www.mibd. com.
2010, Xxii + 410. F 993.

What are the roots that clutch,
what branches grow
Out of this stony rubbish? Son of man,
You cannot say, or guess, for you know only
A heap of broken images, where the sun beats,
And the dead tree gives no shelter,
the cricket no relief,
And the dry stone no sound of water.

—T S Eliot, The Waste Land

t was in a tiny advertisement in Perzbola that

I first noticed Kali’s Child. 'The ‘mystico-erotic’
subtitle sounded familiar. Our university librarian
could have discarded the torn and tattered copy
of Wendy Doniger’s early work Asceticism and
Eroticism in the Mythology of Siva. That he chose
to pass it on to me appeared both mystical and
tantalizing. In retrospect, it seems to have beena
teleological hint: ‘Be prepared for stronger doses
of the theme, this time directed exclusively at your
dear and real Ramakrishna!” My hunch was con-
firmed when [ received a copy of Kali’s Child from
friends in the US.

Ower the years almost all the studies explored
by the two distinguished authors of Interpreting
Ramakrishna have reached me. Among the recent
ones is David Gordon White's study of Yogini Hri-
daya [ Kaulajnananirnaya), published—naturally,
and almost inevitably—from the University of
Chicago. It is ironical that though Chicago is the
city from where Swami Vivekananda declared
the imperative need for respect and reverence
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for the faiths of ‘others’, the university press of
this very city keeps publishing books that are
conspicuous for their intolerable insensitivity to
Hindu or Indic traditions.

Meanwhile, Dr Pratap Sri-Ram Sundar, a
friend in Boston, sent me a photocopy of Malcolm
McLean’s translation of the 8ri Svi Ramakrishna
Kathamrita (Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna). I was
left dumbfounded when I failed to find anything
new about the ‘secret’ passages that the author of
Kali’s Child would have us believe lie scattered in
there, and which I fondly hoped to read. That the
residue of a response left my mind after it survived
the exposure to such studies may sound rhetorical,
but I must still state my thoughts openly: These
studies are indeed seething cauldrons of erotic
motifs ready to implode, only to find safety valves
in the authors’ distorted visions of tantra that give
them academic credentials and even, ashappened
with Jeffrey Kripal, prestigious awards. In these
studies tantra is facilely equated with vamachara,
in which everything can be made to look erotico-
mystical or mystico-erotic, depending on which
aspect you privilege.

I'sat and wrote a hundred-page critique before
stopping in my tracks. The stench stirred up by
several aspects of the *hermeneutic of suspicion’
was overwhelming. The related analytical appar-
atus—unfailingly hegemonic—shocked me: One
is supposed to take for granted that translations by
‘native’ scholars are a conspiracy in international
‘cover-ups’; that all religious biographies— par-
ticularly those of Ramakrishna by his disciples—
are nothing but hagiography and therefore hazy
concoctions born ofindiscriminate devotions that
since textual and sexual politics are intertwined,
terms like “woman and gold’, which Sri Rama-
krishna uses freely, must necessarily be sexist and
so should be beaten hollow; and, above all, one
should dig deep into submerged motives such as

parental loss, mother fixation, and infantile erotic
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longings lying locked up in the unconscious as
hetero- or homo-phobias. It is a minor miracle
that I taught Freud for two decades without be-
coming a ‘nut’

My critique landed in the dustbin. America is
certainly better positioned in terms of ‘woman
and gold’ If, as the authors of Interpreting Rama-
krishna say, Bengali intellectuals are of no great
significance to Western scholars (74), I stand no-
where. In my own mother tongue, of course, there
is enough subversion of even the Indian epics. It
has, for instance, been said that the Ramayana is
rank bawdry, ranku, and the Mahabharata a bla-
tant fabrication, bonku.

1 may sound emotional. However, I found un-
expected support in Martha C Nussbaum, who
wrote: ‘It might seem very strange that emotions
are forms of judgment ... judgments in which
people acknowledge great importance, for their
own flourishing, of things they do not fully con-
trol—and acknowledge their neediness before
the world and its events.” (Upheaval of Thought:
The Intelligence of Emotions; Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2001, p.22 and 90). But in her recent
book The Clash Within, Nussbaum also has a
clear, albeit muted, appreciation for Kali’s Child
asan outstanding contribution in uncovering the
mystico-erotic link. What is of greater interest to
me, though, is something different. I venture to
think that unless Western scholars learn to put
their views forward gracefully—with true con-
cern and sensitivity for cultural specifics—‘in-
siders’ will resort to other methods forcefully.

It is against this background that Interprer-
ing Ramakrishna appears both graceful in its at-
titude and forceful in its arguments. It is devoid
of rhetoric or tricky play on words. If I felt I was
being drowned in the spate of ‘tantric’ studies on
Ramakrishna, I found myself surfacing through
the authors’ vibrant insights and comprehensive
and balanced approach that takes in its stride
both the ‘intimate enemy’ and the sympathizer
outside. The authors neither dismiss nor elevate
any approach. I would describe their ‘method’ as
embodying the true Paramahamsa way: separate
the nourishing milk from the apparently muddy
waters, like the celestial swan.

One can put it in another way: Accept argu-
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ments with willing and fruitful suspension of all
suspicion, and yet offer a critique that fulfils rather
than destroys any argument, however weird or
wild it may appear to be. Above everything else,
the authors have commendably balanced their
commitment to the institutional norms of the
Ramakrishna Order, to which they belong, while
retaining their autonomy as disinterested dis-
passionate researchers. The one does not tame
or eliminate the other. This is quite a tightrope
walk. The crucial insight is the following: ‘Inter-
pretations of Ramakrishna have frequently pro-
vided more insight into the interpreters and their
cultural presuppositions than into Ramakrishna
himself’ (92). I would replace ‘frequently’ with

‘almost always’

The tightly woven plan and structure of the
book—crafted over long years of study and
research—is a model of intricate interrelated-
ness. There are six chapters. We begin with a
brief history of Ramakrishna scholarship, ap-
proach Kali’s Child next, and are then treated to
a history of the debate regarding especially the
mystico-erotic nexus. This is seen as being natur-
ally linked to interpreting in cross-cultural con-
texts and is followed by the most crucial aspect
of the research: documentation and translation
issues. This chapter, I felt, ought to have been
more suggestive.

The results are there for any reader to see. Of
great interest is the frankness and scrupulous hon-
esty of scholarship. One finds refreshingly candid
reassessments of the early biographers of Rama-
krishna, notably Max Miiller and Romain Rolland.
While Max Miiller was ‘poised between patron-
izing devaluation or outright dismissal’, Rolland
had his own agenda: He saw ‘Ramakrishna as
India’s restorative to a European dystopia’, and
settled ‘into a European Romantic fantasy which
succeeded in obscuring Ramakrishna as thor-
oughly as any other Orientalist. Rolland’s was
not Ramakrishna; it was Europe’ (31-2).

But the most fascinating are views the authors
present about Christopher Isherwood. Here is a
typical case of balancing institutional norms with
individual autonomy. When Swami Vidyatma-
nanda—one of the most balanced writers on
Ramakrishna Vedanta—felt that Isherwood’s
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biography of Ramakrishna was not as good as
expected, Isherwood agreed and said, ‘T could
probably give a much more vivid impression
of Ramakrishna when talking to a sympathetic
stranger in a bar, after several drinks’ (40). This is
certainly playful and frank; but one wonders that
while creativity can help write a brilliantly en-
gaging book on Ramakrishna, the core of Rama-
krishna’s life and message may not have effectively
touched such writers. One may juxtapose Frank
Kermode’s review of Isherwood’s book with the
above statement by Isherwood; Kermode found
the book lacking in ‘all irony, all criticism’; Isher-
wood was clearly not directly engaging and be-
guiling the reader (43—4).

Isherwood’s remarks about writing a better
book and his critics’ demand for beguiling the
reader are, in fact, the basic planks of ‘tantric’
studies on Ramakrishna. They assume different
forms, but these ‘scholars’, it seems to me, are
looking only for grafting ‘beguiling’ erotic items
on to the Ramakrishna narrative. In short, there
seems to be an imperative urge for sexual read-
ings. And in this regard, the East-West divide is
conspicuously vanishing.

This trend is amply evident in the enormous
material culled, described, and analysed—often
too elaborately for my squeamish taste—by the
authors of this book. From Jeffrey Masson, Wal-
ter Neevel, and Carl Olson, through T G Vaidya-
nathan, Sudhir Kakar, and others, to Kripal and
beyond, we have citations that are so graphic and
discussed in so forthright a manner that I found
myself a bit puzzled: for a book of this nature, to
make a point, is it necessary to lay before the read-
ers such threadbare details?

This is not a matter of moral policing. It seems
to me a problem of sensitivity. One can be sensi-
tive without being prudish or doctrinaire. This is
evident in the incredible patience and balance that
have gone into the making of this book in general
and the issues of documentation and translation
in particular. As irrefutably demonstrated, Kali’s
Child is built on fabricated major premises and
highly distorted translations that claim to recover
the untranslatable nuances of Bengali texts. “With
manufactured unease’, say the authors, Kripal in-
vokes ‘the specter of scandal’ about Ramakrishna
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and the blatant concoctions about his behaviour
as being ‘troubling’ and ‘troubled’ Parents, ac-
cording to the hyperactive hunches of Kripal,
were ‘shocked by [Ramakrishna’s] eroticized
language’ (279). Even the Master’s parents are
not exempt from Kripal’s weirdly fertile fancies:
Ramakrishna’s mother, for instance, had ‘noctur-
nal dreams’ which—one can make an easy guess
by now—are ‘erotic encounters’.

Another of Kripal’s favourite ploys is ‘the uni-
versalizing of one element ... and creating from
it a general statement about Ramakrishna’s be-
havior and the reaction it received ... a common
thread which can be found throughout the course
of Kali’s Child’ (280). Every gesture and act of
Ramakrishna is trivialized through idiosyncratic
translations from Bengali texts. The whole pro-
cess is meticulously unravelled by the two authors
in the chapter on documentation and transla-
tion. The fabrications ought to have been, I feel,
a shameful embarrassment even to an American
sophomore. In fact, when I read Kali’s Child, 1
got the eerie impression of it being the scriptof a
cheap American flick.

It is in this chapter on documentation and
translation treasons that the book sets particu-
larly high standards of accuracy and accountabil-
ity, which should mark any cross-cultural study.

But, in spite of all this effort, will the tantric
leopards change their spots? I doubt it. “The philo-
sophical hegemony of the Western world’—these
are Richard King’s words—cannot be easily un-
settled. The authors are aware of this when they
write: ‘As recent Western cultural history has
taken its bends and curves over the past century,
Ramakrishna studies has been pulled along on a
parallel journey, driven as it were, by changing
intellectual paradigms which reflected Europe’s
and North America’s changing values and cultural
assumptions. Yet studies on Ramakrishna, at least
those done in the West to this date, have not in-
corporated the enormous religious, philosophical
or cultural background found in Ramakrishna’s
own tradition’ (356).

It is therefore not surprising that even Inter-
preting Ramakrishna had to make Kali’s Child a
catalyst to break new ground. All the same, itis a
remarkable example of incredible inwardness with
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the various aspects of Ramakrishna as a global
phenomenon. The authors blend this deep aware-
ness with the rigorous—and often uncomfortably
rigid—Western academic agenda on research pro-
jects. The attitude is remarkably humane and the
unified sensibility of the authors shows no cracks.
Asa former editor of Vedanta Kesari, Tyagananda
brings his editorial expertise, and Vrajaprana, if I
infer correctly from her writings, her transparent
clarity and forthrightness to the project.

Now what should beckon them is precisely
what they have suggested. Focus on the philo-
sophical and hermeneutical heritage of Indic
traditions—so gloriously exemplified in the
Ramakrishna-Vedanta texts. They should work
this out not as an alternative frame but as an
indispensable integral component of global
cultural and religious traditions. Only then
can the hegemonic milieu that exists today be
neutralized.

If Kali’s Child represents the centrality of
Western academic hegemony, Interpreting Rama-
krishna jolts that centrality. If Kali’s Child is
being looked upon, as the authors say, ‘as an
axial work for future Ramakrishna scholarship
and has already been used as such’, Interpreting
Ramakrishna offers, in revisiting Kali’s Child, a
comprehensively corrective mini-encyclopaedia, a
companion to the whole range of “tantric’ studies
in general. Above all, free from that dull aesthetic
pain inflicted by most research studies, Interpret-
ing Ramakrishna can be enjoyed as an unstop-
pable narrative with the occasional exquisite but
bitingly funny turn of phrase and with exciting
little-known facts about well-known people, in-
cluding some very distinguished swamis of the
Ramakrishna Order.

In his foreword, Huston Smith commends
the authors of this book for their self-respect
in standing up to Kali’s Child wisely and with
dignity’. May I add that in this they have stood
up for all admirers and devotees of this unique
phenomenon known as Ramakrishna. The land
laid waste has been truly reclaimed for truthful
cultivation.

<

Dy M Sivaramkrishna

Former Head, Department of English
Osmania University, Hyderabad
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The The Doctrine of Bhakti in
h e of Bhakii - N
Vailaona vesnrs,  Vallabha Vedanta

K Narain

Udayana Kumar Srivastava for In-
dological Research Centre, PB 35, Su-
kulpura, PO Mahmoorgan], Varanasi
221 oro. E-mail: frcons@rediffinail
COME. 2009, 128 PP. 7 295.

allabhacharya, of the fifteen century CE, was
born in a Telugu brahmana family. His advent
was the need of the hour, when the Mohammedan
hordes were destroying Hindu temples and Bud-
dhist viharas and putting to the sword Hindus
and Buddhists who were not willing to be con-
verted to Islam. The hapless people needed some-
thing that would give an immediate assurance of
safety. Vallabha was able to help them by crys-
tallizing the path of bhakti as image-worship in
an admirable manner. He travelled throughout
India and had many memorable experiences. To-
wards the end of his life, he took sannyasa and
entered jala-samadhbi in the Ganga at Varanasi.
His works numbering twelve include Tattvartha
Dipa Nibbandha and Subbedhini. The very popular
‘Madhurashtakam’ is Vallabhacharya’s gift to the
Krishna/Vaishanava school of bhakti.

Dr K Narain’s subject is Vallabhacharya’s
philosophy known as Brahmavada—Suddha-
dvaita—which sees the ultimate Reality as having
innumerable attributes like Consciousness and
Bliss. Thereis no place here for ‘the dubious and in-
explicable (anirvacaniva) principle of May&’ (22).

Brahman, which is everything, has attributes—
including what seems contradictory—too: ‘Like
Ramanuja, Madhva and other Vaisnavites he is
vehemently opposed to any conception of Brah-
man which considers It as indeterminate and be-
reft of attributes. To him, Brahman is essentially
qualified by attributes, is perfect and is unlim-
ited by time and space. Not only is Brahman the
substrate of qualities, He is also the ground and
substratum of contradictory qualities as demon-
strated by innumerable srutis’ (23).

Moksha is the ideal cherished by human beings,
but Vallabha does not favour it as the summum
bonum of life. Experiencing the Divine on earth
is the real Ananda for which we should strive for:
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“To him [Vallabha], the Supreme Experience of
Illimitable Bliss consists only in the direct know-
ledge and immediate experience of Purusottama
and participation in His Eternal Sport’ (32). Dis-
cussing in detail the ‘means’ of attaining deliv-
erance, Dr Narain points out that more than
instruments like karma and jnana, itis devotion
that marks the sure unfailing path towards de-
liverance in Vallabha’s philosophy. Devotion to
Sri Krishna forms the vital springs of this phil-
osophy—it is to live constantly in the conscious-
ness of Sri Krishna.

“The real nature and character of “service” to
Lord Krsna is always mental; it is only for its
achievement that physical and monetary service
has to be resorted to during the preliminary stage
leading to purified mental state of unhampered
loving contemplation of the Divine Person, called
Bhakti, which ultimately leads to the true know-
ledge of Purusottama’s nature (seariapa) and im-
mortality and freedom of man’ (63).

Dr Narain then takes us to the concluding
movement of his text, detailing various levels
of devotion according to Vallabha as well as the
theory and practice for each level. In this connec-
tion the games of Sri Krishna in Vrindavan are
relevant to the modern man also—though they
belong to the distant past, they continue to be
enacted in the devotee’s heart. The omnipotent
and omnipresent Krishna continues to bless such
devotees externally and internally, drawing them
away from the world and its objects. The Delight
of Existence alone becomes the Reality. Avoid-
ing academic dryness, The Doctrine of Bhakti in
Valiabba Veddnta is an erudite book of philosophy
to understand a major pathway to God opened by
the Bhakti movement.

Prema Nandakumar

Researcher and Literary Critic
Srirangam

TOWARDS THE!
i goar TE

Towards The Goal
Mrs Vandana Sarathy and
Dr Rajeev Ramakrishna

Chitkala Centre, 12 A Fletcher Av-
enue, Blackehurst, wsw 2221, Aus-
tralia. 2009. vi + 123 pp. Australian
Dollars 10.

wami Vivekananda wanted the message of

Vedanta to gradually percolate global con-
sciousness. This book is an account of the Ved-
anta movement in Australia. Mrs Elsie Picket did
the pioneering Vedanta work and later Swami
Ranganathananda was instrumental in consoli-
dating the subsequent opening of a centre of the
Ramakrishna Mission in Sydney in 2000,

The book starts with brief introductions to
Vedanta, Sri Ramakrishna, Sri Sarada Devi, and
Swami Vivekananda, and traces the origin of
the Ramakrishna movement. The parents of the
authors, Dr and Mrs Ramakrishna were key fig-
ures in the spread of the message of Vedanta in
Australia. They hosted the swamis frequently vis-
iting the continent before the opening of a centre
of the Order.

The book, after describing the development
of the Vedanta movement in Australia, ends
with a hopeful note for its future. The appendi-
ces contain brief biographical sketches of Swami
Ranganathananda, Swami Damodarananda,
Swami Sridharananda— present head of the Ved-
anta centre in Sydney—Mrs Vilma Spencer, Dr
B Ramakrishna, and Mrs Kanaka Ramakrishna.
Containing valuable photographs, this is an en-
gaging historical account for admirers of the Ved-
anta movement. The words of HW Longfellow
at the end of the book, reflect the tempo of the
movement: ‘Still achieving, still pursuing.

Swami Narasimbananda
Advaita Ashrama, Kolkata

BOOKS RECEIVED

Conversations between

God and Man

G Venkataraman

Sri Sathya SaiSadhana Trust, Prashan-
ti Nilayam, Anantapur 515 134. Web-
site: www srisathyasaiorgin. 2009,
xii+ 244 pp.7 é0.

“The essence of the Gita as needed for modern
times’ by a physicist deeply interested in spiritual
verities,

PB January 2011



REPORTS

New Sub-centre

Shyampukur Bati, where Sri Ramakrishna
stayed for seventy days before moving to
Cossipore garden-house, has been taken
over by the Ramakrishna Math, Belur, and
made a sub-centre of the Ramakrishna Math
(Balaram Mandir), Kolkata. A function was
organized on 18 November 2010 in which Sri-
mat Swami Aumasthanandaji Maharaj, Presi-
dent, Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna
Mission, gave a benedictory speech and Swami
Prabhananda, General Secretary, Ramakrishna
Math and Ramakrishna Mission, addressed the
gathering. Many monks and devotees attended
the function. The address of this new sub-centre
is Ramakrishna Math (Shyampukur Bati), ss A,
Shyampukur Street, Kolkata 700 oo4; Phone:
(33) 2555 8580.

News from Branch Centres
The new office block at Ramakrishna Sarada-

shrama, Ponnampet, was inaugurated on 15
September.

From 13 to 24 November Ramakrishna Math,
Allahabad, organized the closing function of its
centenary celebrations with a devotees’ conven-
tion, a public meeting, and religious discourses.

Sri Shekhar Dutta, Governor of Chhartisgarh,
inaugurated the four-day sports meet organized
by Ramakrishna Mission Ashrama, Narain-
pur, from 18 to 21 November. Abourt 2,000
school children from 36 schools of Narainpur
and Kanker districts participated in the meet.

On 28 November Sri Anupam Ray, Counsel-
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Room where Sri Ramalrishna stayed at Shyampukur, now a shrine

lor, Permanent Mission of India to the United
Nations, visited the Vedanta Society, New
York, and released the book Celebrating Shri
Ramakrishna by Swami Tathagatananda.

As a part of the centenary celebration of the
Ramakrishna movement in Kadapa, the Rama-
krishna Mission, Kadapa, conducted an all
Andhra Pradesh written quiz contest based on
the life and teachings of Swami Vivekananda.
In all, 79,902 students from 759 educational in-
stitutions participated.

On the initiative of the Ramakrishna Math,
Bangalore, the crossroad nearest to the math
and joining the Bull Temple Road has been
named Sri Sarada Devi Raste.

Ramakrishna Mission Vivekananda Smriti
Mandir, Khetri, conducted a child eye-care pro-
gramme in which 12,000 students of so schools
in and around Khetri underwent eye check-up.
Of these, 1191 students with refractory errors
were given free glasses.

Achievements

On 14 November Bhilai Steel Plant conferred
the Bhilai Mitra Puraskar on Ramakrishna
Mission Ashrama, Narainpur, for the centre’s
excellent welfare activities for the poor and back-
ward people. The award carries a memento with
citation.
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Teachers and staff of Sarada Kindergar ten, Singapore

The Sarada Kindergarten of the Ramakrishna
Mission, Singapore, won the following presti-
gious MOE-AECES 2010 awards: (i) ‘Distinction’
for innovation, (ii) “Merit’ for outstanding kin-
dergarten teacher, and (iii) ‘Merit’ for good prac-
tices. Mr Masagos Zulkifli, Minister of State for
Education and Home Affairs, Singapore, handed
over the awards on 23 November. These awards
are jointly presented by M0E (Ministry of Edu-
cation) and AECES (Association of Early Child-
hood Educators Singapore).

Relief

Winter Relief . 2,189 blankets were distrib-
uted through the following centres to needy
people: Belgharia: 1,989; Jalpaiguri: 200.

Drought Relief . Sargachhi centre sunk
4 tube-wells (2 in Sargachhi village and 2 in
Baninathpore village) to help people suffering
from water scarcity.

Distress Relief . The following centres
distributed various items to needy people:
Belgharia: 1,573 saris, 157 dhotis, 374 lungis,
1,358 pants, 1,516 shirts, and 2,146 children’s
garments; Cooch Behar: 317 saris, 63 dhotis,
20 lungis, and 102 pairs of socks.

Flood Rehabilitation . Belgaum centre
continued the construction of 213 houses for
the victims of the October 2009 flood at Gokak
and Sindhanur taluks in Belgaum and Raichur
districts respectively. Till December the centre
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had erected 130 houses up to the plinth level,
7 to the lintel level, and 59 to the roof level.

Pilgrim Service . On 17 November, the
sacred Jugal Parikrama day, Vrindaban centre
conducted a medical camp in which 200 pil-
grims were provided first aid.

Free Eye Camps

Free eye camps are regularly conducted by many
centres of the Ramakrishna Mission. A cumulatve
reportis given in the table below, covering the period
from 1 December 2009 to 30 November 2010, A
total of 40,241 patients were treated and 6,707 free

cataract surgeries were performed. ols
Catid Patients Surgeries
Treated Performed
Baranagar Math’ 66 27
Belgaum’ 1,351 294
Chandigarh’ 531 44
Cherrapunjee 52 o
Chennai Math 853 7z
Garbeta 1,199 188
Jamshedpur 479 152
Khetri? 1,410 295
Limbdi 549 99
Lucknow 14,309 2,072
Madurai 194 o
Mayavati 773 104
Medinipur 627 94
Mumbai’ 466 94
Narainpur 295 210
Porbandar? 1,540 143
Rajkot’ 3890 371
Salem 4,436 91
Sargachhi 293 51
Sikra Kulingram 125 30
Silchar 2,141 410
Ulsoor’ 4,297 1814
Vadodara 365 52
Total 40,241 6,707

"Indudes data for Novermnber 2009
?Indudes data for September 2009
¥Includes data for August and Septernber 2009
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KASC

¢ Measurement and Testing Instruments
¢ Data Acquisition Systems

¢ Encoders

o Motion Controllers

o Pressure Calibrators

e Pressure Controllers

e Pressure Scanners

Indian Marketers of:

%s Pressure Systems Inc.
1}

Aer0 suprosT comporanion 25 FAULHABER
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The Oriental Science Apparatus Workshops
MANUFACTURERS & EXPORTERS OF OPTICAL, ELECTRICAL, ELECTRONIC & SCIENTIFIC INSTRUMENTS
Jawaharlal Nehru Marg, Ambala Cantt 133001, Haryana, India
Ph: 2633834, 2641395 e Fax: 0171-2643180 ¢ Email: osaw_export@hotmail.com

OSAW (INDIA) Estd: 1919

Our Range of Products includes: Wide
Range of AnalogMeters, SpotGalvanometers,
Electrical Measuring Equipment, Kelvin
Bridges, Vernier Potentimeter, Anderson &
Single Phase Wattmeters Meghachm meters
Digital Multimeter Optical Instruments Like
Interferometers, Catheometers Polarimeters

& Moisture Testing Machine.

AN ISO 9001-2000 Certified Co.

TECHNO ENGINEERING

EXFERTS IN FROJECT ENGINEERING, OVERHAUL, AND MAINTENANCE
Hirapur, Deriachak, Purba Medinipur, West Bengal 721151
Ph: 03228231651 (O), 03228-251696, 231706 (R) « Fax: 03228-231366
Email: deychandan12319 @rediffmail.com e Website: www.technoengineering.co.in

We are experienced in: Overhauling and

maintenance of ESP, overhauling of boiler
pressure and non-pressure parts, maintenance
of aviation obstruction light at 220 metre high
chimney, erection and maintenance of coal

handling plant, overhauling of coal mill, erection
and commissioning of dry flyash handling system,
ammonia flue gas conditioning system, erection
of CBFC boiler, structural fabrication and
erection of ore handling plant, and maintenance
of CHP coal handling plant.

QOur projects include: Kolaghat Thermal
Power Station, Vedanta Aluminium, Jharsuguda,
Bandel Thermal Power Station, Bakreswar
Thermal Power Project, Sagardighi Thermal
Power Project, and Indian Iron and Steel

Company, Burnpur.
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“Drinking the cup of desire, the
world becomes mad.” Day and
night never come together, so

desire and the Lord can never

come together.

— Swami Vivekananda

TRIO PROCESS

OFFSET ® LETTERPRESS ® SILKSCREEN

P-128, C.I.T. Road, Scheme LII, Kolkata 700014
Phone: 22650789 / 3400
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GipidiEoxeo

3B Chatu Babu Lane, Kolkata 700014, West Bengal
Phone: 22650829 / 22659787 / 65217632

Packaging materials for Dairy and

Food Industry, Carton Manufacturer,

Four Colour Offset Printing, Computer

Graphics, Lamination, and Corruga-
tion all under one roof.
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Healthy Values of
Living
by Swami Tathagatananda

The erosion of positive, life-build-

ing values is a major problem facing the

present day society. The various topics discussed

in this book all point to holistic living, as opposed to modern living

which is bereft of spiritual insight. The holistic attitude of life can be

cultivated and stability and integrity of life can be actualized by sincere
efforts irrespective of our station in life.

Pages 152 | Price T 45
Puacking & Postage: Rs. 30

Realizing God

Lectures on Vedanta by Swami Prabhavananda

This book has been edited from transcripts
of Swami Prabhavanandas lectures and talks
contained in the Archives of the Vedanta Society
of Southern California. They span the years 1935-
1976. From year to year, even from month to
month, the swami changed content when
speaking on the same topic. The lectures of
the 1960s represent him at his prime. They
illustrate the swami’s multi-faceted thinking

SRLELY g el SubJECt' Pages 490 | Price T 140
Pucking & Postage: ¥ 50
Please write to:

ADVAITA ASHRAMA, 5 Dehi Entally Road, Kolkata 700 014, India

Phones: 91-33-22644000 / 22640898 / 22862383, E-mail: mail@advaitaashrama org




Advertise with us.

Prabuddba Bharata takes varied products to audiences across the globe. With
your advertisement in this heritage journal, you can rest assured that your

quality product will reach quality buyers.

ADVERTISEMENT RATES
Number of Insertions One Three Six Twelve
. I—IalfPage < 1500 4000 7500 13000
+ Full Page <2500 G500 12000 22000
s 2nd/3rd Cover < 3000 000 15000 27000
+ Special Page 3 5000 13500 25000 45000
MECHANICAL DATA

Size of Journal
Print Area
Medium of Printing

Acceptable form of Advertisement Marter

24cmzx 18 cm
20cmzx 14 cm
Photo Offset
{(Print/ CD / Film)

Send your advertisement matter to:

ADVAITA ASHRAMA

5 Dehi Entally Road, Kolkata 700 014, India
Phones: 91-33-22644000 / 22640898 / 22862383
E-mail: mail@advairtaashrama.org
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PRAY THROUGH MUSIC

Devotional songs sung by Swami Sarvagananda available in Audio CDs:

¢ Shri Ram Tuhi Shri Krishna Tuhi (Vishnu Sahasranama and Bhajans) %70
* Judayite Chai Kothay Judai (Bengali Giti Alekhya) ... ... ... ... T 60
» Namo Bhagavate Rudraya (Shiva Vandana in Sanskrit) ... ... T 70

Packing and Postage ¥ 50 extra.

Available at:
ADVAITA ASHRAMA, 5 Dchi Entally Road, Kolkata 700 014, India
Phones: 91-33-22644000 / 22640898 / 22862383, E-mail: mail@advaitaashrama.org
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Relief of .
Tension, Depression
& Anxiety through

= Spiritual Tiying

BOOKS BY
SWAMI TATHAGATANANDA
e Light fromthe Orient... ... ... ... .o oo i iin i sl os PP.268 T 90
® Glimpses of Great Lives ... ... oo cov vev eee vee vee e vee v e e PP.259 %50
¢ Albert Einstein: His Human Side ... ... ... .. oo oo oo e e oo PP.182 T 60
* Meditation on Swami Vivekananda ... ... ... ... ... .. oo oo oo PP.318 T 70

e Journey of the Upanishads to the West ... ... ... ... ... ... ... pp.622 T180

¢ Relief of Tension, Depression & Anxiety through Spiritual Living pp. 240 50

* The Basic Ideas of Hinduism and How it is Transmitted ... ... pp-255 T80
» Swamiji’s Devotion to His Mother Bhuvaneshwari Devi ... ... pp. 32 320
e Healthy Values of Living ... oo oo v e e ven eee een e e e oee PP.152 T 45

¢ Celebrating Shri Ramakrishna ... ... ... ... oo ceo oo o o oo oo pp.260 %75

Available at:
ADVAITA ASHRAMA, 5 Dchi Entally Road, Kolkata 700 014, India
Phones: 91-33-22644000 / 22640898 / 22862383, E-mail: mail@advaitaashrama.org
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CONTRIBUTETO THE
PRABUDDHA BHARATA
CORPUS FUND!

Contribute your mite to the Prabuddha
Bharata Corpus Fund and actively
participate in this venture to propagate
Indian culture, values, philosophy, and
spirituality. Could there be a better way
to show your appreciation?

You can send your contributions by
cheque or drafts favouring ‘Prabuddba
Bharata’ to5 DehiEntallyRoad, Kolkata
700014, India or make your donations
online at www.advaitaashrama.org. All
donations are exempt from Income tax
under section 80G.

Name of the Donor: Amount
66. MPI Ethicals Pyt Ltd, Mumbai < 1,200.00
67. Baidyanath Das Biswas, Burdwan. < 5,000.00

68

. Doddiganchali Ramakrishnaioh Family 3 50,000.00

69. Sumit Kumar Munshi, Nagpur. I 501.00

70.

Dr Lalita Sanyal, Yaranasi. < 11,000.00

OF RELIGIONS, 1893
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Please write to:

ATHEWORLD PARLIAMENT PARLIAMENT OF RELIGIONS, 1893
by Lakshmi Niwas Jhunjhunwala

This book deals with with the World’s Parliament
of Religions held in Chicage in 1893. The author has
presented the story of Swami Vivekananda’s participation
in it and the stupendous success destiny bestowed on him.
The unique feature of the book is that in a brief manner it
allows the readers to have an overview of the Parliament.

Also presented here are some of the speeches of the
delegates which reflect the myriad rays of human thought
emanating from the different religions of the world.

Pages: 208 | Packing & Postage: T 30 | Price: T 80

ADVAITA ASHRAMA, 5 Dehi Entally Road, Kolkata 700 014, India
Phones: 91-33-22644000 / 22640898 / 22862383, E-mail: mail@advaitaashrama.org
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