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INTRODUCTION

FIRST OF ALL, WHAT 1S VEDANTA?

Vedanta is the philosophy of the Vedas, those Indian scrip-
tures which are the most a.cient religious writings now
known to the world. More generally speaking, the term
“Vedanta” covers not only the Vedas themselves but the
whole body of literature which explains, elaborates and com-
ments upon their teaching, right down to the present day.
The Bhagavad-Gita and the works of Shankara belong ta
Vedanta: so do many of the articles in this volume.

Vedanta is often, but less correctly, called “Hinduism”; a
foreign word. The inhabitants of India were described by the
Persians as Hindus, because they lived on the other side of
the River Sindhu (the Indus). The Persians, apparently,
could not manage the sound of the letter S.

In India today, as elsewhere, there are hundreds of sects.
Vedanta Philosophy is the basis of them all. Indeed, in its
simplest form, it may be regarded as a statement of the
Philosophia Perennis, the least common denominator of all
religious belief, which is defined by Aldous Huxley in his
article, “The Minimum Working Hypothesis.”

Reduced to its elements, Vedanta Philosophy consists of
three propositions. First, that Man’s real nature is divine.
Second, that the aim of human life is to realize this divine
nature. Third, that all religions are essentially in agreement.
We shall examine each of these in turn.

“Man’s real nature is divine”: what does this actually
mean? Vedanta asserts that the universe which is perceived
by our senses is only an appearance. It is not what it seems.
Here, the modern scientist will, of course, agree. Who would
ever suppose, in looking at a flower, a rock and a waterfall,
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that each was merely a different arrangement of identical
units? The universe is other than its outward aspect. More-
over, this outward aspect is subject to perpetual change. The
hills, said Tennyson, are shadows.

Vedanta goes on to. assert that, beneath this appearance,
this flux, there is an essential, unchanging Reality, which it
calls Brahman, the Godhead. Brahman is Existence itself,
Consciousness itself. Brahman is also said to be that almost
indefinable quality which is called in the Sanskrit language
“Ananda,” and in the Christian Bible . . . “the peace of God,
which passeth all understanding . . .” “Ananda” may be
translated not only as “peace” but also as “bliss”’; since this
absolute peace, when it is known beneath all flux, appear-
ance and unrest, must give the only permanent kind of
happiness.

At the mention of Brahman, the scientist will become
sceptical. And rightly so; for none of his apparatus is capa-
ble of detecting the existence of this fundamental Reality.
Vedanta will reply that this proves nothing, either way. The
scientist cannot possibly detect Brahman, because scientific
analysis depends, necessarily, upon the evidence of the five
senses, and Brahman is beyond all sense-perception. Why, it
will be asked, should we believe with Vedanta instead of
doubting with the scientist? But the answer to this question
must be delayed for a moment, until we begin to consider
the nature of the mystical experience.

Let us assume, in the meanwhile, that Brahman does exist.
If there is indeed an essential Reality, a Godhead, in the uni-
verse, then it follows that this Reality must be omnipresent.
It must be within each one of us; within every creature and
object. It does not matter exactly what we mean by “within”:
that is a point for theologians to argue. Let us say simply, at
the risk of offending the exponents of semantics, that Brah-
man is our real, essential nature. When speaking of Brahman-
within-the-creature, Vedanta uses, for convenience, another
term, “the Atman.” The Atman, in Christian terminology,
is God Immanent; Brahman is God Transcendent. Atman
and Brahman are one.

And now, with the second of the Vedanta propositions, we
come to most of our difficulties. The aim of human life, we
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are told, is to realize the Atman, our essential nature, and
hence our identity with the one, underlying Reality.

Why? How? Who says so? How does he know?

In the first place, why? The answer to this question is by
no means evident to the majority of people alive on earth
today. Human life has many apparent aims: we can find them
stated in the headlines and advertisements of any newspaper.
Win the war. Win the peace. Get your man. Get a home. Get
a better job. Become beautiful. Become strong. Become edu-
cated. Such are our objectives. And millions strive for them,
with the greatest courage and devotion, year after year.

To seek to realize my essential nature is to admit that I
am dissatisfied with my nature as it is at present. It is to ad-
mit that I am dissatisfied with the kind of life I am leading
now. But am I, honestly? Oh yes, we admit our faults. We
admit that the political and economic condition of the world
leaves much to be desired. But we are optimistic. We believe
in patching up and muddling through. We are prepared to
take the rough with the smooth. We have our moments of
triumph, we enjoy periods of vivid happiness; and for these
we are ready to pay, if we must, with spells of disappoint-
ment, boredom, regret. On the whole, the majority of us are
content. The great mass of normally healthy, well-adjusted
men and women, absorbed in their families and their jobs,
will protest: “‘Leave us alone. We are well enough off as we
are.

“Are you? We doubt it,” say Buddha, Jesus, Shankara,
Shakespeare and Tolstoy. And they proceed to point out, in
their different languages and figures of speech, that death
brings an end to all desire, that worldly wealth is a house
built upon the sand, that the beautiful body is a decaying
bag of filth, that ambition will be pricked like an inflated
bladder, that our bustling activity resembles the antics of
patients in a madhouse. Their words depress us: for the truth
is obvious, if we consider it. But we do not wish to consider
it. There is no time, we say. We are in the midst of whatever
we are doing. Action is begetting action. To pause, to philos-
ophize, seems feeble, cowardly, and even downright wicked.
So we dismiss our prophets as pessimists, and their teaching
as other worldly defeatism. We hurry away with a sigh, re-
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solved to have our fun while we can, or, at any rate, to get on
with the next job.

But suppose I really am dissatisfied with my life and my-
self. Suppose I have actually attained some of the world’s
advertised objectives, and found beyond them an emptiness,
a teasing question which I cannot answer. I am confronted
with Life’s subtlest riddle: the riddle of human boredom. In
my desperation, I am ready to assume, provisionally, that this
Atman, this essential nature, does exist within me, and does
offer me a lasting strength, wisdom, peace and happiness.
How am I to realize this nature? How am I to enjoy it?

The answer is given, unanimously, by all the teachers and
prophets. It is very disconcerting:

“By ceasing to be yourself.”

“What do you mean? That’s nonsense. How can I stop be-
ing myself? I'm Christopher Isherwood, or I'm nothing.”

“You are the Atman.”

“Then why do I think I'm myself?”

“Because of your ignorance. Christopher Isherwood is only
an appearance, a part of the apparent universe. He is a con-
stellation of desires and impulses. He reflects his environ-
ment. He repeats what he has been taught. He mimics the
social behaviour of his community. He copies gestures like a
monkey and intonations like a parrot. All his actions are con-
ditioned by those around him, however eccentric and in-
dividual he may seem to be. He is subject to suggestion, cli-
mate, disease and the influence of drugs. He is changing all
the time. He has no essential reality.”

“How did this ignorance start? What caused it?”’

Here, the prophets will give slightly different answers.
Buddha will refuse to discuss the question at all, saying that
it is not important. When the house is burning, does it mat-
ter if the man who fired it had red hair? It is only necessary
that we should realize that the house is burning. Or, to put it
more mildly, that we should be dissatisfied with our present
condition and ready to do something about it.

Christian theology will speak of Original Sin, and postulate
a fall of Man from consciousness of his divine nature. Vedanta
does not accept this idea. It conceives of a universe coexistent
with Brahman, equally beginningless and endless. Even if
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this universe should apparently be destroyed, it will only
have gone back into a kind of seed-state, a phase of potential-
ity, from which, ir due time, it will re-emerge. Vedanta
teaches that the stuff of this universe is an effect or power of
Brahman. It stands to Brahman in the same relation as heat
to fire. They are inseparable. Yet Brahman does not inter-
vene in the world’s affairs. The question “why does God
permit evil?” is, to a Vedantist, as meaningless as “why does
God permit good?” The fire burns one man and warms an-
other, and is neither kind nor cruel.

An inhuman philosophy? Certainly. Brahman is not hu-
man. We must beware of thinking about the Reality in rela-
tive terms. It is not simply a giant person. It has nothing to
do with our shifting standards of good and evil, pleasure,
unhappiness, right and wrong.

“Very well: we’ll forget about the cause of my ignorance.
Now how do I stop being Christopher Isherwood?”

“By ceasing to believe that you are. What is this belief?
Egotism, nothing else: an egotism which is asserted and rein-
forced by hundreds of your daily actions. Every time you
desire, or fear, or hate; every time you boast or indulge your
vanity; every time you struggle to get something for yourself,
you are really asserting: ‘I am a separate, unique individual.
I stand apart from everything else in this universe.” But you
don’t, you know. The scientist will agree with me that you
don’t. Every living creature and every object are interrelated,
biologically, psychologically, physically, politically, econom-
ically. They are all of a piece.”

“So I merely have to stop believing I'm an individual?”

“It isn’t so easy. First, you must start acting as though you
had ceased to believe it. Try to overcome this possessive atti-
tude toward your actions. Stop taking credit for your suc-
cesses. Stop bemoaning your failures, and making excuses for
them. Stop worrying so much about results. Just do the best
you can. Work for the work’s sake. Think of your body, if
you like, as an instrument.”

“Whose instrument?”

“The instrument of the Atman.”

“Why should I work for the Atman? It doesn’t need my
help.”
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“There is no question of helping the Atman. All work
done in this spirit is symbolic, like ritual. It becomes a form
of worship.”

“How dull that sounds! Where’s the inducement? What's
the motive?”

“Love.”

“You mean, I should love the Atman? How can I?”

“You love Christopher Isherwood, don't you?”

“Yes, I suppose so. Most of the time. When I don’t hate
him.”

“Then you ought to love your real Self much more. The
Atman is perfect. Christopher Isherwood isn’t.”

“But I know him. I've never seen the Atman. I'm not even
sure it exists.”

“Try to feel that it exists. Think about it. Pray to it. Medi-
tate on it. Know that you are it.”

“You mean, hypnotize myself?”

“If it's nothing but auto-hypnosis, you'll soon find out.
Hypnosis wouldn’t give you any lasting results. It wouldn't
give you the peace and understanding you are looking for. It
wouldn’t transform your character. Neither would alcohol,
for that matter, or any other drug. I'm only asking you to
try it. This is a matter for personal experiment.”

“All right. What else am I to do?”

“Judge every thought and every action from this stand-
point: ‘Does it make me freer, less egotistic, more aware of
the Reality; or does it attach me more tightly to the illusion
of individual separateness?’ You'll find, in practice, that cer-
tain thoughts and actions obstruct your progress. Give them
up. Other thoughts and actions will assist your progress. Cul-
tivate them.”

“Tell me some.”

“Chastity, truthfulness, charity toward others.”

“Chastity? I'm to give up sex?”

“You'll find you have to, sooner or later.”

“Why? It's not wrong.”

“I never said it was. But what does it lead to? Attachment
to this world of appearance. An added conviction that you
are Christopher Isherwood, not the Atman.”
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“Oh, you just hate the world, that’s alll”

“It's you who hate the world, in your heart of hearts. You
are bound to hate it, because you know only its appearance,
and its appearance seems to end in death. But I see the Real-
ity within the appearance. I see the world within Reality.
And I love it as I love the Reality itself.”

“I must say, all this sounds very selfish. I'm to spend the
rest of my life trying to know my real nature. Thinking about
myself, in fact. What about my neighbours? Am I to forget
them altogether? What about social service? What about my
duty to the community?”

“‘As soon as you stert thinking and acting in the way I have
shown you, your life will be nothing but social service. You
will be more available to your neighbours than ever before,
because you will be less egotistic. You will do your duty to
the community far better, because your motives will be less
mixed with vanity and the desire for power and self-adver-
tisement. You think you love some of your neighbours now.
You cannot dream how you will love them all, when you be-
gin to see the Reality within each human being, and to un-
derstand his absolute identity with yourself. What is it that
your neighbour needs most? Isn’t it just that reassurance,
that knowledge and peace which are the objects of your
search? How can you transmit them to others, until you have
won them for yourself? By helping yourself, you are helping
mankind. By helping mankind, you are helping yourself.
That's the law of all spiritual progress.”

“Provided, of course, that the Reality exists.”

“The Reality does exist.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I have experienced it.”

“Why should I believe you?”

‘“‘Because you can experience it for yourself.”

There we have it, our greatest difficulty. There the scien-
tist cannot help us. He only shrugs his shoulders and says
“perhaps.” The prophet tells us that he has seen God, and
we have each of us to make up our minds whether to believe
him or not. (I have discussed this question more fully in my
article: “‘Hypothesis and Belief.”)



VEDANTA For The Western World 8

In order to be able to decide if the prophet is telling the
truth or lying, we shall have to investigate the mystical ex-
perience for ourselves. This can be done in two ways: from
the outside, by studying the biographies and writings of the
saints; and from the inside, by following the instructions
they have given us. To follow these instructions is to lead
what Christians call “the unitive life.” In Sanskrit, the word
for this unitive life is “Yoga,” from which is derived our Eng-
lish word “yoke,” i.e., union. Yoga is the technique of union
with the Atman. The various stages of Yoga are outlined in
several of Swami Prabhavananda’s articles. '

However we may choose to explain it, the historical fact
remains that thousands of men and women, belonging to
every century, country and social class, have attempted, with
apparent success, to follow this unitive way of life. Accord-
ing to the evidence of their contemporaries, they have under-
gone that slow, strange transformation, that inncr process of
readjustment, which ends in what is called sainthood. Hun-
dreds of them, Christian, Vedantist, Buddhist, Taoist, Sufi
and Jew, have left records of their experience; and these rec-
ords show remarkable similarity. Remarkable, because the
saints themselves are so very different. Some are devotional
in the extreme: they worship the Reality in human form, a
Krishna, a Rama, a Christ, with ecstasies of love. Some medi-
tate on the impersonal Brahman, with the seeming coldness
of pure discrimination, bowing before no altar or image.
Some have visions. Some have powers over material nature,
and can heal the sick. Some live in caves or cells: some in
crowded cities. Some are great orators: some refuse to utter a
word. Some are laughed at and believed to be mad: some are
respected for their qualities of clear judgment and sanity.
Some are martyred.

It is upon the natute of the final mystical experience that
all agree. What is this experience? It seems that when the
ego-sense has, through constant self-discipline, grown very
weak, there comes a moment (it may be the moment of death)
at which the presence of the essential nature is no longer
concealed. The saint becomes aware that the Atman actually
does exist. Further, he experiences the nature of the Atman
as his own nature. He knows he is nothing but Reality. This
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is what Christian writers call “‘the mystic union” and Vedan.
tists “‘samadhi.”

We have been told that the Reality is beyond sense-percep-
tion. How, then, can it be experienced? This is a very diffi-
cult question. Perhaps it cannot be answered in words.
Samadhi is said to be a fourth kind of consciousness: it is be-
yond the states of waking, dreaming and dreamless sleep.
Those who have witnessed it as an external phenomenon
report that the experiencer appeared to have fallen into a
kind of trance. The hair of the head and body stood erect.
The half-closed eyes became fixed. Sometimes there was an
astonishing loss of weight, or even levitation of the body
from the ground. But these are mere symptoms, and tell us
nothing. There is only one way to find out what samadhi is
like: you must have it yourself.

Vedanta’s third proposition, that all religions are essen-
tially in agreement, needs less discussion. But it is psycholog-
ically very important. Being a philosophy rather than a creed,
Vedanta is not sectarian and therefore not exclusive. It ap-
peals, as it were, over the heads of the sectarians and dogma-
tists, to the practising mystics of all religions. Also, by classi-
fying the sects themselves as different paths of Yoga leading
to the same goal, it seeks to establish a sort of religious syn-
thesis. Tolerance is, in any case, natural to the Indian tem.
perament. But, unfortunately, it cannot be claimed that this
unifying effort has, so far, been very successful. Vedanta may
accept Christ as the Son of God: it may acknowledge Allah.
But Christians and Mohammedans persist in regarding their
respective religions as the only true faith. Christian and Sufi
mystics have been compelled, by the very nature of their
mystical experience, to take a more liberal attitude. In con-
sequence, they have often been suspected of heresy and some-
times actually condemned by their co-r ligionists.

Nor does the Vedantist, in expressing his reverence for
Allah and Christ, mean quite what orthodox Mohammedans
and Christians would like him to mean. Vedanta, as I have
said already, offers a philosophical basis to all sects. It can do
this precisely because it is fundamentally monistic; because
it teaches that there is one Reality and nothing else. “Thou
art That.” The creature is the Atman: the Atman is Brah-
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man. The creature, in his ignorance, may think that he wor-
ships the creator. Very well: let him think that. It is a neces-
sary stage in spiritual progress. The ultimate truth cannot
be apprehended all at once. The Atman must be personitied
at first, if it is to be loved and realized; otherwise it will re-
main a mere intellectual abstraction. The true monist never
disdains dualism. But it is very hard for the rigid dualist to
accept monism. St. Ignatius Loyola was dismayed when the
vision of his beloved Jesus faded into the impersonal, all-
embracing Reality.

The Indian mind, because it is fundamentally monistic,
has no difficulty in believing that the one impersonal Brah-
man may have an infinite number of personal aspects. As
many, indeed, as there are worshippers; since an aspect is
literallv a view, and each traveller may see a different angle
of a mountain. These aspects are represented in Indian art,
sculpture and literature with such a wealth of form and at-
tribute that the Western foreigner, whose religious mentality
is dualistic, is apt to mistake them for gods and goddesses in
the pagan sense, and to exclaim indignantly that this is
polytheism. Hence, much misunderstanding arises.

According to Vedanta, the Reality may also take human
forma and enter the world. from time to time. Why it should
do this is a mystery which no amount of philosophical anal-
ysis can solve. It is the paradox which we call Grace, ex-
pressed in its most startling terms. The Reality is manifested,
occasionally, amidst the temporal phenomena. Brahman does,
after all, sometimes intervens. As Sri Krishna says in the
Gita:

“In every age I come back
To deliver the holy,
To destroy the sin of the sinner,
To establish righteousness.”

The Vedantist calls such incarnations of the Reality “ava-
tars.” He reccgnizes Rama. Krishna, Buddha and Christ as
avatars, along with several others, and believes that there will
be many more. But the Christian, convinced of the unique-
ness of Christ as a spiritual phenomenon, can hardly be ex-
pected to subscribe to this belief.
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What follows samadhi? What happens to the few who at-
tain it, and to the hundreds of millions who don't?

This brings us to the hypothesis of Karma and Reincarna-
tion. I use the word “hypothesis” deliberately, because I am
writing for Western and, I hope, intelligently sceptical read-
ers. It is my business to describe, not to dogmatize. Here is
one explanation of the known facts of our human experience.
You can accept or reject it. But, unless you understand its
main propositions, the literature of Vedanta will scarcely be
intelligible to you.

Philosophically, Karma and Reincarnation are inseparable.
Nevertheless, they have been separated, by the leaders of the
many esoteric cults in Europe and America which have
brought Indian thought into such discredit, and made the
word “Yoga” synonymous with dishonest mystery-mongering
and the exploitation of the superstitious. We have all met
the lady who likes to believe that she has lived through previ-
ous births as Marie Antoinette, Cleopatra, or a priestess in
an Egyptian temple. The character chosen is invariably
glamorous, beautiful, distinguished, tragic. No cultist would
ever admit to a former existence as an ordinary housewife, a
small tradesman, or a cook. Here, the idea of Reincarnation,
unconditioned by Karma, floats in a romantic, meaningless
void. It is a convenient daydream for the escapist.

“Karma” means action, work, a deed. Not only physical
action, conscious or reflex, but also mental action, conscious
or subconscious. Karma is everything that we think or do.
Philosophically speaking, _K—agx_lg_jjm_mmm_t,he_]_aw_gi
Causation: a law which is7said to operate in the physical,
miental and moral spheres of our lives.

I do an action; I think a thought. The Vedantist tells me
that this action and this thought, even though they be ap-
parently over and done with, will inevitably, sooner or later,
produce some effect. This effect may be pleasant, unpleasant,
or a mixture of both. It may be long delayed. I may never
notice it. I may have altogether forgotten the action or the
thought which caused it. Nevertheless, it will be produced.

Furthermore, every action and every thought makes an im-
pression upon the mind. This impression may be slight at
first; but, if the same action or thought is repeated, it will
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deepen into a kind of groove, down which our future be-
haviour will easily tend to run. These mental grooves we
call our tendencies. Their existence makes it possible to pre-
dict fairly accurately just how each of us will behave in any
given situation. In other words, the sum of our karmas repre-
sents our character. As fresh karmas are added and previous
karmas exhausted or neutralized, our character changes.

So much is self-evident. But now comes the question:
where does Karma begin? Are we all born equal? Do we all
start life with the same chances of failure or successs Why
Shakespeare? Why the mongolian idiot? Why the ordinary
man in the street? Is there any justice at all?

There seem to be three possible answers to this problem.
The first is the simplest: “No, there is no justice. Heredity
and the accident of environment account entirely for your
condition at birth. No doubt, you can improve your situation
to some extent, along the lines of your inherited capacities
and with the help of a good education. But there is a limit.
Shakespeare was very lucky. The idiot is extremely unfortu-
nate.”

The second answer is more or less as follows: ““‘Certainly,
there is inequality, but there is justice, also. Life is a handi-
cap race. To whom much was given, from him much will be
expected. Shakespeare had better make good use of his talent.
As for the idiot, as for cripples and the poor, let them be
patient. After this life, there will be another, in which each
will be judged, punished and rewarded according to his
deserts.”

This answer rightly infuriates the socialist, who exclaims:
“What hypocrisyl What religious opium! Clean up your
slums, establish prenatal clinics, provide free education,
share the profits of industry. Never mind your promise of
justice in heaven. Let’s have justice here on earth.”

The third answer is the one given by Vedanta. It is more
complex, but also more logical than the second, more optimis-
tic than the first. “I quite agree,” says the Vedantist, ““that
existence continues after death. I agree that our actions in
this life will condition the circumstances of that existence,
since the Law of Karma will not cease to operate. I don’t
know why you limit yourselves to two lives. I foresee thou-
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sands. Lives on this earth, and lives elsewhere. I believe that
an accumulation of very good karma will cause the individual
to be reborn in what may be described as “heaven,” and that
very bad karma will place him in a sort of “hell.”” Only, my
heaven and my hell have a time-limit, like life in the world.
When the good or bad karma is exhausted, the individual
will be reborn here on earth. I say this because I believe
that human life has a peculiarity: it is the only condition in
which one can create fresh karma. Elsewhere one merely
enjoys or suffers the karmic effects of one’s earthly actions.
The socialist may disapprove of my attitude, but I thoroughly
approve of his activity. I do not believe that it can produce
any permanent material improvement in this world; but it
is spiritually constructive, and that is all that finally matters.
Right action is the language of spiritual progress.

“You claim that this particular birth was your beginning.
I don’t see why. Philosophically, your position is awkward,
because it compels you to believe that the condition of the
idiot and the genius of Shakespeare are due to the justice or
injustice of some external Power. God is supposed to bind
one man and free another, and then tell them both to make
the best of it. Why blame God? Why not say that the idiot is
an idiot because of his past actions in previous lives? It may
sound brutal, but it is much more consistent. Don’t misun-
derstand me: I am not denying heredity. I believe that hered-
ity operates. But I also believe that the sum of our karmas
compels us to be born into a certain kind of family, under
certain physical and economic conditions. You may ask:
‘Who would choose to be an idiot?’ I reply: “Who would
choose to be a cocaine-addict?’ Our thoughts and actions, ap-
parently so harmless, create these appalling tendencies; and
the tendencies are finally too strong for us.”

The Vedantist has finished, and we can begin to heckle
him.

“If we had past lives, why can’t we remember them?”’

“Can you remember exactly what you did this time yester-
day? Can you remember what it felt like to be sitting on
your mother’s lap at the age of eighteen months? As a matter
of fact, there is a Yoga technique of concentration which is
supposed to enable you to recall your previous existences.
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I'm not asking you to believe this. You would have to try it
for yourself, and it would be a stupid waste of time. If you
want a working hypothesis which sounds scientific, can’t you
simply assume that we suffer a kind of amnesia? After all,
birth is a terrible shock.”

“How do you account for the fact that Karma ever started
at all?”

“I can’t. I only say, as I have said already, that the phe-
nomenal universe is beginningless and endless, coexistent
with the Reality. The Law of Karma was always in operation.
It always will be.”

“Then we just go up and down, getting better, getting
worse, for ever?’

“Certainly not. The individual can escape from Karma at
any given moment, as soon as he realizes that he is the Atman.
The Atman is not subject to reincarnation. It stands beyond
Karma. It is only the individual ego which passes from life
to life. Every individual will realize this, sooner or later. He
must. The Atman within him will draw him to itself.”

“And then?”

“When samadhi has been attained, the Law of Karma
ceases to operate. No new karmas can be created. The lib-
erated saint may live on in his human body for a while, just as
a wheel goes on revolving after its motive power has stopped.
But he will never be reborn, either in this world, or in any
other karmic sphere. He will remain in the Atman. As an
individual, he will have ceased to exist.”

“What happens when everybody has attained samadhi?
‘Won’t the supply of individuals run out? Won’t the universe
disappear?”

“No. The ego-sense, which is the basis of individuality, will
continue to work its way upward, through inanimate matter,
through plant-life, through the lower animals, into human
form and conscioustiess. . . . But how can we discuss these
things? We stumble over our own words. The universe is an
illusion. Our essential nature is Reality. We are never sepa-
rated from it for an instant. The concept of Karma is only
valuable insofar as it reminds us of the extraordinary im-
portance of our every thought and action, and of our im-
mense responsibility toward each other. . . . We have talked
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enough. Now do something. Start to practice Yoga. Try to
realize the Atman. All your questions will ultimately be an-
swered. All your doubts will gradually disappear.”

During the late middle years of the nineteenth century,
there lived, in a temple garden at Dakshineswar, a few miles
outside Calcutta, the man who is, perhaps, Vedanta’s greatest
human exemplar. His name was Sri Ramakrishna.

He had come to the city as a sixteen-year-old boy, to join
his elder brother, who was a priest. When the two of them
moved out to Dakshineswar, Ramakrishna himself took up
priestly duties in the Kali temple. Kali symbolizes Reality as
the Mother of the universe, Giver of life and of death. Be-
cause of her dual aspect, she is the most misunderstood figure
in Indian mythology. “How can you ask us,” exclaims the for-
eigner, “to accept a Mother who is also a Destroyer? What a
horrible parody of motherhood! Look at her; distributing
boons with one hand while the other holds a sword!” Yet
Kali embodies a profound spiritual truth. She teaches us to
look beneath the appearances of Life. We must not cling to
what seems beautiful and pleasant; we must not shrink from
what seems ugly and horrible. The same Brahman underlies
all experience. When we have learned to regard death and
disaster as our Mother, we shall have conquered every fear.

Ramakrishna understood this. His intense devotion soon
began to attract the attention of those who met him. The
formidable stone image of the goddess was to him a living
nresence. He talked and joked with her, adored and re-
proached her with the freedom of perfect innocence and the
candid faith which makes blasphemy a meaningless word.
Kali was his own Mother, he was her Son. Why would she
not reveal herself to him? “Oh Mother,” he wept, “another
day has passed and I have not seen you!”

His ardor was rewarded by a vision. But he was not satis-
fied. Desiring perpetual awareness of Kali's presence, he
entered upon a period of severe austerities, passing weeks and
months in almost unbroken meditation. Religious fervour is
not considered unhealthy or abnormal in India, even by the
layman, but Ramakrishna’s ecstasies were so extreme that
fears were expressed for his sanity. He particularly scandal-
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ised the temple attendants by giving some consecrated food
to a cat. Why not? Mother was in everything. After a while,
he ceased to officiate as a priest. But he remained at Dak-
shineswar until the last year of his life.

Gradually, his fame spread. Two celebrated pundits visited
him, discussed his visions and subjected them to elaborate
theological analysis. At length, both the great scholars sol-
emnly declared that, in their opinion, the young man was an
avatar, an incarnation of the ultimate Reality. Ramakrishna
received this staggering announcement with childlike indif-
ference and a certain sly humour. *Just fancy,” he remarked:
“Well, I'm glad it’s not a disease. . . . But, believe me, I
know nothing about it.”

The dualist’s approach to God may correspond, in type, to
any one of our earthly relationships: it may be that of the
servant, the child, the parent, the husband, the lover or the
friend. As the years passed, Ramakrishna explored them all.
It is easy enough to write these words, but almost impossible
to imagine, even faintly, what such an undertaking would
involve. Here is a complete sublimation of Life, in every
aspect: a transposition, as it were, of the entire human experi-
ence into another key. Perhaps the nature of Ramakrishna’s
achievement can best be hinted at if we compare it with that
of Shakespeare or Tolstoy in the sphere of art. Beside these
masters, the intuition of lesser writers seems partial and re-
stricted; it can only function along certain narrow lines. The
essence of spiritual, as of artistic greatness is in its universal-
ity. The minor saint knows one way of worship only. Rama-
krishna’s genius embraced the whole of mystical realization.

Nothing now remained but the supreme monistic experi-
ence, the union with impersonal Reality. In 1864, a monk
named Totapuri came to Dakshineswar, to instruct Rama-
krishna in this highest truth, the Brahman which is beyond
all forms and aspects. The lesson was a hard one, even for
such a pupil. Again and again, as he tried to meditate, the
figure of his adored Kali rose before him, creating the illu-
sion of duality. At last, Totapuri picked up a piece of glass
from the ground, stuck it between Ramakrishna’s eyebrows
and told him to fix his mind on that point. “When Mother
appeared,” Ramakrishna said later, “I drew the sword of
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discrimination and cut her in half.” For three days, he re-
mained absorbed in samadhi.

To most mystics, samadhi comes as the crowning attainment
of a lifetime: for Ramakrishna, it was only the beginning
of a new phase of experience. Established in the knowl-
edge of Reality, he was now able to regard the entire phe-
nomenal universe sub specie acternitatis, seeing in all matter
and circumstance the play of the divine Power. He loved the
world, as only the illumined saint can love it. Kali, Shiva,
Rama and Krishna, the personal aspects and incarnations of
the impersonal Brahman, were still his constant companions.
He did not deny duality; but now he knew it in its true
relation to the unity of the Absolute. He lived always on the
threshold of transcendental consciousness, and the least word
or hint was sufficient to raise his mind into oneness with the
Eternal. An English boy watching a balloon happened to
cross his legs in the attitude of the young Krishna; a lecturer
with a telescope talked of the heavenly bodies; the sight of a
lion at the zoo suggested the traditional mount of the Divine
Mother—and Ramakrishna was in samadhi at once. It was
necessary to accompany him everywhere, or he might have
fallen to the ground and been injured. Once, in an un-
guarded moment of ecstasy, he did fall and dislocated a bone
in his arm.

His appetite for spiritual experience in all its forms was
insatiable. “Cake tastes nice,” he used to say, “whichever
way you eat it.” In 1866, we find him practising the dis-
ciplines of Islam, dressing as a Mussulman, and repeating
the name of Allah, under the direction of a Mohammedan
teacher. Eight years later, he became fascinated by the per-
sonality of Jesus. The Bible was read aloud to him. He
went into ecstasy before a painting of the Madonna and
Child. One day, while he was walking in the temple garden,
the figure of Christ approached him, embraced him, and
was merged into his own body.

At the age of twenty-three, Ramakrishna had been be-
trothed, to please his Mother and in conformity with ancient
Indian custom, to Saradamani, a little girl of five. In 1872,
Saradamani, now eighteen years old, came to join her hus-
band at Dakshineswar. The idea of a sexual union was utterly
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repugnant to Ramakrishna’s nature; and Sarada, herself a
saint in the making, gladly agreed to their monastic relation-
ship. When the day came round for the worship of Kali,
Ramakrishna did homage to his wife as an embodiment of
the Divine Mother. (This incident is described in Amiya
Corbin’s story.) Sarada outlived her husband by many years.
She became the spiritual Mother of the Ramakrishna Order.

During the last ten years of Ramakrishna’s life, a number
of disciples began to gather round him. Some of these were
famous men, such as Girish Ghosh, Bengal's most distin-
guished dramatist, and Keshab Sen, the religious leader and
social reformer. Others were schoolboys in their teens: the
future monks who were to preach his message throughout
India, and to carry it overseas. There were also many women.

In 1882, the circle of visitors to Dakshineswar was joined
by Mahendranath Gupta, headmaster of a Calcutta high-
school. To Mahendranath’s devotion and unusually retentive
memory we owe a record which is almost unique in the lit-
erature of religious biography. From the day of his first visit,
Mahendranath (or “M,” as he modestly signed himself) began
to write down everything which was said and done in his
presence by Ramakrishna and his disciples. The result is a
very large volume, known in English as “The Gospel of Sri
Ramakrishna.” Its most recent, and only complete, transla-
tion is by Swami Nikhilananda, of the Ramakrishna Center
in New York. I have referred to it extensively in writing these
notes.

As we read M’s book, we can begin to form some mental
picture of a saint’s daily life. It is certainly very strange; and,
in this particular case, doubly remote from our experience.
Firstly, because, as ordinary unregenerate human beings, our
own behaviour has an entirely different frame of reference;
secondly, because the cultural background itself is alien and
complex.

The Dakshineswar temple garden was, of course, a strong-
hold of tradition and religious orthodoxy. Yet its northern
wall was bounded, symbolically enough, by a powder maga-
zine belonging to the British Government; and the nearby
city of Calcutta was the center of Western influence in India.
Nearly all Ramakrishna’s followers were men who had come
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into some contact with European ideas. Keshab advocated
the abolition of the caste-system and of child-marriage; and
he had been to England, where he was the guest of Queen
Victoria. Even M would quote English philosophers and
expound the latest discoveries of modern science.

Amidst these ideological contrasts sat Ramakrishna: the
living embodiment of a wisdom that transcended and recon-
ciled them all. Mother is everywhere. What else, on this
earth, do we need to know? In the presence of his smiling
certainty, the scholar and the reformer became silent; their
own doubts and anxieties ceased. One is reminded of another
great prophet who lived as a member of a subject race within
a vast imperial system; but the parallel is misleading. Nobody
ever asked Ramakrishna to head a nationalist movement, or
to decide whether it is right to pay tribute to Caesar. His life
was happier than that of the Galilean. Its very significance is
in its quietness, its utter lack of external drama. Calcutta was
at his doorstep; yet there were probably not a dozen English-
men who were even aware ot his existence.

Ramakrishna could scarcely read or write. But he knew the
Scriptures by heart and quoted them continually, with the
comments of his own unique experience. His talk was a blend
of sublime subtlety and homely illustration. He spoke with a
slight stammer, in a country dialect, sometimes using coarse,
vivid words with the innocent frankness of a peasant. Most
of his parables are based upon the everyday circumstances of
village life and the folklore of the people. A man of faith
is compared to well-boiled sugar; a monk to a snake, which
seldom stays long in one place and has no hole of its own.
Greed and lust are likened to moisture in wood; they must
be dried out by the flame of discrimination before the fire
will burn. We are to walk through the world like the girl
who carries five water-pots on her head, never losing her
balance.

The few existing photographs of Ramakrishna show us a
slender, bearded man of medium height. They were taken
while he was in samadhi; the lips are parted and the eyes
half closed. In one picture he stands supported by a devotee,
with the right arm raised and two fingers of the left hand
rigidly extended; an attitude which somehow suggests the



VEDANTA For The Western World 20

concentration of an intense, mysterious delight. The figure
has an eager poise, a childlike unselfconsciousness. There is
no trace of egotism here; no hint of a desire to dominate, to
fascinate, to create an impression. What attracts us is pre-
cisely that absence of demand, that joyful openness, in a face
which seems to promise the love that makes no reservations,
and is without pathos or fear.

He was always smiling, laughing, crying aloud in his joy.
Those who visited him felt as if they had arrived at a party
which never stopped. A really happy party has no sense of
past or future: life at Dakshineswar was lived in a perpetual
present tense. The awareness of God’s presence was always
here and now. Sometimes there would be animated discus-
sion. Sometimes musicians came, and Ramakrishna sang and
danced, or clowned to amuse the boys. Often, he passed into
samadhi, and the little room was filled with ecstasy and
silence.

The experience of samadhi is, literally, a death to the
things of this world. It is said that the body of an ordinary
human being could not survive it for more than a few weeks.
Ramakrishna had entered samadhi daily for many years. In
the process, his whole physical organism had been trans-
formed: it was extraordinarily sensitive and delicate. One
night, in 1885, he had a hemorrhage of the throat. The doctor
diagnosed cancer.

That autumn, he was moved into Calcutta, for better nurs-
ing. Despite his weakness and terrible pain, he continued to
teach his disciples, to laugh, to joke and to sing. One of his
attendants has even expressed a belief that Ramakrishna was
not suffering at all. The eyes of the saint regarded the wasting
body with a kind of calm, secret amusement, as though this
horrible disease were only a masquerade.

His disciples begged him to pray that he might recover;
for their sake, if not for his own. At last, Ramakrishna agreed
to do so. A little later, he told them: “I said to Her: ‘Mother,
I can’t swallow food because of my pain. Make me able to
eat a little.” But she pointed to you and said: ‘What? Aren't
you eating enough through all those mouths?’ I was ashamed.
I couldn’t say another word.”

Toward the end, his chief concern was for the future of
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his young disciples. Two he had especially loved. One of
them, later to be known as Swami Brahmananda, he re-
garded as his own spiritual son. The other, Naren (after-
wards Swami Vivekananda), he had trained to be the bearer
of his message to the world.

One day, while Ramakrishna lay in the last stage of his
illness, Naren was in a downstair room, meditating. Sud-
denly, he lost consciousness, and went into samadhi. At first,
the experience terrified him. Coming to himself, he cried
“Where is my body?” Another of the boys saw him, and ran
upstairs in a fright to tell Ramakrishna. “Let him stay that
way for a while,” said the Master, calmly. “He has worried
me long.enough.”

Much later, Naren himself came into Ramakrishna’s room.
He was full of delight and peace. “Now Mother has shown
you everything,” said Ramakrishna. “But I shall keep the
key. When you have done Mother’s work, you will find the
treasure again.”

On August 15th, 1886, Ramakrishna uttered the name of
Kali three times, in a clear ringing voice, and passed into the
final samadhi. At noon, next day, the doctor found that life
had left his body. There is a photograph, taken that same
evening, in which we see the mourners grouped around the
corpse before its removal to the cremation-ground. The
young faces are all sombre and meditative, but there is no
sign of frantic grief or despair. The disciples were worthy of
their Master. Their faith seems never to have left them, even
at this supreme moment of loss. Not long after, they resolved
unanimously to enter the monastic life. And thus the group
was formed which afterwards became the Ramakrishna Order.

The boys had little money and few friends. Their first
monastery was a tumbledown old house, midway between
Calcutta and Dakshineswar, with nests of cobras under the
floor, which could be rented cheaply because it was supposed
to be haunted. Here they lived, and often starved, in medita-
tion and ecstasy. M, who went to visit them, marvelled at
their joy. So vivid was their awareness of Ramakrishna’s pres-
ence that they could even joke about him. M records how,
one evening, Vivekananda mimicked the Master going into
samadhi, while his brother-monks roared with laughter.
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Vivekananda and Brahmananda (or “Swamiji” and
“Maharaj,” as they were more familiarly called) were the
group’s natural leaders. The two had been friends from early
boyhood; both were now twenty-three years old. Handsome
and athletic, Vivekananda was the embodiment of physical
and intellectual energy; impulsive, ardent, sceptical, im-
patient of all hypocrisy, conservatism or sloth. His faith had
not come to him easily. He had questioned Ramakrishna at
every step, and would accept nothing on trust, without the
test of personal experience. Well-read in western philosophy
and science, and inspired by the reformist doctrines of
Keshab Sen, he brought to his religious life that most valu-
able quality, intelligent doubt. If he had never visited Dak-
shineswar, he might well have become one of India’s fore-
most national leaders.

Brahmananda is a more mysterious figure. Few knew him
intimately, and those few confessed to the inadequacy of
their knowledge. He was a very great mystic and saint. His
wisdom and his love seemed superhuman. His brother-dis-
ciples did not hesitate to compare him to Ramakrishna him-
self. “Whatever Maharaj tells you,” said one of them, “comes
directly from God.” Brahmananda was elected head of the
Ramakrishna Order in 1902, and held that office until the
end of his life, in 1922. I refer the reader to the excellent
biographical essay by his disciple, Swami Prabhavananda, in
“The Eternal Companion.”

For seven years, the young monks wandered all over India,
visiting shrines and places of pilgrimage, passing months of
meditation in lonely huts, preaching, begging. Sometimes,
they were royally entertained by wealthy devotees. More
often, they shared the rice and the hard bread of the very
poor. These experiences were especially valuable td Vive-
kananda. They gave him a standard of comparison, ‘a true
picture of India’s hunger and wisdom, her economic misery
and deep spiritual culture, which he carried with him on his
journey to the West.

In 1893, a Parliament of Religions was to be held at the
World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago. Vivekananda was
anxious to attend it, and his disciples and friends raised the
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money for the passage. What followed was a typically Indian
comedy of errors. He arrived much too early in the United
States. His funds ran out. He lost the address of his Chicago
hosts, did not know how to use the telephone or the directory,
and spent the night sleeping in a box in the freight-yards.
Next morning, after much walking, he found himself in a
fashionable residential district, without a cent in his pocket.
There seemed no point in going any further. He sat down on
the sidewalk and resigned himself to the will of God. Pres-
ently, a door opened, and a well-dressed lady came out. “Sir,”
she asked, “are you a delegate to the Parliament of Reli-
gions?” A few minutes later, he was sitting down to breakfast,
with all his difficulties solved.

The other delegates to the Parliament were prominent
men, admirably representative of their respective creeds.
Vivekananda, like his Master, was unknown. For this very
reason, his magnificent presence created much speculation
among the audience. When he rose to speak, his first words,
“Sisters and Brothers of America,” released one of those mys-
terious discharges of enthusiasm which seem to be due to an
exactly right conjunction of subject, speaker and occasion.
People rose from their seats and cheered for several minutes.
Vivekananda’s speech was short, and not one of his best; but,
as an introduction, it was most effective. Henceforward, he
was one of the Parliament’s outstanding personalitics. The
newspapers took him up. Invitations to lecture began to
come in from all over the country. It was clear that he would
have to remain in the United States for some time.

In those days, a foreign lecturer touring America found
himself in a position midway between that of a campaigning
politician and a circus performer. He had to face the rough-
and-tumble of indiscreet publicity, well-meant but merciless
curiosity, reckless slander, crude hospitality, endless noise
and hurry and fuss. Vivekananda was surprisingly well-
equipped for all these trials. He was outspoken, quick at
repartee, dynamic, witty and courageous. Above all, he was
a true monk; and only a monk could have preserved his inner
calm amidst such a tumult. On one occasion, a party of cow-
boys fired pistols around his head during a lecture, for a
joke. Vivekananda went on imperturbably. He said what he
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had to say, whether the audience liked it or not. “In New
York,” he used to remark, “I have emptied entire halls.”

His main theme was the universality of religious truth, a
dangerous topic in communities which still clung to a rigid
Christian fundamentalism. To such listeners, the doctrine of
the Atman must have sounded like the most appalling
blasphemy: “Look at the ocean and not at the wave; see no
difference between ant and angel. Every worm is the brother
of the Nazarene. . . . Obey the Scriptures until you are strong
enough to do without them. . . . Every man in Christian
countries has a huge cathedral on his head, and on top of that
a book. . . . The range of idols is from wood and stone to
Jesus and Buddha. . . .” Vivekananda is preeminently the
prophet of self-reliance, of courage, of individual enquiry
and effort. His favourite story was of the lion who imagined
himself to be a sheep, until another lion showed him his
reflection in apool. “You are lions, you are pure, infinite and
perfect souls. The might of the universe is within you. . .
After long searches here and there, at last you come back,
completing the circle from where you started, and find that
He, for whom you have been weeping and praying in
churches and temples, on whom you were looking as the
mystery of all mysteries shrouded in the clouds, is nearest of
the near, your own Self, the reality of your life.”

Vivekananda really loved America: that was part of his
greatness. As few men, before or since, he stood between East
and West impartially, admiring the virtues and condemning
the defects of both. To Americans and Englishmen, he
preached India’s religious tolerance, her freedom of spiritual
investigation, her ideal of total dedication to the search for
God. To Indians, he spoke severely of their sloth, their timid
conservatism in manners and customs, and held up for their
imitation the efficiency of the American and the English-
man’s energy and tenacity. “You have not the capacity to
manufzcture a needle and you dare to criticize the Englishl!
Fools! sit at their feet and learn their arts and industries. . . .
Without the necessary preparation, what’s the use of just
shouting in Congress?”” With himself, he was equally ruth-
less. Some friends once unkindly tricked him into eating
beef. When he discovered that he had done so, his involun-
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tary disgust was so extreme that he vomited. “But I must
overcome this ridiculous prejudice,” he exclaimed, a few
moments later. And he asked for a second helping.

In 1897, after two visits to England, he returned to India,
where he witnessed the founding of the Ramakrishna Order,
with its headquarters in Calcutta, and the establishment of
several other monasteries. His progress through the country
was triumphal; and his achievements in the West, real as
they were, were wildly exaggerated by the enthusiasm of his
Indian disciples. Yet, amidst all this adulation, Vivekananda
never lost his emotional balance. Again and again, he paid
homage to Brahmananda, whose spirituality was the inner
strength of the movement and the inspiration of its growth.
The relation between these twe men, the ardent missionary
and the calm, taciturn mystic remained deep and beautiful
throughout their lives.

In 1899, Vivekananda returned to America. His second
visit was less spectacular than his first; it was concerned
chiefly with the development of small groups and the train-
ing of devotees in different parts of the country. But it made
great demands upon his already failing strength. He came
back to India by way of England and Europe at the end of
1900, sick and exhausted. His mood, too, had changed. He
was weary of talk, of letter-writing, of the endless problems
of organization. He was weary of activity. He longed for the
Himalayas, and the peace of meditation. Through much
struggle, he had learned resignation and acceptance. He was
happier, perhaps, than at any other period of his life. Al-
ready, before leaving America, he had written to a friend:
“I am glad I was born, glad I suffered so, glad I did make big
blunders, glad to enter peace. Whether this body will fall
and release me or I enter into freedom in the body, the old
man is gone, gone for ever, never to come back again! Be-
hind my work was ambition, behind my love was personality,
behind my purity was fear, behind my guidance the thirst
for power. Now they are vanishing and I drift. . ..”

His departure from this life, on July 4th, 1902, had all the
marks of a premeditated act. For some months, he had been
quietly releasing himself from his various responsibilities and
making final arrangements. His health gave no particular
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cause for alarm. He had been ill, and now seemed better.
He ate his midday meal with relish, talked philosophy with
his brother swamis, and went for a walk. In the evening, he
sat down to meditate, giving instructions that he was not to
be disturbed. Presently, he passed into samadhi, and the
heart stopped beating. It all happened so quietly that nobody
could believe this was the end. For hours, they tried to rouse
him. But his Mother’s work was done. And Ramakrishna had
set him free at last.

I have already suggested that Vivekananda had two mes-
sages to deliver; one to the East, the other to the West. In the
United States and in England, he preached the universality
of religious truth, attacked materialism, and advocated spirit-
ual experiment, as against dogma and tradition. In India, on
the other hand, we find that he preferred to stress the ideal of
social service. To each, he tried to give what was most lacking.

Side by side with the Ramakrishna Order, he established
the Ramakrishna Mission, an institution which has grown
steadily throughout the four decades of this century. There
are now nearly a hundred centers in different parts of India,
devoted either to the contemplative life, or to social service,
or to a combination of both. The Mission has its own hospi-
tals, dispensaries, high-schools, industrial and agricultural
schools, libraries and publishing-houses. In 1941, it opened
a college which is affiliated with the University of Calcutta.
It has been consistently active in famine, flood and epidemic
relief. During the great Bengal famine of 1943-44, it took
the lead in organizing emergency food supplies.

Vivekananda founded the first American Vedanta Society
in New York City. Four direct disciples of Ramakrishna
came from India to carry on his work. From that time on-
ward, the Order has met an increasing demand for teachers.
Each one of them has come to this country upon the invita-
tion of some group of Americans, who wished to learn more
about Vedanta Philosophy. Although the Vedanta Society of
America is an extension of the Ramakrishna Mission of India,
whose headquarters are at Belur, Calcutta, each center is a
separate unit. Nearly all of them have their own boards of
trustees, made up of American citizens. The swami in charge
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gives lectures and holds classes for the study of Vedanta litera-
ture, including the Upanishads, the Bhagavad-Gita, the works
of Shankara and Patanjali’s Yoga Aphorisms. In some centers,
there are resident students. At the present time, there are
thirteen centers in the United States, one in England, and
one in the Argentine.

The magazine from which this selection has been made was
started in January 1938, under the auspices of Swami Asho-
kananda of the San Francisco Center and Swami Prabhava-
nanda of the Center in Los Angeles. During its first three
years, it was called The Voice of India; then the title was
changed to Vedanta and the West. It appears bi-monthly.
Swami Prabhavananda has been its editor throughout. He
has had a succession of assistant editors: Frederick Man-
chester, Percy H. Houston, Gerald Heard, Maud Alice Pig-
gott, and myself.

Vedanta and the West has always had an extremely small
circulation, a fact that we much regret, since there must be
many people in this country who would wish to subscribe to
it, if they knew of its existence. We hope to reach some of
them by publishing this book.

From another point of view, however, I cannot say I am
sorry that Vedanta and the West has always remained, as
it were, a parish magazine, a family affair. Our list of con-
tents is quite innocent of window-dressing. Several of our
contributors have distinguished names, but their work has
not been hired. They have written for us simply because they
are interested in Vedanta and are our personal friends.

Very few of the essays included have been edited or
abridged. The reader will therefore find much repetition and
restatement. I do not apologize for this. Indeed, I think it is
desirable. The truths here discussed are, in a sense, decep-
tively simple. They may be overlooked at a first, a second, or
even a third reading. They need reiteration. They will bear
a great deal of thinking about, and acting upon.

Swami Prabhavananda—to whom I owe my own small
knowledge of the subject, and infinitely much else besides—
has helped me, from first to last, in preparing this book for
publication. I must thank all our contributors, both for their
original zenerosity and for permission to reprint what they
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have written. Messrs. Chatto & Windus have kindly al-
lowed us to include those essays which have since become
portions of Aldous Huxley’s “Grey Eminence” and “Time
Must Have a Stop.”

C. L

October 1945.



Is Mysticism Escapism?

GERALD HEARD

“MYSTICISM 1S SIMPLY ESCAPIsM”—that little jingle has almost
become a slogan of those who occupy most of the key posts
in philosophy and religion. Even those who feel that there
“may be something in it,” shelter the mystics in their con-
gregations or class rooins as though they were political suspects
or at the very least feeble-minded people subject to fits and
not to be teased. Now a slogan is a good “butt-end” of words
with which, when the shot of reason misses fire, to bludgeon
your opponent, but emotional attacks should have no part
in religious or philosophical discussion. First and foremost
philosophy stands for accurate definition of terms and reli-
gion, one used to think, for seeking above all else the Pres-
ence of God. We must therefore define these words and
discover whether or no the procedure they describe leads
to or away from the goal of our being.

The tremendous word mysticism cannot be defined until
we have settled with the smaller but perhaps vaguer word
escapism. Mysticism is a very old word, escapism one judges
very new. But the verb to escape is clear enough—it means
to leave a position which has become impossible. We can
then ask: In the history of Christianity, was Benedict an
escapist when he refused to become a consul in the dying
empire, when he refused to believe there was any future for
that bankrupt state and instead founded the order which
revived the basic agriculture which the empire had ruined,
salvaged the culture it could no longer protect, and did these
things because and only because he had forged a new psy-
chology or social psychotherapy whereby men of intentional
living and good will might heal their own neurosis, create
a true collectivism and put first the kingdom of God, then
sound economics and finally the preservation of the intel-
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lectual wealth of western man? To escape is therefore a
neutral term. It may be a wrong thing to do, or a right.
“When they persecute you in one city flee into another” is
an instruction which spread the Christian church. The man
who leaves the ship to attempt to swim to shore with a rope,
is escaping, but for the sake of the rest on the wrecked ship—
and he is risking his life. Our motive therefore decides
whether escape is good or bad and our motive, again, de-
pends on what we think will happen and what we think the
circumstances to be with which we are confronted. As a mat-
ter of fact the goal of most of those who charge others with
“escapism” is an earthly Utopia. They don’t believe in
heaven and God is merely a means, if He is permitted any
place, to make men better and happier. Now Utopianism
can be called escapism, for it is a wish to live in the future,
not in the present, and it certainly is as vague as “otherworld-
liness” because biologically and meteorologically we know
it is impossible for any race of animals to achieve a perma-
nent home, let alone a “heaven on earth,” on this planet.
As far as hard-fisted certainty is concerned there is then
nothing to choose between the two futures which idealists
put in front of themselves—neither can be proved to be mani-
festly evident. The pure idealist is able to retort to the “in-
definitely postponed new worldist” that neither of them can
prove his proposition. When the writer of the letter to the
Hebrews remarked of the pioneers whose case he was mak-
ing, they say openly that they seek another country, he was
saying something which certainly today many people would
call escapist but he knew what he was talking about. To es-
cape then may or may not be right. That turns on whither
we escape. That brings us to mysticism. The mystic says that
this world is real in a way just as ““token coinage” is not to
be wasted but its reality depends on its being “quoted” on
another currency and security. He does not call this life evil
any more than he calls an egg evil but he says, with some
common sense, that if an egg stays too long as an egg few
things are more bad, more rotten, more evil. The mystic
maintains that the only man who is a realist, is not the man
who pursues imaginary ends, such as happiness by wealth
or in some fanciful future—whether for himself or for others
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—but the man who freeing himself of the delusions of regrets
and anticipations, wins the power to see things as they are.
Such realists, though their slit of vision was narrow, were
the great impressionist painters who threw away livelihood,
wealth, respect, who were called fools and knaves, in order
that they might just see things as they actually were. Now
most people do not believe that there is a reality ‘“closer than
breathing, nearer than hands and feet,” a reality quite differ-
ent from that of common sense. The religious should how-
ever have known that that was so. Because they lost their
vision, its authenticity had to be vouched for by the artists—
not by the clerics.

If then there is such a state of being, not in a future life
(though there it may be also) but here and now, then the
mystic is the realist. He maintains that there is such a state,
that anyone may experience it who chooses to undergo the
arduous training and athleticism of spirit to gain that insight,
and that it was to attain that state that man was created, or
to use our vernacular, the end of evolution is not the creation
of bigger and more complicated societies and more elaborate
economic structures but the attainment of a higher and in-
tenser form of consciousness, a consciousness as much above
that of the average man today as that is above the animals’.

Now all high religion has borne witness to this state, to its
attainability and to it as being the goal set for man by God.
It needs, however, a great creative effort to attain it. Crea-
turely activity, to use the Friends’ phrase, may help one to
attain this state, or it may hinder; again it depends on motive
and knowelge. “If thou knowest what thou art doing blessed
art thou, if not cursed.” The rules whereby the process may
be worked are clear—there is nothing soft or vague about
them. “But don’t they take men away from life?” If by life
is meant helping others to follow and not thwart evolution—
certainly not. If by life is meant building a more pleasant
social order for those who do not wish to follow the stern
path of evolution, even then the mystic way is probably the
only way of ever getting a more efficient social order than
we have today. It is sanction for which our social order waits.
Who has the vision to tell us how to act, who can guarantee
that “right action is prized at the heart of things?” Only the
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mystic; all others speak as the scribes. Our social order, as
Lincoln Steffens pointed out, has gone as high as people of
our characters can carry it—weak bricks can only make small
arches for a larger arch will crush them and all will crash in
ruin. If we want a more effective social order we must produce
better men. How? By giving them that training whereby the
innate egotism of the best of today is transcended, through
what the mystic calls the vision of God, through what we may
call an accurate, or painstaking, gradual enlargement of con-
sciousness. The ants as they achieved their amazing socialist
state found that it could not be done by leaving themselves as
they once were. They go through three stages achieving their
social structure. They hatch out as larvae, then they have to
pass into pupation, and only after that second birth-and-
death do they emerge as full adults adequate to sustain the
state and not ruin it. The mystics have said the same thing.
You must be born again. You begin by being a servant of
God, then you must die even to all the things of that life that
you may be born a friend of God and finally you may pass
into an even higher state, if so be we suffer together with
those who have so attained, that we may be glorified with
them also. Such a scheme of things is daring, is curiously
naturalistic, and is the only adequate answer to our present
problem:—How find men adequate in character and powers
to the enormous task which our sanctionless society (capsizing
because its means have overbalanced its knowledge of ends,
its physics, its psychology) now presents. The mystic may be
too hopeful, too concerned with an attempt to salvage the
unsalvable, but he, put beside the ordinary economically ob-
sessed “secular” or “religious,” is a realist and a daring man
of action.



The Minimum Working
Hypothesis

ALpous HuxLEYy

RESEARCH INTO SENSE-EXPERIENCE—motivated and guided by
a working hypothesis; leading, through logical inference to
the formulation of an explanatory theory; and resulting in
appropriate technological action. That is natural science.

No working hypothesis means no motive for research, no
reason for making one experiment rather than another, no
way of bringing sense or order into the observed facts.

Contrariwise, too much working hypothesis means finding
only what you already know to be there and ignoring the rest.
Dogma turns a man into an intellectual Procrustes. He goes
about forcing things to become the signs of his word-patterns,
when he ought to be adapting his word-patterns to become
the signs of things.

Among other things religion is also research. Research
into, leading to theories about and action in the light of, non-
sensuous, non-psychic, purely spiritual experience.

To motivate and guide this research what sort and how
much of a working hypothesis do we need?

None, say the sentimental humanists; just a little bit of
Wordsworth, say the nature-worshippers. Result: they have
no motive impelling them to make the more arduous experi-
ments; they are unable to explain such non-sensuous facts as
come their way; they make very little progress in charity.

At the other end of the scale are the Catholics, the Jews,
the Moslems, all with historical one-hundred-per-cent re-
vealed religions. These pcople have their working hypotheses
about non-sensuous reality; which means that they have a mo-

1This article subsequently appeared as part of Sebastian’s notebook in
“Time Must Have a Stop.”

33



VEDANTA For The Western World 34

tive for doing something about it. But because their working
hypotheses are too elaborately dogmatic, most of them dis-
cover only what they were initially taught to believe. But
what they believe is a hotch-potch of good, less good and
even bad. Records of the infallible intuitions of great saints
into the highest spiritual reality are mixed up with records
of the less reliable and infinitely less valuable intuitions of
psychics into the lower levels of non-sensuous reality; and to
these are added mere fancies, discursive reasonings and senti-
mentalisms, projected into a kind of secondary objectivity
and worshipped as divine facts. But at all times and in spite
of these handicaps a persistent few have continued to re-
search to the point where at last they find themselves looking
through their dogmas, out into the Clear Light of the Void
beyond.

For those of us who are not congenitally the members of
an organized church, who have found that humanism and
nature-worship are not enough, who are not content to re-
main in the darkness of ignorance, the squalor of vice or the
other squalor of respectability, the minimum working hy-
pothesis would seem to run to about this:

That there is a Godhead, Ground, Brahman, Clear Light
of the Void, which is the unmanifested principle of all mani-
festations.

That the Ground is at once transcendent and immanent.

That it is possible for human beings to love, know and,
from virtually, to become actually identical with the divine
Ground.

That to achieve this unitive knowledge of the Godhead is
the final end and purpose of human existence.

That there is a Law or Dharma which must be obeyed, a
Tao or Way which must be followed, if men are to achieve
their final end.

That the more there is of self, the less there is of the God-
head; and that the Tao is therefore a way of humility and
love, the Dharnia a living Law of mortification and self-
transcending awareness. This, of course, accounts for the facts
of history. People like their egos and do not wish to mortify
them, get a bigger kick out of bullying and self-adulation
than out of humility and compassion, are determined not to
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see why they shouldn’t “‘do what they like” and “have a good
time.” They get their good time; but also and inevitably they
get wars and syphilis, tyranny and alcoholism, revolution,
and in default of an adequate religious hypothesis the choice
between some lunatic idolatry, such as nationalism, and a
sense of complete futility and despair. Unutterable miseries!
But throughout recorded history the great majority of men
and women have preferred the risk—no, the positive certainty
—of such disasters to the tiresome whole-time job of seeking
first the kingdom of God. In the long run, we get exactly
what we ask for,



Hypothesis and Belief

CHRISTOPHER ISHERWOOD

IF A MEMBER of the so-called intellectual class joins any reli-
gious group or openly subscribes to its teaching, he will have
to prepare himself for a good deal of criticism from his un-
converted and more skeptical friends. Some of these may be
sympathetic and genuinely interested; others will be covertly
satirical, suspicious, or quite frankly hostile and dismayed. It
will be suggested to the convert, with a greater or lesser de-
gree of politeness, that he has “sold out,” betrayed the cause
of Reason, retreated in cowardice from “the realities of Life,”
and so forth. Henceforward, his conduct will be narrowly
watched for symptoms of pretentiousness, priggishness, prud-
ery and all other forms of puritanism. Certain topics will
either be altogether avoided in his presence, or they will be
presented in the form of a challenge, to see how he will
take them.

The convert himself, self-conscious and badly rattled, is al-
most sure to behave unnaturally. Either he will preach at his
old friends and bore them; thus confirming their worst sus-
picions. Or he will make desperate efforts to reassure them,
by his manner and conversation, that he is still “‘one of the
gang.” He will be the first to blaspheme, the first to touch
upon the delicate subject. And his friends, far from feeling
relieved, will be sincerely shocked.

One question, especially, he must learn to expect. It will be
asked by the most candid, by those who really want to know:
“Yes, of course, I can quite understand why you did it, in a
way . . . but tell me, do you actually believe all that?” This
question is particularly distressing to the convert, because, if
he is to be honest, he will have to answer: “No. I don’t—yet.”

The “all that” to which the questioner refers will vary in

detail and mode of formulation, according to the religious
36
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group the convert happens to have chosen. In essence, how-
ever, it can always be covered by what Aldous Huxley has
called “the minimum working hypothesis.” This word “hy-
pothesis” is extremely significant, but it will probably be
overlooked by the outside observer, who prefers to simplify
his picture of the world’s religions by regarding their teach-
ings as “creeds” and ‘“dogmas.” Nevertheless, a statement of
religious doctrine can be properly called a creed only by
those who know it to be true. It remains an hypothesis as
long as you are not quite sure. Spiritual truth is, by defini-
tion, directly revealed and experienced: it cannot be known
at second hand. What is revealed truth to a Christ is merely
hypothetical truth to the vast majority of his followers; but
this need not prevent the followers from trusting in Christ’s
personal integrity and in the authenticity of his revelation,
as far as Christ himself is concerned. One can feel sure that
Einstein is neither a fraud nor a lunatic, and that he has actu-
ally discovered the law of relativity; and still fail, in a certain
sense, to “believe” in the conception of Space-Time, just be-
cause one has not yet personally understood it.

There is, even nowadays, a good deal of loose and unreal-
istic talk about “the conflict between religion and science.”
I call this kind of talk unrealistic because it suggests that
“Science,” and hence scientists, are one hundred per cent
materialistic; and that “Religion” is based upon the blind,
hundred per cent acceptance of dogmas which are incapable
of scientific proof. Modern Science is, of course, very far
from being materialistic. In the nineteenth century, it is
true, Science did pass through a phase of mechanistic mate-
rialism. But the scientist himself never has been, and never
could be, an absolute materialist. The scientist is a human be-
ing. The absolute materialist, if he existed, would have to
be some sort of non-human creature, completely lacking the
human faculty of intuition, a mere machine for measuring
and making calculations. If a human being could become a
truly convinced materialist, he would never have the heroism
to get up in the morning, shave, and eat his breakfast. His
world-picture would be too terrible for even the boldest heart
to contemplate; and, within twenty-four hours, he would
have committed suicide.
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Similarly, a religion based upon blind faith could not pos-
sibly survive, as all the world-religions have survived, for
hundreds and thousands of years. Religion lives, and is re-
vived, from age to age, because of the direct revelation of
the few, the saints, who win for themselves a personal knowl-
edge of spiritual reality. Religion survives in spite of blind
faith, priestly persecution, ecclesiastical politics; in spite of
superstition and ignorance amongst the masses of its adher-
ents. Most of us cannot understand this, because our imagina-
tion refuses to grasp the gigantic influence and importance of
the saint as an historical phenomenon. Whereas the persecu-
tion and the ignorance stand out brutally from the pages of
history in red and black, plain for all to see. Nine times out
of ten, when we use the word “Religion,” we are really refer-
ring to the crimes or follies committed in Religion’s name.

There is no conflict between true Religion and true Sci-
ence, but there is a great deal of bickering between religious
dogmatists and scientific pedants. The dogmatist states his
case, or rather, presents his dogmatic ultimatum. The scien-
tifically trained pedant reminds him, none too patiently, that
his assertions cannot be verified by the microscope, the slide-
rule, or the laboratory experiment. Therefore, he continues,
quite rightly, the dogma is merely another hypothesis. And,
he will probably add that hypotheses which are incapable of
scientific proof do not interest him, anyway. At this point, a
deadlock is reached, and the two men part in mutual annoy-
ance.

But now let us suppose that, instead of the tiresome, dog-
matic convert (who is unconvincing because he has not per-
sonally experienced the truth of what he asserts) Christ him-
self should enter the scientist’s laboratory, and make the very
same statements which the convert makes. How would the
scientist react? If the scientist were a pure, non-human mate-
rialist, he would, of course, remain completely unconvinced.
But, since he is a creature of emotion and intuition as well
as of reason, the chances are that he would be impressed, not
rationally but emotionally. by the personality of Christ and
the tremendous psychological impact of such a meeting. In
spite of his scientific training, he would venture to trust his
intuition. He would say to himself: “Although my scientific
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methods of analysis cannot deal with these statements, my
intuition tells me that this man has some authority for his
words.”

This raises the question of what we may call “the credibil-
ity of the witness.” The jury in a court of law does not, or
should not, judge a case entirely by scientific (i.e. rational)
method: it relies, also, on intuition. It decides to believe a
witness or not to believe him—sometimes in defiance of con-
siderable circumstantial evidence. There is, also, the factor
of corroboration. If two or more witnesses support each
other, and make an impression of being truthful, the case
1s apt to turn in their favour.

When we begin to examine the assertions of the great reli-
gious teachers, we shall have to behave like jurymen. Reason
can help us, no doubt, and it must be brought to bear on
the case; but Reason will not take us all the way. It can only
deliver a provisional verdict. It can only say: “This is possi-
ble,” or “Perhaps . ..” Next, we must ask ourselves: “What
sort of men are telling us this? Are they charlatans? Do they
seem sane? Do their lives bear out the truth of what they
preach?” And, again: “Do they, substantially, agree with each
other’s testimony?” On this second point, however, there can
be little argument. The basis of essential agreement between
the great religious teachers of the world is very firm, and
can easily be demonstrated by documentary evidence. Any
student of comparative religion can reconstruct “the mini-
mum working hypothesis.” Nevertheless, it is quite possible
to decide that Buddha, Christ, Shankara, St. Francis and
Ramakrishna were all mad, or self-deluded, and therefore
not to be taken seriously. If that is the verdict, then our in-
quiry ends. .

But, if the world’s teachers were not mad, then, as all must
agree, their teaching has universal application, and implies
an obligation to put it into practice, in our own lives. And so
we are faced by the next question: “Am I dissatisfied with
my life as it is at present? And, if so, am I sufficiently dissatis-
fied to want to do anything about it?”

Here the majority and the minority definitely part com-
pany. Buddha said that human life is miserable, but he did
not say that everybody thinks it is. Not all the socially under-
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privileged are dissatisfied, as every reformer knows, to his
despair. And this is even truer of spiritual poverty than of
economic lack. Life contains a number of vivid sense-pleas-
ures, and the gaps of despondency and boredom between
them can be filled more or less adequately by hard work,
sleep, the movies, drink and daydreaming. Old age brings
lethargy, and morphia will help you at the end. Life is not so
bad, if you have plenty of luck, a good physique and not
too much imagination. The disciplines proposed by the spirit-
ual teachers are drastic, and the lazy will shrink back from
them. They are tedious, also, and this will discourage the im-
patient. Their immediate results are not showy, and this will
deter the ambitious. Their practice is apt to make you appear
ridiculous to your neighbors. Vanity, sloth and desire will all
intervene to prevent a man from setting his foot upon the
path of religious effort.

Disregarding all these obstacles, and they are tremendous,
the beginner will have to say to himself: “Well, I am going
to try. I believe that my teacher is sane and honest. I don’t
believe in his teachings with the whole of my mind, and I
won't pretend that 1 do, but I have enough belief to make a
start. My reason is not offended. My approach is strictly
experimental. I will put myself into his hands, and trust him
at least as far as I would trust my doctor. I will try to live
the kind of life which he prescribes. If, at the end of three or
four years, I can conscientiously say that I have done what
was asked of me and had no results whatsoever, then I will
give up the whole attempt as a bad job.”



What Yoga Is

SwAMI PRABHAVANANDA

PATAN]ALL, the father of Indian yoga philosophy, has de-
fined yoga as “‘restraining the mind-stuff from taking various
forms.” What in the West is known as mind is called in East-
ern psychology the chitta, or “‘mind-stuff.” The chitta, accord-
ing to this psychology, comprises the manas, or that which re-
ceives the impressions from the outer senses; the buddht, or
the discriminating intellect; and the akam, or the sense of
ego. The chitta, or mind-stuff, despite the fact that it per-
ceives and is conscious, is not the Self, but only the instru-
ment of the Self. The Self is Intelligence itself, the Knower,
the Seer, the Subject; the chitta reflects the divine illumina-
tion and so itself appears—but only appears—to see and to
know. Knowledge or perception, according to Patanjali, is a
vritti, a wave in the mind. All knowledge is objective: the
Seer, the real Self, which is behind all knowledge, remaining
unknown. What Western psychologists call introspection or
knowledge of the subjective mind—even that Patanjali re-
gards as objective, since the mind is not the Seer, »ut onl