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THE ROAD TO WISDOM

SWAMI VIVEKANANDA ON
Dedication to Yoga

ive up all argumentation and other

distractions. Is there anything in
dry intellectual jargon? It only throws
the mind off its balance and disturbs
it. Things of subtler planes have to be
realized. Will talking do that? So give up
all vain talk. Be like the pearl oyster. First
hear, then understand, and then, leaving
all distractions, shut your minds to
outside influences, and devote yourselves
to developing the truth within youw. There
is the danger of frittering away your
energies by taking up an idea only for its
novelty, and then giving it up for another
that is newer. Take one thing up and do
it, and see the end of it, and before you
have seen the end, do not give it up. He
who can become mad with an idea, he
alone sees light. Those that only take a
nibble here and a nibble there will never
attain anything. They may titillate their
nerves for a moment, but there it will
end. They will be slaves in the hands of
nature, and will never get beyond the
senses.

Those who really want to be Yogis
must give up, once for all, this nibbling
at things. Take up one idea. Make that
one idea your life—think of it, dream of it,
live on that idea. Let the brain, muscles,
nerves, every part of your body, be full
of that idea, and just leave every other
idea alone. This is the way to success,
and this is the way great spiritual giants

« RP-Sanjiv Goenka
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are produced. Others are mere talking
machines. If we really want to be blessed,
and make others blessed, we must go
deeper. The first step is not to disturb
the mind, not to associate with persons
whose ideas are disturbing. Practise hard;
whether you live or die does not matter.
You have to plunge in and work, without
thinking of the result. 1t is no use simply
to take a course of lessons. To those who
are full of Tamas, ignorant and dull—
who only crave for something to amuse
them—religion and philosophy are simply
objects of entertainment. These are the
unpersevering. They hear a talk, think it
very nice, and then go home and forget
all about it. To succeed, you must have
tremendous perseverance, tremendous
will. 1 will drink the ocean,” says the
persevering soul, ‘at my will mountains
will crumble up.” Have that sort of
energy, that sort of will, work hard and
you will reach the goal.

rom The Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda,
(Kolkata: Advaita Ashrama, 2013), 1.194-96.
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TRADITIONAL
WISDOM

|

|
Arise! Awake! And stop not till the goal is reached!

The Boat of Knowledge November 2014

Vol.119, No. 11

Acharya Shankara
fomm-=

s fag aeli forie v s i |
fraFEHegsTe Jagdiv T 9@ e agawmtaE 1w

Anantam vibhum sarva-yonim niribam shivam sangabinam yadomkaragamyam

Nirakaramatyujjvalam mrityubinam param brahma nityam tadevabamasms (7)

That which is infinite, all-pervading, source of all, free from all endeavours, benign,
unattached, [and is] attainable by Oms; [that which is] formless, effulgent, deathless;
I am indeed that supreme eternal Brahman.

FETRRtaen frea: gaeEE e awETsa: |

AgT 7 FFEAgHd AtAfad v wE faed agamewfEr |

Yadananda-sindbay nimagnah puman syad-avidya-vilasah samasta-prapanchabh

Tuada na sphuratyadbhutam yannimsttam param brabma nityam tadevabamasmi  (8)
When a person is immersed in the ocean of bliss, then the entire universe—which is the

manifestation of ignorance—does not reveal itself. Thatwhich is wonderful and the cause
[of this universe]; I am indeed that supreme eternal Brahman.,

R TIATAET Wi T: TBIEINE hATal Age: |

groiteiE a1 gl a2 0
Svarupanusandbhana-rupam stutim yab patedadarad. %m‘%;‘zé}mw manushyah

Shrinotiha va nityam-udyskia-chitto bbaved-vishnuratrava veda-pramanat (9)

One who recites with respect and devotion this hymn about the inquiry into oné’s true
nature, or one who, while living in this world, always listens with a focused mind [to the

scriptures], that person will become one with Vishnu in this very birth—this is attested
by the Vedas.
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THIS MONTH

HETHER ORNOT A PERSON should

be allowed to end her or his life is a

question that haunts the present-day

society, particularly with the advances in medi-

cine, which enable death to be delayed. The op-

tion to put an end to one’s life, euthanasia, is
explored in To Die or Not To Die.

The environment gives us the space and the
resources to live and flourish. Our philosophies
and beliefs influence our relationship with the
environment. Dr Pankaj Jain, Assistant Professor
of Philosophy and Religion Studies, University
of North Texas, explores the relation between
Vedanta and Ecology. The role of women in pre-
servingand transmitting valuesand cultural ethos
cannot be overemphasized. They also play a vital
role in maintaining our harmony with nature so
that successive generations too can use nature’s
resources. Dwaita Hazra, a research scholar at
the Cultural Studies Research Department, Jain
University, Bengaluru, deals with the relation be-
tween Women and Environment Conservation.

Sister Nivedita is a personality whose great-
ness is yet to be understood by all. How thrilling
it would be, if one could trace her descendants,
talk to them, and hear the anecdotes and descrip-
tions of Sister Nivedita from those who con-
sider themselves closer to her. Sarada Sarkar from
Croydon embarks on such a journey in Tracing
Sister Nivedita’s Family. She meets many of the
descendants of the relatives of Sister Nivedita,
interviews them, and brings to light some inter-
esting nuggets of information with equally inter-

esting photographs.
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Gender should never be an obstacle to living
one’s dreams. There should be no gender discrim-
ination. Social developments involving gender
were analysed in a seminar in Kolkata, some years
back. Sarbasri Goswami, a teacher of English at
the Bethune Collegiate School, Kolkata, describes
her Experiencing A Seminar, and provides fresh
perspectives on gender and related issues.

Swami Pavitrananda, former Minister-in-
charge, Vedanta Society of New York, tells us in
The Practice of Devotion that spiritual practice
and belief are the foremost prerequisites for cul-
tivating devotion. This is an edited transcript of
a talk delivered in 1953.

Critical thinking has always helped the
cause of religion. It is often a critique that puts
in perspective the function of a religious doc-
trine. Concepts of forgiveness and redemption
too need a critical analysis, which gives them a
breath of fresh air and frees their practice from
dogmatism. These issues are dealt with by Joe E
Barnhart, former Professor of Philosophy and
Religion Studies at the University of North
Texas and former President of the American
Academy of Religion, Southwest division, in
the final instalment of Religious Dimensions
of Karl Popper’s Philosophy.

How we think and act upon depends on the
health of our neurological system, which is in-
herited from our parents through genes. This
relation of the brain, the neural network, and
genes, is discussed by Swami Satyamayananda,
Secretary, Ramakrishna Mission Ashrama, Kan-
pur in Memory.
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EDITORIAL

To Die or Not To Die

O, THIS IS NOT A DISCUSSION on

Shakespearean rhetoric, neither is it

a commentary on the mental state of
Hamlet. This is a discussion on a deeper ques-
tion, a question about the life and death of a
human being, quite literally so. While we do
not decide on our birth, do we have the right
to decide on our death? That is the question,
the burning question, which has been consum-
ing endless hours of intellectual deliberations
of countless people over the past few decades.
How did this discussion begin? It all began with
a choice that technology gave us. Paradoxically,
the choice was to keep a human being alive even
in a physical condition that would have previ-
ously been equated with death. An accident, a
convulsion, a concussion, or any other damage
to the brain, can break the brain and put the
body into a vegetative state. Earlier, that was the
time to fix the funeral date. Not anymore. Now
it is the time to put that body on a contraption,
variously called ventilator or respirator, make
the heart and lungs work by force, and wait for
the brain to magically recover and bring back
life and action to that inactive body. One waits
and hopes that the dying fluorescent bulb of the
body in its last flickers may suddenly come to life
and continue with a steady glow.

The innovation of the medical ventilator or a
respirator is a very old one, as early as the 1920s.
Initially used on patients with breathing problems,
the medical ventilator was developed to sustain
life of patients under anaesthesia during surgery.
Advances in modern medicine are unimaginable
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without this invention. Today, complicated sur-
geries of the heart and brain are performed with
ease, sometimes even by machines, because of this
medical ventilation. So, the technology is not to
be blamed. The problem lies in its application in
some cases. Here we are discussing ‘euthanasia;
which etymologically means ‘good death; and de-
notes the practice of willingly putting an end to
one’s life to stop pain and suffering. Yet, this is
precisely the problem. In the conditions that lead
to a patient being put on the ventilator, almost al-
ways the patient is not conscious, and the decision
to put an end to her or his life has to be taken by
others. So, in such circumstances, euthanasia does
not quite fulfil its definition.

However, euthanasia is not just about patients
on ventilators. It is also about people who are
very much conscious and in a lot of pain and
suffering. For example, patients with terminal
illnesses, which do not have any hope of a cure.
That is why the question of euthanasia is a major
one in palliative care, the care of the terminally
ill. Discussions and debates on euthanasia are
consequently broadly divided into two possi-
bilities, one called voluntary euthanasia, where
the patient is conscious and the other called in-
voluntary euthanasia, where the patient is not
conscious. Generally, involuntary euthanasia is
equated with murder. Unlike the ventilator, the
concept and practice of euthanasia dates back
thousands of years. Instances of euthanasia can be
found in historical records, literature, mythology,
and even religious texts. Some religions like Hin-
duism permit their adherents to end their lives
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in case of unbearable physical suffering that pre-
vents one from doing religious practices. Ancient
Indian texts on medicine have references to eu-
thanasia. However, modern medicine started
using the term only in the seventeenth century.

The definition of euthanasia thus raises three
critical questions in every instance where this
practice may be considered an option: Whether
the patient is conscious, whether the patient is
free from suffering, and whether there is a cure?
Any attempt by a person to end a patients life,
without the patient’s consent when the answer
to even one of these questions is a yes, will be
considered as murder. The debate is primarily
about: Whether someone other than the patient
can putanend to the life of the patient when she
or he is unconscious, is suffering, and there is no
cure? Also, whether the patient, who is conscious
and suffering, can end her or his life when there
is no cure? Even if the patient is unconscious,
another person could end the patient’s life as a
‘merciful act to relieve the patient of pain and
suffering. If one thinks that these are simple yes
or no questions, they are greatly mistaken. The
problem is complex because these questions are
qualitative and difficult to counter-check. And
there arises the fourth question: Whether there
is sufficient reason for taking the decision of eu-
thanasia? If ever there was an issue where all the
factors were arbitrary, euthanasia is the one. All
the same, one should be clear as to what is not
euthanasia. Abortion, suicide, murder, and deny-
ing treatment—not withdrawal of treatment—
are not euthanasia.

The greatest danger with euthanasia is that
it can easily become a euphemism for outright
killing. It is difficult to decide whether or not
one should consent to euthanasia. Interestingly,
many people opt for withdrawal of treatment for
terminally ill patients rather than choosing to
end their lives. Though in effect, they are almost
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the same, no one wants to be held responsible
for someone else’s death. Some people opine
that a person’s right to live would also translate
as one’s right to die. In the absence of an incur-
able ailment, such an argument could only lead
to the justification of suicide. Since euthanasia
is not legal in many places, doctors sometimes
take advantage of this and keep a dead person
on a ventilator to increase the medical bill! Con-
versely, the near and dear ones of the patient who
is administered euthanasia, suffer an indescrib-
able trauma and for the rest of their lives, have to
carry the burden of having ended the life of their
loved one. This decision is also traumatic for the
doctor who had been treating the patient. After
all, every doctor wants to heal patients, not put
them to rest.

The issue of euthanasia is being much de-
bated now. Lawmakers worldwide are trying to
find out the pros and cons of legalizing eutha-
nasia. Movements for and against it are being
started. The media is filled with debates and dis-
cussions on it. A definite decision eludes us. And
this makes one to ask: Is there a single criterion
which would determine the validity or need for
euthanasia? Yes, there is one, and that is love. If
a person decides to end the life of a terminally
ill patient, it should be because that patient is a
loved one, and the suffering of a loved one is un-
bearable. If a doctor assists in the euthanasia of
a conscious patient, it should be because of the
love the doctor has for the patient and the love
the patient’s family has for the patient. Love is
unselfish and so all instances of euthanasia with
even the remotest gain to the person who ends
the patient’s life should be seen only as murder.
Love can be the only litmus test of euthanasia.
Arbitrary though it may be, it can be the only
justification to decide on behalf of another, act
on behalf of another, an act which would other-
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Vedanta and Ecology

Dr Pankaj Jain and Ms Rena Mammen

DVAITA VEDANTA, or non-dual Vedanta,
Ahas many foundational teachings that
would aid those trying to understand

the connections between Vedanta and ecol-
ogy, especially when considering that Vedanta
is ‘the synthesis of all other systems’ of Indian
philosophy and religion. Troy Organ states that
Vedanta is the ‘only Indian philosophy which
directly plays a part in modern Indian civiliza-
tion’ (ibid.), and one could assume that it per-
petually moulds and affects the socio-economic
dynamics of Indian thought and lifestyle. This
essay includes reflections on an interview with
Pravrajika Brahmaprana, resident minister of the
Ramakrishna Vedanta Society of North Texas. It
also includes a discussion on the basic beliefs and
contentions regarding nature as viewed in Ved-
anta with special emphasis on Swami Viveka-
nanda due to his tremendous influence in both

the East and the West.

Advaita Vedanta and Ecology

Advaita Vedanta has its origins in the Upani-
shads and holds that Brahman is both the ma-
terial and the immediate cause of the universe.
It can be realized and such realization leads
to liberation. Acharya Shankara propounded
Advaita Vedanta and wrote extensive commen-
taries to establish this thought. He stressed that
the underlying reality of the universe is Brah-
man. Brahman is the foundation of all existence,
the ultimate basis of all things’ (97). One could
now inquire that if Brahman is the only reality,
then what sort of reality does the world have?
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Acharya Shankara answers this question with the
concept of maya, which is described by Organ as
the power of Brahman ‘to manifest itself in a
world which has 7va [as it were] reality’ (160).
In other words, the world is maya or illusion.
This is not to say that the world is completely
unreal, rather it means that the world is real only
relative to Brahman and without Brahman, the
absolute reality, the world would not have any
aspect of reality. However, others would say that
the followers of Vedanta, especially the world-
renouncing ascetics, have rejected the illusory
world and therefore have rejected any role in
protecting the world’s environment. The con-
cept of maya is confusing to scholars attempting
to demonstrate the presence of a stable environ-
mental ethic within Vedanta. If the world were
simply an illusion, then Vedanta would not be
an eco-friendly system of thought and religion
in that Vedanta would not value the world and
things of the world. Organ states that ‘Liber-
ation or salvation in Advaita Vedanta is self-re-
alization. The process of liberation will usually
begin when a person becomes disgusted with
worldly life” (109). This concept is interesting
when juxtaposed with the following concept:
“The world as it appears to us is unreal because
it has no absolute existence; but 77 izs essential
nature, as Brahman, the world is absolutely real,
for itis Brahman that appears in this form, with-
out undergoingany change whatsoever.” On the
one hand, the ‘worldly life’ is seen as disgusting,
and on the other, the world is perceived as one
with Brahman. These two concepts actually go
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together quite well in Vedanta, if one remem-
bers that ‘worldly life’ comprises worldly pas-
sions and lusts such as stealing and hoarding and
‘the world’ comprises the apparent multitude of
jivas that are identical with Brahman, such as
humans, animals, and plants.

In his book, Organ focuses on the doctrine
of oneness found in Advaita Vedanta, but re-
lates this doctrine only to the oneness among
jivas or individual human souls and not of the
‘entire world. He says that all men are in realit)r
identical with each other and W1Lh Brahman
In fact, Organ never positsa |78
relationship between all the
different jivas of the world.
Instead, he says that “things
of the empirical world ...
owe their meaning and sig-
nificance to the self” (106).
Of course, Organ is empha- |3
sizing “The Self in Advaita
Vedanta' in his book The 88
Self in Indian Philosophy, so [
one should not be utterly I
confused by his outright ex-
clusion of the other billions
of life-forms, but it is inter- |
esting to note his relatively | St
common emphasis on the &
human self and most of humankmcL

When questioned abourt asceticism in Ved-
anta, Pravrajika Brahmaprana emphasized that
divinity, in the dualistic sense, could be found
in four material things: in the consecrated food,
food offered to temple deities; in the soil of Vrin-
davan; in the air of Varanasi; and in the holy river
Ganga. The Vedanta Society kept water from
the river Ganga on their altar to use for purifi-
cation purposes. Accordingly, the emphasis on
rejection of the world would be more accurate

if focused on the rejection of a ‘worldly lifestyle

608

instead. Indeed, the language in Organ’s quote
about liberation refers to ‘worldly life’—most
likely worldly activities—and not necessarily the
world itself. Furthermore, the goal of Acharya
Shankara’s teachings in his avid religious lan-
guage seems to be to lead followers to a deeper
devotion and respect for Brahman, the cause of
all existence, rather than to a hatred or deval-
uation of the world itself. Rather than hating
the world, Vedanta followers worship symbols
of nature and focus on the divinity inherent in
nature, Pravrajika Brahmaprana says that this
g sort of worship is obvious
8 when one notes that restor-
ing something to its original
state is a form of worship-
ping symbols of nature. For
| instance, restoring the river
¥ Ganga to its original state
is a means to venerate the
river. In fact, restoring na-
ture to its natural beauty is
supported at the monastery
= in Irving, because, as Pravra-

jika Brahmaprana says, ‘God
M is manifested in beauty’* For
this reason, the monastery
grounds have gardens to pro-
. . #8 mote the sort of oasis that
would illustrate God’s manifestation through
beauty. By the same token, desecrating beauty is
against the spiritual law of Vedanta.

On aslighdy different note, in the Bribadaran-
yaka Upanishad, the story of an ascetic who em-
phasizes non-attachment leads Lance Nelson to
conclude that one’s reverence should be ‘toward its
proper object: the Self”* or Atman, and all others
thart are not Atman, even nature, is without value.
Nelson declares that Vedanta encourages the ‘de-
valuation and neglect of the natural universe’

(62) while followers of Vedanta like Pravrajika
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Brahmaprana stress that passages such as the fol-
lowing from the Upanishads reflect the attitude of
love towards nature: ‘May the herbsbe sweet unto
us. To earth, hail. ... May the dust of the earth be
sweet. May heaven, our father, be sweet to us. ...
may the cows be filled with sweetness’ (s4).
Swami Vivekananda is generally more fo-
cused on the socio-economic status of India
rather than her environment. Vivekananda did
say some things about nature:
Does not narure do a million times more than
that every moment? Why not then fall down
and worship nature? ... Man is born to conquer
narure, it is true, but the Occidental means by
“nature” only the physical or external narure. It
is true thar external narure is majestic, with its
mountains, and oceans, and rivers, and with its
infinite powers and varieties. Yet there is a more
majestic internal nature of man, higher than the
sun, moon, and stars, higher than this earth of
ours, higher than the physical universe, tran-
scending these little lives of ours.’
Vivekananda also seems more concerned with
the betterment of human life than with the state
of the environment: ‘Our duty to others means
helping others; doing good to the world. Why
should we do good to the world? Apparently to
help the world, but really to help ourselves. ... if
we consider well, we find that the world does not
require our help at all. This world was not made
that you or I should come and help it’ (1.75).
Vivekananda does not clarify this statement, but
he does say that we should ‘learn that the whole
of life is giving, that nature will force you to give.
... The forest is gone, but we get heat in return.
The sun is taking up water from the ocean, to re-
turn it in showers. You are a machine for taking
and giving: you take, in order to give’ (2.5). Ini-
tially, one may think that this is Vivekananda’s
justification for the environmental degradation
committed by humans. However, perhaps he is
simply illustrating the complexity of issues such
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as these. Man needs the forests in order to sur-
vive, but perhaps cutting down and burning an
entire forest is wasteful. Is Vivekananda attempt-
ing to bring to man’s attention the need to give
back to the earth? These are just two of many
ways to interpret this statement. Furthermore,
who will ‘help the world’ (1.75) if not humans?
This statement makes Vivekananda seem indif-
ferent towards the role of man in helping the
world, especially if he meant that the world was
created in order for a Personal Brahman to take
care of it. However, unlike Organ’s interpret-
ation of older Vedanta texts, Vivekananda does
recognize the oneness between humans and
other life on earth when he says In India it has
been preached, “love all beings as yourselves™;
we make no distinction between men and ani-
mals. And the reason is there in the idea of an
Impersonal God; you understand it when you
learn that the whole world is one—the oneness
of the universe—the solidarity of all life—that
in hurting any one I am hurting myself” (3.129).
Indeed, Vivekananda was most likely influenced
by similar passages in the Upanishads. Specific-
ally, the Aitareya Upanishad says:

This one is Brahman ... this is all these gods;
and this is these five elements, namely earth,
air, space, water, fire; and this is all these to-
gether with the tiny ones, thar are the procre-
arors of others and are referable in pairs—to
wir, those thar are born of eggs, of wombs, of
moisture, and of the earth, namely horses, cat-
tle, men elephants, and all the creatures that
there are which move or fly and those which do
not move. All these are impelled by conscious-
ness; all these have consciousness as the giver of
their realiry; the universe has consciousness as
its eye, and consciousness is its end. Conscious-
ness is Brahman.”

[tis significant to note howall forms of life are
believed to be derived from Brahman—humans
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are not made to be superior to other life forms,
we are just a different type of life. The idea of
a superior human nature is brought forth by
Vivekananda in a statement apparently con-
tradictory to the quotation from the Aitareya
Upanishad. It is difficult to consolidate the idea
of oneness in nature if the ‘internal nature of
man’ is ‘more majestic’ than the physical uni-
verse or even celestial bodies as Vivekananda
postulates. However, when Vivekananda talks
of ‘internal nature of man} he means the true
nature of human beings as consciousness. But
then Brahman also forms the internal nature of
all beings big and small, as the Aitareya Upani-
shad states. The most reasonable interpretation
of Vivekananda’s statement seems to allude to
man’s ability to reason.

Nature and Vedanta in Practice

Without nature the mind would not be as
free to gain inspiration, for it is the vastness
of nature that allows the mind to be lifted up
and reside in harmony with it. This is why Sri
Ramakrishna taught that one should go into
solitude in nature and Swami Vivekananda al-
ways longed for even a short stay amidst nature.
This is also why Vedanta monasteries in India
are located amidst natural settings. Indeed, the
reality of Brahman is also recognized through
the unity of man and nature, and ‘the earth and
all living beings are mutually dependent’® Nel-
son glosses over Eliot Deutsch’s elusive paper,
‘Vedanta and Ecology’ and quotes Deutsch’s as-
sertion that the Advaitic ideas of karma, unity,
and reverence of all living beings are ‘critical to
any adequate environmental ethic’ (64). Karma
is actually based on the idea that humanity is
connected with all things in the natural world.
So it is typical to assume that humanity shares
an essential identity with all living things and
should revere everything in nature because of
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the ‘intrinsic spiritual worth’ (ibid.) found in
life. Reverence for life takes various forms in
Vedanta. Swami Brahmananda, the spiritual
son of Sri Ramakrishna, said that one should
spend an hour every day in the garden, because
‘working with the soil makes one honest’’ In
fact, the Vedanta Society of Southern Califor-
nia’s monastery in Santa Barbara requires the
residents to maintain a vegetable garden on the
fifty acres it holds.

So, concerning the possibility of an ecologic-
ally oriented practicality in Vedanta, there are
many duties within the monastic routine that
contribute to Vedanta’s environmental ethics.
The residents of the monasteries conserve elec-
tricity and water, recycle, cultivate vegetable
and flower gardens, and live a simple life, never
wasting or using things excessively. Pravrajika
Brahmaprana suggests that such simple life holds
values taken from phenomena witnessed on this
planet; the earth is simple, so a spiritual per-
son should not be complex. To elucidate, the
earth’s life cycle is a circular one. For example,
rain comes down to earth from the clouds, is
absorbed into streams and dirt and then taken
back up into the atmosphere to repeat the cycle.
So, a human being should also be the giving and
taking machine that Vivekananda describes.
However, the human being does not seem to be
fitting into the role of the give and take machine
as efficiently as Mother Earth has over billions
of years, because the human being has become
accustomed to taking copiously and giving back
insufficiently. It seems that the human being is
living in the present. It is sufficient that for now
we have heat stemming from the wood of the
forests, as Vivekananda puts it, but the fact that
the forests are rapidly disappearing and leaving
deserts behind is not pressing on mankind’s col-
lective mind. About the question of evil and cre-
ation, Sri Ramana Maharishi says:

PB November 2014



Vedanta and Ecology 19

Creation is neither good nor bad; itisasitis. |

It is the human mind which puts all sorts of
constructions on it, as it sees things from its
own angle and as it suits its own interests. ...
Men love women, hate snakes, and are indif-
ferent to the grass and stones by the roadside.
These connections are the causes of all the mis-
ery in the world. In creation there is room for
everything, but man refuses to see the good, the
healthy and the beautiful, and goes on whining,
like the hungry man who sitsbeside a tasty dish
and, instead of stretching out his hand to satisty
his hunger, he goes on lamenting. Whose fault
isit, God’s or man’s?™®
Humans are doomed to lamenting about
the current state of ecological crisis if they do
not realize that the tattered state of the envir-
onment is predominantly the effect of over-
consumption of natural resources and the
overproduction of the prevalent technological
era. As Maharishi says, there is room in cre-
ation for everything, and this concept can be
taken to support a belief that there is room for
a simple lifestyle for all of mankind, but much
must be sacrificed in order to save the planet.
Advaita Vedanta’s teachings concerning na-
ture and the unity of life on earth are critical
contributions to a positive environmentalism
largely due to the synthesis of Indian religions
that have formed the foundation of its tenets.
The positive attitudes of nature in the Upani-
shads, the foundational texts of non-dualistic
Vedanta, also play a vital role in the forming of
beliefs concerning nature and all living things.
Vedanta is one of the many systems of religious
philosophy that contribute to the reverence and
respect for the environment, and it is essen-
tial that people do not peint fiingers of blame
at others but instead accept responsibility for
the damage done to our world’s ecosystems and
begin to recognize and support the hallowed

I'E

beauty of the earth. ol
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Women and Environment Conservation

Dwaita Hazra

NVIRONMENTAL CONSERVATION is the

need of the hour. ‘Environment Con-

servation’ is a modern term. It is a sys-
tematic process of protecting the environment.
It includes the whole system of environment
comprising trees, human beings, animals, and
every other living being on earth. The aim is to
maintain a right balance in the environment
and to protect certain species of living beings
from total extinction. Biodiversity protection is
one of the ultimate aims of conservation. This
is possible with the help of science and technol-
ogy. New methods of conservation are being
invented and implemented.

Nature Conservation

Conservation is a huge process because it in-
cludes all the organisms and it is based on their
relationship with one another. To understand
this relationship one needs to see it from a differ-
entangle. The perspective of science and technol-
ogy is also important but with that the empathy
of traditional knowledge should be combined.
According to Paul Taylor’s ‘biocentric outlook™
the natural world is a system of interdepend-
ence. The survival and flourishing of each living
being not only depends on the physical environ-
ment but also on their relationship with other
living beings. “When one accepts the biocentric
outlook, the whole realm of life is understood
to exemplify a vast complex of relationships of
interdependence’ (340).

This relationship was the core value of an-
cient Indian idea of conservation. The main
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focus was on the relationship between all the
living beings. The humans were not the centre
point of the idea. There was no differentiation or
categorization between human beings and other
species. It was naturally understood that all the
lives are interlinked and the great bond of em-
pathy and respect was established. This idea of
conservation was not an imposed idea. It came
naturally as love for her children comes naturally
to a mother. Traditional knowledge is learned by
experience, nurtured and passed from one gener-
ation to another. Therefore in the present times
environment conservation is a process to pro-
tect the environment with the help of scientific,
technological, social, and agricultural know-
ledge. But one thingis missing, that is to under-
stand environment in an environment-centric
way. Most of the environment related things are
seen in a human-centric way. The ancient Indian
way of conserving nature was mainly depend-
ent on understanding nature in its own way. It
was also dependent on seeing all the elements of
environment as one. The teachings of Vedanta
enable us to see this oneness in everything and
help us to identify ourselves with nature. Swami
Vivekananda said: ‘Love everyone as your own
self, because the whole universe is one. In injur-
ing another, I am injuring myself; in loving an-
other, I am loving myself.” He says, ‘In the lowest
worm, as well asin the highest humanbeing, the
same divine nature is present’ (ibid.).

Nature, the Feminine

When we think about the ancient Indian
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perspective on environment we are compelled
to think about the fact that most of the envir-
onmentrelated things are expressed in the femi-
nine gender. The rivers, the night, the forest,
or the dawn, even the planet in which we are
living is described in the feminine gender. The
environment itself is called ‘Prakriti’ which is
a feminine term. Natural objects are described
as mother, sister, young maiden, and daugh-
ter. Thus ancient Indian people tried to make a
strong bond with nature.

Aswomen have many roles o play in a family,
the environment also has many different roles to
actin. When the earth is described as mother, she
is the originator of living beings. As the mother
protects the baby in her womb, similarly the
earth also nurtures the seeds of crops in her soil.
The Vedas praise the earth: ‘On whom [are] the
ocean and the river, the waters; on whom food,
ploughings, came inte being; on whom quick-
ens this that breathes, that stirs—let that earth
set us in first drinking’”® ‘On whom the circulat-
ing waters flow the same, night and day, without
failure—let that earth, of many streams yield us
milk; then let her sprinkle [us] with splendour’
(12.1.9). It is the scripture’s way of conveying the
message that the soil and the water are sacred. We
should never pollute them. We should show the
earth the same respect we have for our mother.

In the Atharva Veda the earth is praised in
sixty-three mantras: ‘Mistress of whatis and what
is to be’ (12.11). ‘Unoppressedness in the midst
of human beings. Whose are the ascents, the ad-
vances, the much plain; who bears the herbs of
various virtue—let the earth be spread out for us,
be prosperous for us’ (12.1.2). ‘All-bearing, good-
holding, firm-standing, gold-breasted, reposer of
moving things, bearing the universal fire’ (12.1.6).
“What of youn, O earth, I digout, let that quickly
grow over, let me not hit your vitals nor your
heart, O cleansing one’ (12.135).
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The earth is imagined as the mother and all
of us are her children. She never discriminates
while giving her precious offerings. Therefore
we should not consider the environment as ‘the
other’ Here a universal bond is established be-
tween all parts of the environment and respect
for all of them is invoked. The earth is described
as mother because of her feminine qualities of
patience, kindness, and nourishment. She gives
us food, shelter, and everything we need to live,
in their purest form. Therefore, we must pro-
tect our mother and we must respect her. This
thought is found in the ‘Prithivi Sukta’ The
concept of the motherhood of earth unites us.
It contains the message of universal peace and
brotherhood. ‘Prithivi Sukta’ does not belong

to any particular country, people, or culture,
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and has a universal appeal. The earth belongs to
everyone and everyone has the responsibility to
protect it. Nature has been portrayed as femi-
nine to show us thatall of us, irrespective of gen-
der, should nurture certain qualities in ourselves
to understand the environment and protect it
from any hazard.

Environment has certain attributes that are
similar to women. This connection between en-
vironment and femininity is now called Eco-
feminism’. Eco-feminism connects feminism
with ecology and relates the exploitation of
women with that of the environment. The con-
nection of nature and women in ancient India is
often described as ‘spiritual eco-feminism’ where
the environment is presented in the feminine
gender and termed as sacred and divine.

Women and Conservation

Ancient Indian literature was the reflection of
the bond between humans and nature, espe-
cially between women and nature, Classical lit-
erature depicts this bond skilfully. For instance
in Abhijnana-shakuntalam, the great poet Kali-
dasa showed how Shakuntala nurtured an in-
tense relationship with the environment—trees,

animals, and forest:
She who was not willing to drink first

if you had not been watered,
she who, though fond of ornaments,

would not pick buds out of affection for you,
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for whom the occasion of the first awakening
of your flowers was a festival,

that Shakuntala leaves for her husband’s house,

given permission by all of you.4

The “Tapovan’ was a place where agreat bond
was established between human beings and na-
ture. Trees were looked upon as brothers, sisters,
or relatives: ‘Father, [ will bid farewell to my ten-
dril-sister, the madhavi-vine’ (4.120; 201). Inthe
fourth actis amelancholic scene, where Shakun-
tala is going to her husband's house after her mar-
riage, leaving her father. Not only her friends and
relatives are sad, but also the forest, the trees, and
the animals are reflecting their deepest sorrow
and pain. Trees are shedding tearsin the form of
leaves. Moreover, Shakuntala is also feeling the
same way for her fellow beings:

The doe lets go its mouthful of darbha grass,
the peacock is weary of dancing,
the vines, dropping yellow leaves,

seem to have trembling limbs ( 4.120; 201).

Shakuntala also expresses her concern for the
pregnant deer: ‘Father! When this doe, roaming
at the edge of the hug slow with child, is about to
give birth, please send me someone to announce
the happy news’ (4.129; 203).

In the Rig Veda, the forest goddess Aranyani
is presented as the protector of forest, She is
the protector of flora and fauna. This concept
of representation of forest by a female deity can
be seen in most of India’s forest region. Indian
women, the Aranyani Sukta, and forest con-
servation—these three are interrelated. Since
Vedic civilization, women are integral to for-
est conservation. Aranyani is the representa-
tion of that relationship. The village people,
particularly older women, always know much
more about the forest. Every day, every year,
every generation, they would go among the
trees, apologize to the goddess of the forest, and
say: T'm sorry for hurting you, but I know you
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understand that [ need to take this much fire-
wood and this much fodder to look after my
family. I promise I will never take more than I
absolutely need.”

Conservation in the Indian Tradition

The ‘Aranyani Sukta’ has a universal appeal. It is
a depiction of our compassion and care towards
the forest and the wild. Though the form of the
goddess Aranyani is not seen, her voice is often
heard through the voice of the wild: ‘Aranyani,
Aranyani, who are, as it were, perishing there,
why do you not inquire of the village, does not
fear assail you? When the Chichchika [a small
bird] replies to the crying Vrisharava [a small
animal], Aranyani is exalted, resonant, as with
cymbals.® This voice can only be felt if we listen
with the much needed compassion and love.

‘Indian forests are a treasure house of food
and medicine. Rural people knew how to use
the abundantly available nutrients of the forest
plants, and the knowledge was handed down to
them from generation to generation.” So the in-
volvement of local people is an integral part of
forest management. The main threat to forest
conservation is our materialistic approach to-
wards the environment. In ancient times women
and the forest were both highly respected and
deified by people. The position of both women
and the forest degraded when society began
treating them as mere objects with some utility.
The divinity of forest is now confined to mere
romanticism. Policies for forest conservation do
not reflect this divinity.

The position of both forest and women has
gradually degraded. Legal protection of the
plants was stipulated by the authors of moral
codes. It was the moral responsibility of a ruler
to manage forest resources in pursuit of the eco-
nomic and social welfare of the kingdom.® A
substantial income is supposed to come to the

PB November 2014

state from its forest wealth. In Manusmriti it is
described that in order to protect forests, gar-
dens, natural, and artificial groves from thieves
the king should appoint soldiers, ‘both station-
ary and patrolling, and spies’’

Arthashastra calls for the appointment of a
superintendent of forest produce who ‘shall col-
lect timber and other products of forests by em-
ploying those who guard productive forests. He
shall not only start productive works in forests,
but also fix adequate fines and compensations
to be levied from those who cause any damage
to productive forests except in calamities.”® The
Matsya Purana has a famous saying: ‘One tree is
equal to ten sons.™*

There is a strong correlation between vio-
lation of dharma and destruction of the earth.
Presently we can see this violation of dharma
everywhere. Women and the environment are
suffering because people have become increas-
ingly impatient and cruel. Ancient women were
caring towards forest. They could more easily
identify themselves with trees. But, sometimes
modern women and men are more materialis-
tic and detached from environment. They are
attracted to just the products of the environ-
ment. Industrialists are using this situation in
their favour. We need to change our consump-
tion habits besides strengthening our conserva-
tion policies.

All of us are consumers of wildlife in one
way or another. We eat wildlife produce and
also wear it as clothingand accessories. We con-
sume it as medicine and buy ornaments and
souvenirs made from it. We might eat fish and
caviar, and wear shoes made from crocodile and
snake skin. Hence our consumption habits def-
initely affect wildlife because the goods we de-
mand come from wildlife rich areas. We wear
diamond and sapphire jewellery made from
stones mined in areas where gorillas and lemurs
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live. We carry mobile phones which use col-

tan, eighty per cent of which comes from the
Democratic Republic of the Congo, an area
that has the Kahuzi Biega National Park, where
the Mountain Gorilla lives. Mining of coltan
is hazardous to this species of gorilla. Through
global consumer culture our everyday lives are
bound up with the fate of wildlife that is far
from us.

Usnally people are not aware of what they
are using, what components such equipment
may consist, and from where they are procured,
Lemurs and other rare species are threatened
by sapphire mining in Madagascar. The inter-
national market for high quality sapphire is
responsible for this. In the words of an environ-
mentalist: ‘Conservation organizations need to
educate consumers, and those customers need
to demand that the sapphires they buy are pro-
duced under the highest ethical and environ-
mental standards’*

‘We can see that our lifestyle, habits of buying
things, and unlimited craving for more is the main
problem. Before blaming others we should con-
trol our behaviour, If there is no wildlife, no biodi-

versity, no food, how can we survive? We cannot

616

eat diamonds or sapphires. To live we
need simple things. This is where we
need to lead simple lives and under-
stand the difference between com-
fort and luxury. Great personalities
have tanght us how to lead a simple
life in harmony with nature. Women
have a deeper connection with na-
| ture. It is urgent that we realize this
bond and act accordingly. More
women should participate in envir-
onmental conservation and decision

making. Only then can we do better

IE

environmental conservation. e X}
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Tracing Sister Nivedita’s Family

Sarada Sarkar

N ANCESTRY WEBSITES, people
O strive to discover long lost relations

and family members whom they were
previously oblivious of. It is almost impossible
to describe the emotions of deep familial joy
and sorrow that are embedded in these elec-
tronic pages. The abundance of photographs,
diary entries, letters, and official records
carry us through timeless family
traditions, and despite being sep-
arated by many miles of land
and sea, they are all bound
to a common family tree.
With some luck one may
find birth and death cerrif-
icates and even immigra-
tion records of when their
relatives setted in differ-
ent parts of the world.
The census at the time
also reveals the addresses
they lived at, the number
of people they lived with,
and the kind of relationship
they bore with their cohabit-
ants—all of which is officially
recorded in the database. In
an Indian scenario, it may
even be possible to locate one’s long lost twin
brother who had disappeared in the Kumbha
Mela! This can be likened to the records of the
mythical Chitragupta, the record-keeper of the
Lord of Death, from whom information has
never gone amiss.
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Sister Nivedita,
Just After Completing High School

Afrer months of research and struggle, [ fi-
nally found what my heart had desired—the
records of Sister Nivedita’s family. Nivedita, Ire-
land’s very own daughter, whom Swamiji called
“The mistress, servant, friend in one’', was redis-
covered like a sunken ship that had been lying
in the deepest depths of the sea for many years.

Inspiration for the Search

Sister Nivedita and my family have
an interesting connection. My
grandmother was the daugh-
ter of the very conservative
Hatkhola Dutta family of
north Calcutta. She was
bormn in 1906 at Fariapukur
Street and actended Sis-
ter Nivedita’s girls’ school
during its early years. My
great grandfather Bhupen-
dranath Dutta, complied
with Sister Nivedita’s re-
quest to send the girlsto her
school on the condition that
they would travel in a covered
carriage and be escorted back
to the house. When my grand-
mother’s sisters attended the
school, Sister Nivedita was in a leading role; al-
though when my grandmother herself attended
the school, Sister Christine had taken over, My
grandmother had told me stories of how Sister
Christine would take my grandmother in her lap
and make the journey to school. She also told me
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Rediscovering the Nobles

| Holy Mother Sri Sarada Devi used to call Sister

| Nivedita £hubi, ayounggirl, butas per Irish trad-

" ition, her mother Isabella called her Margo or

¢ -~ Margot. Of her three siblings Richard, May, and
| Richmond, Richard died just months after being

" borm, This was the first death in the Noble fam-

RESTALILANT
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Sister Nivedita’s Wimbledon House

how she remembered to offer flowers to the Holy
Mother in person, and that she remembered Sis-
ter Sudhira, Sister Sarala, and other details that
are now blurred memories.

The house where I live now is a stone’s throw
from where Sister Nivedita lived in Wimbledon
in 1899 when Swamijiarrived in London and was
living with Swami Turiyananda. Swamiji used to
visit the Noble family despite his poor health.
Today, the ringing of the bell of the very same door
is met with a dead silence, no matter how many
times you try. We hear that a frail old person lives
there as asitting tenant and that his children come
tolook after him, which inci-
dentally, is the only time the
door opens. Today the owner
of the house is a certain Patel
of Indian origin. Should he
have been available we may
have gained access to the
house, but having been left
with no such choice I simply
took a photograph of the
window of 21A Wimbledon
High Street. This wriggered
the desire to explore ances-
try websites and touch un-
known horizons.
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% mother Isabella, and Sister Nivedita followed,

@ (o restin eternal peace.

Being ten years younger, Richmond was much
pampered and protected by the whole family:
As a student he lived with his sister while she
tanght at Ruskin School in Wimbledon. When
Swamiji arrived in Wimbledon in 1899, Rich-
mond was staying in this house. Richmond com-
plained once about Sister Nivedita prohibiting
him from eating beef. When Swamiji learned of
this, he took Richmond to the nearest restaur-
ant and ordered a beef platter and said, ‘Brother
Richmond, please enjoy this. I am giving you
the freedom that Nivedita denied you” This act
perplexed Richmond, who wondered who this
Hindu swami was, who dared practise beyond
the orthodoxy of the Hindu religion.

I therefore ventured into
the world of the ancestors,
rummaging through re-
cords from bygone years to
seek my prized target, Rich-
mond’s family. Richmond’s
wife belonged to the Sewell
family and while searching
through his records, I stum-

. bled upon Sheila Gilmour-
. Burttinger who is a distant
relative of the Sewell fam-
ily: She now resides in Bel-

B o B —= gium. Thisyoungladyin her
Ri dhmond, Nivedita's brother

late twenties was also then
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delving into her family history when she was
startled to discover Nivedita in her family tree.
Being only a distant relative of Sister Nivedita,
all previous contacts had been lost as it happens
these days, and therefore it was no surprise that
she had very lictle information in this mateer.
However, she did provide me with some vital
material from British newspaper archives about
Nivedita’s cremation and more. After months
of tireless research, I had finally found the right
person, Elizabeth Mills. Elizabeth Mills was the
granddaughter of Alice Sewell, who is the sister
of Richmond’s wife Beatrice Sewell. It was then
that I leamned about Richmond’s two children,
Isabella and William.

Richmond’s daughter Isabella was born on
15 September 1909, the same day as Niveditas
mother’s passing. This is why she was named
after Nivedita’s mother. Isabella died in zoo01,
but not without leaving behind a priceless col-
lection of memorabilia related to Sister Nivedita.
When Barbara Foxe compiled the biography of
Sister Nivedita, [sabella had aided her in the pro-
cess. At last through Elizabeth Mills [ had found
the daughter of Isabella, Selenda. The striking
resemblance of her facial features with that of
Sister Nivedita’s bewildered me! When I spoke
to her on the phone I had a strange feeling thac 1
was talking to Sister Nivedita herself. Although
itis only Selenda’s middle name, I prefer calling
her Margo which she relishes, herself being a fol-
lower of Sister Nivedita. If she ever visits India, it
is my wish that she be called Margo by Indians.
Selenda tells me stories of her mother’s favourite
memories of Sister Nivedita. For instance, Rich-
mond was gifted a hexagonal ivory table for his
marriage by an Indian king. Selendas mother
Isabella’s childhood was engraved on all six cor-
ners of that table, says Selenda. Jagadish Chan-
dra Bose happened o be a family friend of the
Nobles and the children fondly addressed him
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Richmend's Daughter, Isabella (1086)
as Uncle Bose. Bose had no children of his own
and loved Isabella like his own, a memory that
Isabella’s danghter Selenda still cherishes after
so many years. Not only did the gifts by Jagadish
Bose and Sarah Bull remain in the house, but so
did a tea set intricately carved with the images
of Hindu deities, some brass bowls, and a few
rare pieces of jewellery. Amongthe artefacts isa
statuette of the Virgin Mary that Nivedita had
presented to her brother, and even though Se-
lenda’s grandfather Richmond was an atheist,
he preserved this token of love from his sister

throughout his life with all his heart. Here is an

excerpt of aletter from Selenda:

From the time I'wasa little girl, my mother told
me the story of her aunt, Sister Nivedita. I was
entranced with the idea thar she had left her
tamily in England, changed her religion, and
travelled to India to found a school that would
help young women. Even though my great
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isabelia’s Daughter, Selenda

aunt had died thirty years before I was born
and when my mother was only a toddler, I al-
ways felta special connection with her forI was
named after her. My middle name is Margort,
the name that Sister Nivedita's family called
her at home. AsI grew older and began to read,
I decoded the ritles of the books on my par-
ents bookshelves. Among my father’s history
books and my mother’s novels, a special collec-
tion stood out, The Master As I Saw Him and
The Web of Indian Life were the most memor-
able titles, but it would be several years before
I was old enough to rake these books down for
myself and pernse them. My home today re-
flects many influences left to me by my great
aunt, Sister Nivedita. Some items are from her
directly and some were given to my grandpar-
ents by her friends—several items from Sir Jag-
adish Bose and Sara Bull—and acquaintances.
Thebookshelfis filled with her books aswellas
two biographies. Brass finger bowls and orna-
ments from India are scatrered throughour the
house. A special silver tea set embossed with
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Hindu deities and animals is used on special
occasions. A large dark wooden Welsh dresser
spans one wallin the living room, a purchase my
great aunt made as a gift to her mother before
she lefc England. Another gift she made was ro
her brother, my grandfather Richmond Noble.
It is a white chine copy of the Virgin Mary’s
head fashioned after Michelangelo’s Pieta. My
grandfather claimed to be an agnostic—despite,
or more likely because of his intensely religious
upbringing by his Irish grandparents—yet be-
cause the Pieta was a piece of wonderful art, he
cherished it. He also cherished itbecause it was
given to him by his favourite sister who helped
bring him up. He adored her. Because of his ad-
oration and respect for his older sister, her life
story has been passed down in our family, but
it is because of Sister Nivedira herself that her
spirit lives so strongly today.

When asked, Selenda, a teacher herself, ex-
pressed a desire to visit India and her grand-
mother Nivedita’s old establishment. Also on her
wish list were Darjeeling where Niveditaresided
with Uncle Bose’s family for some time, Nived-
ita’s home in Bose Para Lane, Bose’s home, and
the residence of the Seviers in Mayavari. Though
she sufters from Parkinson’s disease, Selenda re-
mains active in her retirement, dividing her time
between working at the community library,
showcasing her culinary skills at summer fairs,
and spending precious time with her grandchil-
dren. In her collection of family memorabilia can
be found letters written by Nivedita and Rich-
mond. Her mind wanders once again into the
distant pastand as I touch her hand, we are both
certain that her bond with India will be restored.

Nick Noble, son of William Noble and
grandson of Richmond Noble, is a tax consult-
ant by profession. He was kind encugh to reply
to my email and wrote in glorious detail about
Nivedita’s meeting with Mahauma Gandhi, in-
fused with his respect and fascination. Gandhi
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Richmond's Son, Nivedita's Nephew
William with his Maternal Grandmother

is a renowned figure in the west, but at the time
of their meeting Gandhi was not the Gandhi
we know of today. Nick’s mother is more than
ninety years today and her memory is fragile, just

like the crumbling photos.

The Children of May Wilson,
Nivedita’s Sister

A brief obituary had appeared in the North
Devon Journal on 17 October 1912, reporting
that Margaret Noble had been cremated and laid
to rest. The daughter of Reverend Samuel, she
had worked with India’s underprivileged her en-
tire life and was known as Sister Nivedita among
the Hindus. As aresulc she was cremated accord-
ing to Hindu rites and her ashes transported to
England, received by her sister May Wilson.
Who had sent the urn containing her remains

is unknown though. It may have been Jagadish
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Chandra Bose, for he was close to the Nobles.
Perhaps May had shed many a tear on receiving
the urn, and perhaps it was just another overcast
day in England. All could be revealed from un-
published family documents and diaries.
Niveditawould lovingly call her younger sis-
ter Nim, Mary, or simply May. They were more
like friends than sisters, and had grown up shar-
ing their joys and sorrows. After the untimely
death of their father and unable to deal with
the poverty that ensued, the sisters were sent
to an orphanage while brother Richmond lived
with their grandparents. In these circumstances
the girls clung to each other for support, as
told by a grandson Chris Orpen. Chris Orpen
is a wonderful and generous person, whom I
soughtwith Selenda’s aid. Within a year of mar-
riage, May gave birth to a daughter and named
her Margaret Bose Wilson, after Nivedita and

Sister Nivedita’s Mother with May's Daughterin 1908
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AN INDIAN LADY MISSIONARY IN LONDION,

Sister Nivedita, of the Owder of Ramphsishna, of
Calentts, 1 ab present iy London on s leeturing wission,
She appears in Jeeiure bulle ond cdrawing-rooms woaring
the garb of her order—a sinly' of wanduring iriars,
men nnt:_ :jurm--n who d'i‘flom ihms_olm o the =
toresta of Ui veey L B obgect i to remove misg
coicaplions ae 10 L‘:: reliigions tguuntl_ul‘lm_}il. and
she hersell weially to viiosting  the
Hindon chameter from the ohange of onleuthinlhes
made againm it ~The appearanes. of unirathiniess,
she points oul, is eeally only the Drientil counterpiact
of the " conventional ;.L..L\'a ol European  snoiad
life, huving oxactly the sime nhjscit—to muke the wheals
of y lifa move more smntothly. On the other
hand, she maintaioe thet the penmie of truth in all it
grest and escential aipects in pevervd and »ﬁm’jm’
among the Indisn peoples The wocalled idofatey s
explaws as Innocent and oven belpful symbolinm, Sastee
Nivadite has on sevoral owsduts hind the advartage of
having s chairman the echolardy 'rf!u-g ‘mes
Dygt, oow lectunng npon qiuedtion:s of Indian philo.
eaphy st University Co |l|g0. Susler Nivedita i kiiown
to ber Eaglieh nends as Sos Nolde,

Snippet from The Leeds Mercury dated 8 Nov 1900
Source: British Newspaper Archive

Jagadish Chandra Bose. The eminent Bengali
scientist Bose was a good family friend of the

Wilsons. A rare photo has been unearthed
of Nivedita's mother with her granddaughter
Margaret Bose Wilson taken in 19 08. Nivedita’s
mother passed away in 19 09. Another photo dis-
covered by Selenda from May’s collection was of
a handsome young man, May’s maternal grand-
father Richmond.

Chris Orpen is the son of Margaret Bose

Chris Orpen and his wife
- _—
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Wilson. In his collection is another rare photo
of his grandfather, the electron physicist hus-
band of May Wilson, in the laboratory. Visible
on the wall behind him are framed pictures of
three eminent scientists— Thomas Alva Edison
who had invented electricity, Marconi, while the
third frame was mysteriously empty displaying
a question mark. It is Chris’s belief that the an-
swer lay in the middle name of Wilson's dangh-
ter, Bose. Bose may not have won the coveted
Nobel prize, but that did not deter Ernest Wil-
son, Nivedita’s brother-in-law, from being one of
his greatest admirers.

May’s son Chris wishes to travel to India, al-
though his son has already made several journeys

- Satuedsy the oramated remaine of Mis
Margarac Noble wers interead inthe inmily graveo
ths Noblesin Torrington Cemstery. The docea
lady was the daughtor of the late Rav, Semuel R,
Noble, whe mlnistered 15 the Howa Chareh in 1878
71.  Miss Noble spent Liar Jife jo work among th
natives (o ¥ndls. Shs was known among
Hindns as The Sister Nivedita, sod had (uite &
roynartabile influsnse ovor the natives. Afier
cromation, the vemaing were sen) 3 Bogland for
interment ; they were recaivedt by Bes. Wilson
ainter) wod Mr, Wilson, and conveyed to the
ematery. The Rov. M, Bernstein offfciatad st the

Iso E:HIG‘DL the
ﬁl‘. uo m. url w. .
Hobors Bastmond.

Snippet from North Devon Journal dated 17 October 1912,
Source: British Newspaper Archive

wara
ortiogton friends :—
. oy Mr

including a stopover at Kolkata. However this
adventurous young man was unaware of Nived-
ita and her magnanimous work until recently.
Both father and son now want to visit the Rama-
krishna Mission and re-acquaint themselves with
their past and Nivedita. We hope we are able to
extend our love and warmth to them, so that
they may visit all the places graced by Nivedita

IE

during her lifetime in India. Y
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Experiencing a Seminar

Sarbasri Goswami

HEN I WAS BUSY making arrange-
ments for Narayana Puja, an un-
known voice on the phone put forward
this question to me: ‘Can you conducta seminar
for us?”‘Can you please call later?, I said as I was
not in a position to accept the invitation right at
that moment. The second phone call, however
had a different request—‘T am sorry we have al-
ready arranged for conducting the seminar, can
you summarize the entire programme?’ I hesi-
tated, then on second thoughts, accepted.
When I stepped inside the auditorium on the
scheduled day,' T did not think that the day’s
event would provide an experience for which
I was not at all prepared. The seminar was on
‘Gender and Spirituality’. Coming to think of
gender, itis really a source of great shame to wit-
ness the crude gender bias in a country where
the revered rishis of the Upanishads considered
human beings as amritasya putra, children of im-
mortality. Itisa place where the Holy Mother Sri
Sarada Devi and also Sister Nivedita did their
best to provide mass education, and of course,
Sri Ramakrishna and Swami Vivekananda never
had any ‘gender segregation’ in their teachings. It
is really a pity that even today, in a world where
science and technology seems to have reached its
zenith, women are looked upon as commodities
and seminars have to be organized to make soci-
ety conscious and sensitive to gender bias. Since
we are not born with this consciousness, it needs
to be cultivated.
Sri Ramakrishna and Swami Vivekananda
propagated a change of attitude towards the
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opposite sex for we are all children of God.
When Sri Sarada Devi said that she was the
mother of both the good and the wicked, she
also meant that all are her children; there is no
basic segregation, so to say. However, the discus-
sion of the seminar tried to focus on spirituality
irrespective of any religious code. Spirituality
has nothing to do with religion; it is all about
not being materialistic. We need to see a person
as a spiritual person irrespective of religious be-
liefs. Spirituality must be made a tool to counter
gender discrimination. There should be a recon-
sidering of spirituality in a different perspective,
one that provides a holistic approach towards a
person’s identity.

When we see a person, we see a man, woman,
or a transgender. But are these the only identi-
ties of human beings? Gender identity always
leads to gender trouble. Swami Vivekananda has
said, ‘Is woman a name to be coupled with the
physical body only? So, when we talk about
women with respect to society, culture, and
empowerment, we must keep in mind that em-
powerment must be made effective. Therefore,
education comes before empowerment. It is
taking decisions and implementing them. Even
when women living in cities realize that they
cannot take decisions—that is where empower-
ment comes in. Sheela Rani Chunkath provided
asterling example of true women empowerment,
when as a collector of the Pudukkottai district
in Tamilnaduy, India, she gave a bicycle to every
woman who learnt to sign her name, that being
the yardstick of her having become literate.

623



32 Prabuddpba Bharata

Why cannot a woman remain unmarried?
It should be her choice. I quote Swami Vive-
kananda: ‘Liberty is the first condition of
growth. Just as man must have liberty to think
and speak, so he must have liberty in food, dress,
and marriage and in every other thing, so long
as he does notinjure others (4.367-68). Here we
come to the question of freedom of expression,
treedom of creativity where the freedom of a
woman should be assessed irre-
spective of her gender. It often
happens that a woman’s cre-
ativity is judged from the
male perspective. Conse-
quently, a woman comes
under attack and her cre-
ativity becomes vulnerable.
That is why, some women
writers, filmmakers, and
actors had to become
activists. There-
fore, there is a
dire need for cul-
tural transformation
and with this sensibility
let us reach out to all cor-
ners of society where gender
discrimination is inhumanly practised and pro-
vide solace to that scar through spiritality. A
lot was said about this in the seminar.

The guest of honour set the mood by say-
ing that both the sexes should work together
without antagonism. The first speaker spoke of
empowerment as a CONtinUous process at two
levels, in terms of legislation as well as con-
scicusness. She referred to the glorious days of
women at the time of Maitreyi and Gargi. She
pointed to the power that comes from within
apart from legislation, which is a higher aspira-
tion and ranges from the annamaya kosha, the

physical sheath, to the anandamaya kosha, to

624

the sheath of bliss. The next speaker, through
her slideshow presentation stressed on the po-
sition of women in society, women in search
of their identity, where women are looked at
in terms of certain social norms and not as
co-workers. There are binding norms even re-
garding dress as Rabindranath has mentioned
through the mouth of the charac-
ter of Chitrangada. The speaker
referred to the conditional

\, existence of women in so-

N ) ,C W\
e

ciety and stressed

that there should

be reconciliation

from both the
sides, the male and
the female.

In his presidential ad-

\\\-“tl‘,

dress, the president aptly
referred to Shiva and Vishnu
having opposite qualities but
being complementary to each
other. He stressed that similarly;
man and woman complement
and supplement each other
and added that if we take away
the segregation caused by the
social framework and the reli-
gious code, all contradictions cease
to exist. Another speaker referred to
the condition of the mental health of
women in terms of philosophy and con-
cluded that spiritnality empowers men-
tal growth. A law student discussed how law
ought to be and pointed out the defects of law
as practised today, which has only led to gender
segregation. She stressed the need for legislation
that will protect human rights and treat both
men and women as human beings without any
special leanings towards gender.

An English professor said that though we
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depend on spirituality, it sometimes leads to in-
tellectual contradictions. She related her per-
sonal experiences and tried to correlate them with
scriptures and other real-life situations. The next
speaker dealt with the serious problems of gender
and freedom of expression in a given social frame-
work. She pointed out the importance of the di-
vinity of soul taught by Swami Vivekananda.
Another delegate expressed her opinion on free-
dom of expression and citizenship of women and
how a womans life is more prone to public ridicule
than that of a man. The special guest concluded by
throwing light on the idea of one spiritual source,
Brahman, which is the main source of conscious-
ness and divinity. One has to uplift oneself and
remove the obstacles that prevent human beings
from manifesting their divinity.

In the question-answer session I learnt that
Swami Vivekananda was against any kind of in-
stitutionalism, that gender is a constructed idea,
and believed that empowerment should be both
at the pragmatic level and beyond. We also learnt
how mental peace is related to spirituality and
how that helps build the personality of a human
being and that the reservation policy for women
apparently seems discriminatory but it only an-
swers back to marginalization. We came to the
conclusion that we need to fight for human
rights by conglomerating law and human rights
for all—man, woman, and transgender.

I conclude by quoting a review of Riane
Eisler’s book “The Chalice and the Blade: Our
History, Our Future’: ‘Our ancestors were
peaceful, highly artistic, compassionate people
who loved and celebrated all Life and wor-
shipped the Goddess. The remains of their cit-
ies prove that they lived communally with no
slaves and no signs of war for 2000 years until
the cruel, bloody invasions of the peripheral,
nomadic Indo-Europeans. Our “civilization”
has ever after been based on the Dominator
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model: a history filled with wars, slavery, mur-
der, rape, violence; men dominating women,
children, and other men; in which values of
compassion and peace are set aside or sup-
pressed. ... Eisler brings up new points for dis-
cussion, speaking directly to the Soul about our
history and the Present. And from the Truth
of our Prehistoric past, when people were de-
veloping a truly peaceful and egalitarian so-
ciety, we definitely can make this a reality for
our future. This can be a world in which every
Person is truly Free and Equal, a world with-
out war or violence, in which the Arts flourish,
creativity has no bounds, and we live at peace
with all of Nature and ourselves: the power of
creativity and love—symbolized by the sacred
Chalice, the holy vessel of life—is the govern-
ing principle.”

The seminar on ‘Gender and Spirituality’
seemed to be a torchbearer to work against
all gender discrimination while remembering
Swamiji’s words—‘whatever we shall be in the
future will be the result of what we do or think
now”" Let us depend on the principle of three
Cs—consideration, cooperation, and coordina-
tion, and bring about a spiritual regeneration to
make this world a better place. The next time we
encounter a person, we must consider the per-
son more a spiritual being than a man, woman,

B

or transgender. o
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The Practice of Devotion

Swami Pavitrananda

HEN WE SPEAK OF DEVOTION to
God, naturally we may ask, “Who
is God? Where is he? We have not

seen him. We have not known him. How can
we have devotion to God?’ These are reasonable
questions. But the difficulty is that it is doubtful
whether anybody can describe God. We do not
start religious life that way. It is not that with a
map and a chart we have located God, and we
start on our spiritual journey. We cannot pro-
ceed that way, nor do we know what God is. We
cannot describe what God is.

Knowing God

All philosophical speculations come to naught.
Philosophers will describe God in this way and
that. Their descriptions are meaningless. They are
simply intellectual gymnastics, argument after
argument. One will try to prove that God exists;
another will try to disprove it. One will say, ‘God
is of this nature. Another will say, ‘God’s nature
is different.’ These things lead us nowhere.

There is a beautiful Bengali song: “Who can
know thee, O Lord, unless thou revealest thyself
to him? All the scriptures, all the Vedas are ata
loss to describe thee!

In the metaphysical books of Vedanta, it is
said with great boldness, ‘Even the Vedas are in
the domain of maya’ When I read this, I was star-
tled at such boldness. Even the very Vedas are
within the domain of ignorance—ignorance in
the sense that they try to make a description of
the ultimate reality in human language, in philo-

sophical words. They cannot do that, though they
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can give us some guidance in our search for him.

So we cannot start by having the knowledge
of what God is, or even whether it is worth
our struggle to seek him. When we say, “Who
is God? What is God., we are cautious that our
struggle shall not be in vain. We demand to
know what our destiny is, and then we shall culti-
vate devotion to God. We cannot proceed in this
‘arithmetical’ fashion, as with worldly wisdom.
Devotion does not come in that way for anyone.

Our idea of God springs within our heart;
one cannot say why and how it springs. We in-
stinctively, intuitively, feel something, and that
starts devotion towards God. So, take it for
granted, it is certain we cannot know God in
the beginning. If we have some feeling that there
is a God, that there is someone who holds the
‘string’ of this universe, that is enough. With that
we may start our religious life.

In considering devotion to God, we find three
classes of persons. In the first class are people
who intuitively love God. Even while they are
children, some persons are religious-minded. In
India, such children take to worship instinct-
ively. We cannot explain how it happens—
perhaps they have seen their mother or other
relatives doing these things. We read of the lives
of some mystics or saints—that they could not
go to school, for they thought schooling was
useless. Nanak, the founder of Sikhism, told his
teacher when he was sent to school, “Why do
you create this confusion in my mind? Tell me of
Rama, tell me of God.” He started life that way,
though we cannot explain why.
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Religious feeling, in spite of whatever we may
say, is strong within the human heart. Itis a con-
stitutional necessity of human beings; it is there.
No one knows when it will assert itself. It cannot
be suppressed, for the more you try to suppress
it, the more it will grow.

History indicates that whenever there has
been an attempt to suppress religious feeling, it
has only become stronger. In Indian history we
find that during the Mughal rule, a tyrannical
Mughal emperor, Aurangzeb tried to suppress
Hinduism and within a few years the Mughal
empire fell. But Akbar, of an earlier Mughal reign,
tried to establish harmony of religions. He had
faith in and sympathy forall religions, and hisem-
pire was prosperous. So when we find that certain
governments or certain rulers want to suppress
religion, know it for certain, religion will assert
itself and become stronger, because it is a con-
stitutional necessity of man. It is within him; by
suppression you only bring it out more strongly.

The Story of Prahlada

In Indian mythology we find a nice story of how
a father failed to suppress the religious spirit of
his son. Prahlada was the boy’s name. Prahlada
is considered one of the greatest devotees. It is
a mythological story after all, but behind the
story there is a great meaning. Prahlada’s father
Hiranyakashipu was the king of demons. Daitya
is the word; I translate it as ‘demon’ not finding
a more appropriate word, but actually demon
is not quite the conception. Prahlada’s father
waged war against the gods. He routed the gods
out of the heavenly kingdom, and took posses-
sion of the heavenly world. He wanted no one to
utter the name of God.

Prahlada was born to him. The father was
cautious that he should not have any religious
spiritin him. He engaged two special teachers to
teach him in such a way that he might not have
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any religious feeling. And Hiranyakashipu, you
can understand, was a tyrannical king, a dicta-
tor, and totalitarian in his methods. Not one,
but two teachers were engaged. And when the
teachers began to teach him, the boy began to
teach other children of his age things about de-
votion to God. The teachers became alarmed.
They knew a great danger was in store for him
if this child continued to behave in that way.
Having no other recourse, the teachers came to
Prahlada’s father and reported how the boy was
behaving. The father tried to persuade his son
not to persist in the way he was behaving, but
failed. He threatened him and afterwards began
to persecute him.

The story goes that Hiranyakashipu asked
some persons to throw pointed weapons at
Prahlada to frighten him. When the weapons
touched him, the boy was so full of the thought
of God that he did not feel any pain. The father
became exasperated. He then contrived to have
a wild elephant trample Prahlada underfoot.
But the elephant could never hurt him, no more
than he could hurt a block of iron. As every at-
tempt failed, the father became more exasper-
ated. He threw the boy from a high precipice
into the abyss below, and Prahlada fell; it is
said, at the bottom of the abyss just like flowers
falling on a bed of grass, unharmed. After this,
Hiranyakashipu tied him with some venom-
ous serpents and rocks, and threw him onto the
bed of the ocean. But there the boy was uttering
the name of God.

Thereis a prayer that God is everywhere. God
is in the water. God is in the land, God is every-
where. And as the boy Prahlada was saying that
prayer, it was not simply a prayer of words. From
his heart, from within him came this prayer, and
he felt that there is God everywhere. The snakes
lost their venomous instinct, and he came out on
the surface of the water.
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The father, becoming more exasperated,
began to threaten him that some more severe
punishment would be given to him. And Prahl-
ada said, ‘God is everywhere. God is omnipres-
ent, God is omnipotent.” And his father said, ‘Is
your God everywhere? And then is he in this
pillar?” “Yes, God is everywhere; said Prahlada.
Then his father, in great rage, kicked the pil-
lar, just to show that God was not there. It was
broken to pieces. But the story goes that God
came from that shattered pillar in the form of
Narasimha, half lion, half man, who killed the
father and began to caress the boy. And God
asked him, ‘Just pray for any boon. I will give it
to you.” And it is said that the boy uttered these
words: “That intensity of love which ignorant
people have for the fleeting things of the world,
may that intensity of love be in me, but only
directed to Thee, O Lord.” He wanted simply
to have devotion to God. Though it is mytho-
logical, this story has a great meaning behind it.
Whenever you try to suppress the religious feel-
ing, it comes out more permanently.

Different Types of Devotion

Some persons have a natural, inborn religious
instinct. We do not know why it is so. Sri Rama-
krishna used to say with regard to some of his
disciples, “There is a class of devotees, the 7i-
tyasiddhas, the ever-perfect. From their very
birth they seek God. They do not enjoy anything
of the world.” “They are never entangled in the
world. When they grow a little older they feel the
awakening of inner consciousness and go directly
toward God.” There is a thin veneer of ignorance.
It is taken off very easily. They were free always;
they came into the world, were born with a great
devotion towards God. They do not touch the
sordid things of the world, but remain untainted.

So this is one class of persons. And its oppos-
ite is a class of person who ridicule everything
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religious. They do not care for religion or reli-
gious feeling. If they find a saint by chance, they
will criticize him. They will have the audacity
to persecute a saint, when even in their dying
moments their worldly attachments will be so
strong that they will feel only their own pain of
leaving the world. They are just the opposite of
the saintly class.

And in the middle is the class of people
who suffer most. They are not like those who
are fortunate enough not to care for religion—
‘fortunate’ enough in the sense that religious
things do not trouble their minds. Those who
have no idealism are satisfied with the gross
things of the world—earning money and living
alife of the senses. They are satisfied, and do not
care for anything else; they have no other, higher
yearning. But it has been said that it is better to
be a Socrates dissatisfied than a pig satisfied. So,
‘worldly’ persons are fortunate, or unfortunate,
depending upon one’s point of view, and they go
in their own way.

The trouble arises with persons in whom there
has been some awakening of religious spirit. They
think whether God is real, and how to get devo-
tion to God. For them there is trouble. This is
the case of a Socrates dissatisfied. Swami Viveka-
nanda used to say, ‘If you have no ideal to guide
you, you are simply a brute. A thousand times
unhappier is the lot of those who care for some
ideal, who want to realize something, and who
have the courage and the boldness to want to go
up the stream. Not that they exhibit a sense of
egotism, but their nature is that they want to go
up the stream, no matter how difficult it may be.

This poem of Kabir, another saint who tran-
scended religious boundaries, is very beautiful:

Sukhiya sab sansar hai, khaye aur soye;

Dukbhiya daas Kabir hai, jage aur roye.
The world is so happy, they ear and sleep;

Kabir is so sad, he keeps awake and weeps.
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Kabir could say such things be-
cause his spiritual yearning was very
intense, so much so thatafterwards
he became a saint. Some of his
poems, you will find are very beau-
tiful, full of the joy he attained.

All those who have higher
yearnings must pass through long
periods of struggle. They willingly
and deliberately face the struggle.
Now whatdo theydo? Howis their
religious life builc up when there is
an awakening in them? Fortunate
are those persons who come into
contact with those with whom re-
ligion is not a martter of discussion,
not even amacter of striving, but a marcer of real-
ization. There are persons with whom God is a
reality, who have known God, who have known
the ultimate reality. It is a simple challenge. If you
talk so much of God, why should you be satistied
unless and until you have realized him? Until
then, how can you be satistied?

So, if you come into contact with one who
has known God, you are fortunate, for you can
no longer have any disbelief. You see the light
You see that it is possible to know Ged. In the
darkness of the night you may speculate that
there will not come any day at all. But when the
sun comes out you can never think thac there
is darkness in the world. You may say that God
does not exist, and that religion is not true. But
if you come into contact with a person for whom
religion is a reality, it will be hard for you to resist
him. Spontanecusly you will surrender yourself
to the influence of such a person.

Types of People Who Met
SriRamakrishna

Many persons came to Sri Ramakrishna. One
was a great scholar, who had studied Sanskric
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scriptures very well. And after he saw Sri Rama-
krishna during his first visit, he said that what he
could notlearn by his study for so many years he
had learnt by sitting before Sri Ramakrishna. Sri
Ramakrishna had ne knowledge of scriptures in
the scholarly sense, but people could not resist
him. I illustrate this with other examples, because
they are so typical of the reactions of people o
Sri Ramakrishna, and it happened §ust the other
day’, so to speak. There would come to him polit-
icians, who usually did not care for religion. There
would come to him many persons who were not
quite enamoured of religion, or of the religious
life, or of God. Butthe more they came into con-
tact with him, the more their lives changed. In
them there would come the religions yearning,
There came a doctor to Sti Ramakrishna, dur-
ing his last illness. Later, I read that this doctor
was addressing Sri Ramakrishna as zzmz, notvery
respectfully, and I asked a senior swami of our
Order, ‘How could he address Sri Ramakrishna in
that way? You see, in Bengali when people con-
verse, there are three expressions. There is the re-
spectful expression, which means 4p#i, and there
is the semi-respectful zx#, which one says to
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equals or to inferior persons. To those whom one
loves very much, children, or very dear friends,
one says f#7, which is something like ‘thou’ So, I
wondered how this doctor could have used rumi
in addressing Sri Ramakrishna. And the swami
answered me, “Well, you see, after all Sri Rama-
krishna was a priest, getting two dollars a month
pay, and this man was a renowned doctor”

Usually such people addressed Sri Rama-
krishna in the semi-respectful way. This doctor
did not believe in religion or anything mys-
tical, but the more he came into contact with
Sri Ramakrishna, the more he was enchanted by
him. He would prescribe, because of Sri Rama-
krishna’s throat ailment that ‘No one should be
allowed to talk with you”” But he himself would
then spend a long time talking with him. He
was fortunate, because he had come into contact
with a person in whom there was the realization,
not mere religious striving. Sri Ramakrishna had
reached the end of his striving; with him it was
realization. And when the doctor came into con-
tact with him he was at once under the spell of
his influence.

You see a blazing light, you see a mine of joy,
and you are caught into it. It is a fact. So all these
ideas that there is no God, there is no religious
feeling, are simply skin deep in one sense. You do
not know what you are. You do not know what
your feelings are. You can be transformed at once,
by a touch, or by a glance. Swami Vivekananda
said, ‘Prophets preach, but the Incarnations like
Jesus, Buddha, Ramakrishna, can give religion;
one glance, one touch is enough. That is the power
of the Holy Ghost, the “laying on of hands”; the
power was actually transmitted to the disciples by
the Master—the “chain of Guru-power”. That, the
real baptism, has been handed down for untold
ages. These things happen. You cannot deny the
facts. Fortunate are those persons who come into
contact with such spiritual personalities.
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But all are not so blessed. All cannot come
into contact with them; it is not their oppor-
tunity. The nearest thing to that is to come into
contact with persons in whom there is sincere
striving to reach the goal of God realization.
For them, the doubting spirit is gone. There is
no uncertainty in them. They are striving, and
when you come into contact with them you are
caught in their atmosphere. You are caughtin the
sweep of their influence, because in them there is
a genuine struggle, a sincere striving. If you can-
not come into contact with such persons, you are
left to your own resources.

The Stages of Devotion

You have to study the scriptures. If there is a lit-
tle religious instinct you will automatically feel
interested in studying scriptures, and studying
the lives of saints. Thereby also, your religious
spirit grows. Then you will be challenged to con-
sider whether or not the scriptures are true. If
they are true, what do you have for yourself ? If
you think earnestly in that way, your religious
spirit will grow. A desire for the practice of devo-
tion to God will arise. But as we begin to practise
devotion, there come three stages.

At first, there is great enthusiasm, which is the
enthusiasm of first love. Then comes a period of
dryness. You cannot fully trust your first enthu-
siasm always. In India, when the religious spirit
of some people is aroused, soon they get ideas—
they become wandering monks, they will try to
go to the Himalayas. So they go, suffer for some
days, and then come back home.

Some persons have suffered from some mis-
hap, and then they develop a religious spirit, go
away from home in search of religion and suf-
fering for a week, turn back home dejected. So
there comes the first enthusiasm, but you cannot
always trust that first enthusiasm. There comes
a period of ‘dryness’; it is bound to come. It has
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come in the lives of all the saints, this ‘dark night
of the soul’ Your faith is thereby tested. Noth-
ing worth having can be had without giving the
fullest price for it. So there comes the period of
dryness, a period of hopes and fears.

It is not all dryness. Sometimes you get a
glimpse, but you are not sure whether the dry-
ness or the joy of that faint glimpse is the greater.
One has to pass through that stage. Ordinary
human beings have to struggle, not those persons
who, as Sri Ramakrishna said, are born with a re-
ligious feeling.

Many persons cannot stand the period of
struggle. They will say that they do not get any
result. They are disappointed. They will attend
Vedanta classes for some time, and if they do not
get any results, they are dissatisfied. Religious
life is not pursued that way. You are tested; it is
certain that there will come a period of dryness.
I say these things deliberately. If you know that
everyone has to pass through that stage, you will
not be so much alarmed to find yourself in it.
You will not be so despondent. You will have the
courage to stand the struggle.

Then, after that struggle, comes joy, real joy.
Then you are safe. When you sink a well, some-
times you get some water, though you have not
touched the real spring of water. And you do not
know when this well will dry up, and the water
will become muddy. But once you have gone to
a real spring, you are sure you will have a peren-
nial source of water.

So when you experience real joy after a period
of struggle, after a period of dryness, then you
enjoy safety, you have simply to enjoy life. When
you go in a boat, you have to struggle to come to
the midstream. When you have come to the mid-
stream, the current will take you along; you will
not have to struggle so much. Sri Ramakrishna
used to say, ‘One must be up and doing in the
beginning. After that one need not work hard.
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The helmsman stands up and clutches the rud-
der firmly as long as the boat is passing through
waves, storms, high wind, or around the curves
of a river; but he relaxes after steering through
them. As soon as the boat passes the curves and
the helmsman feels a favourable wind, he sits
comfortably and just touches the rudder. Next
he prepares to unfurl the sail and gets ready for
asmoke. ‘Don'tsitidle simply because your spir-
itual consciousness has been awakened a little.
Go forward. Beyond the forest of sandalwood
there are other and more valuable things—silver-
mines, gold-mines, and so on.” You have to con-
tinue, making a continuous struggle; then you
are sure to reach the highest goal. You will have
real devotion.

But there is one interesting thing. The ‘treas-
ure’ is there. We have only to discoverit. When
we know that we have simply to discover it, then
we get much greater strength for our struggle.
We know it is the inheritance of every human
being. We have simply to assert ourselves to get
it. It requires simply a little struggle. God is play-
ing hide and seek with us, as the devotees will say,
but the goal is there. You will find it.

Qualifications for Devotion

For the struggle to attain real devotion, some
requisite qualifications are necessary, just as
for any other undertaking. If, for example, you
want to find joy in work and if you want to grow
through work, you must not have a spirit of com-
petition. These are fundamental laws; you must
not have any sense of pride in you, you must not
have any spirit of competition or rivalry, and you
must be helpful to all. These three things will en-
able you to find joy in work. If you go in a spirit
of competition, at once you court misery and
mental disturbance.

Also, for the practice of devotion one has to
be cautious about the three laws of work. We
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may not at once eradicate our failures to live up
to them, but if we know what the pitfalls are, it
gives us great help. Further, for the practice of de-
votion, there mustbe purity of heart—inner and
outward purity. Then, you must have love for one
and all—no malice towards anyone. You must
have the spirit of perseverance and steadfastness.
For, you know it is in the very nature of things
that you will have to pass through struggles.

The struggle will be minimized if you come
into contact with persons who have known
God, because then you know that the goal is cer-
tain to be achieved. It gives you great strength.
Otherwise you will have to struggle harder,
though this does not mean it will always be a
dreary struggle. There will be joys in the strug-
gle and if you come to feel that you are really
helpless, if you feel exhausted by your struggle,
help is sure to come. God helps those who are
really helpless. You must understand that you
will have to pass through a stage of helplessness.
Then you need steadfastness and you must not
give way to despondency.

Again, you cannot trust fully your initial en-
thusiasm, expecting that the result will come at
once. A professor was telling me at Belur Math—
I had come from Mayavati, our Himalayan cen-
tre—If only I was able to stay in Mayavati for
three years, I would realize God.'I smiled; I did
not like to disturb him. Afterwards he had be-
come a monk. I do not know what he would say
now. So goes this first enthusiasm, that if you go
to a good atmosphere you will at once realize the
truth. You may get some help, but the real help
comes from within.

Real Devotion

What happens when you have real devotion?
What is the definition of real devotion? Here
you see we have to go by the experience of per-
sons who have real devotion; otherwise we shall
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simply be speculating. And how shall we know
that their experiences are true, and are not fake?
Here, those persons who struggle, those persons
who are on the religious path can instinctively
tell which are true, and which are untrue. They
describe real devotion as extreme love of God.
Whatis real love? Real love is not a bartering sys-
tem. You do not expect anything in return. You
do not pray to God for worldly success or even
for the welfare of your children. You leave every-
thing to God. So it is extreme love. Ordinarily,
we do not feel this kind of love; we always want
something in return. But real devotion does not
expect anything in return. Why should you ask
anything when you have touched the mine of
gold, when you have touched the mine of joy,
the source of all beings, of all existence? Why
should you ask for anything? Don’t you think
that all are safe in God’s hands? If you have any
love for him, can’t you believe that everything is
safe in his hands? In our ignorance we become
worried and anxious about things; it means we
do not have real devotion to God.

And what happens when a person has that
extreme love of God? He has found a great joy
within him, and he is satisfied with that. Out-
wardly, you would think that he is a person who
does not care for anything. But he has got some-
thing within him. He is bewildered in that great
joy. We are bewildered when unexpectedly we
get something very precious. It is reported that
in gambling, when one winsa big sum of money,
sometimes that person dies instantaneously,
so shocked is he at getting such a large sum of
money, far beyond his fondest expectations.

So also, those who have extreme love of God
become full of joy, almost bewildered. And when
they have thatjoy, that joy changes, remains with
them day and night; in whatever they do, in all
their duties; there is that undercurrent of joy. All
their work is dedicated to the Lord. And even
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one moment of separation from God seems to
be a great misery.

Now, is it possible to get such devotion? The
scriptures say and the history of religions show
that this devotion can be found in certain fortu-
nate persons. The history of religions indicates
that there are some persons who have experi-
enced that joy, whose mode of life is quite dif-
ferent from the worldly life, because they have
found that great joy. For them the value of the
things of the world has altogether gone. Once
Sri Ramakrishna had a desire to wear a shawl, a
costly shawl. In his own words: ‘Once I had the
desire to put on a gold-embroidered robe, wear
aring on my finger, and smoke a hubble-bubble
with a long pipe. Mathur Babu procured all these
things for me. I wore the gold-embroidered robe
and said to myself after a while, “Mind! This is
what is called a gold-embroidered robe.” Then I
took it off and threw it away. I couldn’t stand the
robe any more. Again I said to myself, “Mind!
This is called a shawl, and this a ring, and this,
smoking a hubble-bubble with a long pipe.” I
threw those things away once for all, and the de-
sire to enjoy them never arose in my mind again.
He spat upon it and threw it away. Outwardly,
it would appear to a bystander that he was be-
having like a madman. But was he not the most
sane? He asked why one should care so much
for a costly shawl, if he possessed that which ren-
dered all such things valueless by comparison. Sri
Ramakrishna used to say, “This world is a huge
lunatic asylum where all men are mad, some after
money, some after women, some after name or
fame, and a few after God.

Saints as Examples

History shows that irreligious acts are sometimes
done in the name of religion. We always quote
these things. But what is more important; mis-
guided religion as manifest in certain persons, or
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the realization and devotion of saints?

If you would follow saints, the scriptures say
that struggle is necessary. This struggle is not in
your spiritual practice so much asin the testing
of your devotion. When you withstand the test,
real devotion comes, through the blessings of
men of God, or through the grace of God. When
we struggle, we get exhausted, and we feel that
we are nothing; the struggle is necessary just to
show that we are nothing, just to show that our
struggles are in vain, and then grace comes.

When we struggle, we feel proud that we have
done spiritual practices so many times; we have
done devotional practices for so many hours.
Where is God? We feel that as a matter of right
we shall have him. We feel that we have paid
such a price, why should we not get the com-
modity. You are tested that way. The struggle is
just to show that you are zero. When you feel
exhausted, then the truth comes.

And in that struggle, what sustains you? The
example of the saints who have known God
alone sustains you. Their example gives you
strength and sustenance; this is their blessing.
As you follow them you become exhausted and
the grace of God comes. His grace is always ready
to come, if you feel that you are nothing. But it
is not possible with us in our present state. We
have to pass through this drill and drudgery and
the ‘dark night of the soul; just to feel that we
are nothing.

Anything on which you put any value has no
true value. The last thing we value is that by our
spiritual practice, by our spiritual ‘gymnastics,
we shall realize God. It is just the opposite. That
feeling springs from egotism and false pride.
That must be exhausted, in order that devotion
may come, mainly through the blessings of saints
and the grace of the Lord. And in the meantime,
you have to pass through the struggle, just to
know that all depends on the Lord. oy

633



Religious Dimensions of
Karl Popper’s Philosophy

Joe E Barnhart

(Continued from the previous isstie)

ORTUNATELY, A GROWING NUMBER
F of biblical scholars who have learned the

value of historical criticism, literary crit-
cism, form criticism, and redaction criticism have
come to appreciate the value of turning to soci-
ology and other social sciences to help them bet-
ter probe into the religious texts and documents,
which, after all, reflect the lives of fellow con-
testants in their social, economic, and political
sertings. The social sciences can also contribute
significandy to the scholarly exegesis of religious
scriptures by investigating the ways a culture’s

Weltanschauung functions in the communal life
and the life of individual members of the given

community. By discipline and imagination, social
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scientists can sometimes explore more precisely
the ways the various elements of a Welzanschau-

ung function to help shape individual and com-

munal behaviour. Popper’s telling critique of

positivism’s dismissal of all metaphysics helps
pave the way for social scientists to show how
beliefs, images, stories, myths, and doctrines have
affected human lives and entire societies despite
the hard fact that many of those beliefs very likely
could not be tested. Indeed, literary criticism and
the social sciences may by working together dem-
onstrate that the species has often used some of
its most powerful parables and legends to enrich
their lives, although some myths appear as de-
grading as uplifting, [ wish, then, to suggest that
a strictly naturalistic interpretation of Paul’s the-
sis of justification by faith’ could indicate how
a researcher might gain insight into a human
problem or issue even though the written or oral
source of the insight is laden with doctrines re-
garded as fictional By using Popper’s approach to
analyse Paul’s epistle to the Romans and the Ga-
latians, scholars might help provide contempor-
ary humans with rich insight for dealing with the
guilt-forgiveness-redemption issue. Unless we are
sociopaths, we have felt or even suffered guilt,
knowing that we have violated what we regard as
a just moral code or principle. Even some socio-
paths can recognize that ohers sometimes suffer a
measure of guilt for violating their code. In a later
article, it might be useful to ask if itis possible for
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a sociopath to make a genuine change—to con-
vert into a morally sensitive person. In her book
The Sociopath Next Door, Martha Stout (bagss)
discusses those who have ‘no primordial attach-
ments to others’ and the antisocial person having
‘only a tenuous relationship with himself”
Atvameeting of the Southern Society of Phil-
osophy and Psychology in the early 197 0s in Ten-
nessee, | presented a paper to argne that while the
human foetus is human, itis not technically a per-
son until 4f#¢r birth. To be a person, I argued, re-
quires also the active and nurturing second or ‘the
social womb. Hartshorne in the audience heard
the paper and later said he thoroughly agreed
with the paper’s position. In writing the paper,
1 had drawn heavily from three process philoso-
phers: Karl Popper, E S Brighunan, and Charles
Hartshome. I mention this to suggest that the
abortion issue need divide theists on one side and
naturalists on another. Brighuman was one of the
major proponents of the philosophy of theistic
personalism, but his rich and carefully developed
philosophy of personhood is strikingly close to
that of Popper and Eccles. Ironically, while Pop-
per does notthink there is life after death and Ec-
cles believes there is, Brighuman said we now have
no way of knowing the answer. I conjecture that
Popper’s critique of probability theory would
likely lead him to join perhaps David Hume in
asking how individuals could know that their life
after death is only temporary or is not the lastin
a frnize number of reincarnations. Eccles believes
in life after death, but if we embrace his wruly
profound understanding of the emergence of
human life on earth, we still must wonder about
the meaning of our self-identicy after a few thou-
sand years in the nextlife. Is it immorality, orisit
a series of gradual, subtle replacements? In whart
sense would the Apostle John be John after, say,
four thousand years? Or after a mere four hun-
dred years of existence in the next life, who would
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Charles Hartshorne
Joseph Stalin really be? Selective memory would,

of course, become itself an exceedingly creative
adventure. Would the memory products resem-
ble a series of historical novels?

Paul and Justification by Faith

Brian Dodd at the University of Sheffield profi-
ciently defended the long-accepred justification
by faith interpretation of Romans 1:17." As a Jew
in the first century, Paul was familiar with the an-
cient practice of sacrificing certain animals as of-
ferings toatone for sin and to win the favour of the
deity in war and in times of great need. Nine of
the Ten Commandments in Exodus and Deuter-
onomy have directly to do with respecting other
individuals and the community bond. The com-
mandment that prohibits taking the Lord’s name
in vain or lightly can be viewed as reinforcing
truth-telling, It should be unnecessary to invoke
the name of the deity to prove the speaker’s truth-
fulness. In the New Testament the principle is ex-
plicit: ‘Letyour Yes be Yes, and your No be No.*
Since the moral code helps secure the commu-
nity’s very structure, to violate even a part of the
code is to inflict social harm or damage. It costs
the victims pain or loss, sometimes irrevocable
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loss. Like some of their polytheistic neighbours,
the early Hebrews turned the offering of sacrifices
to deity into something of an institution—a sac-
rificial system with thousands upon thousands of
blood sacrifices offered presumably to the deity.
Apparently by the first century this became
an increasingly self-serving institution, often at
considerable cost to the average member of the
community. Prophets like Micah, [saiah, and
Jeremiah had much earlier come to suspect that
the deity’s interest in animal sacrifices had been
grossly misrepresented. Historians and biblical
scholars versed in culturology as expounded by
people like Leslie Alvin White (1900-75) and
Mikhail Bakhtin (1895-1975) can fruitfully track
down some of the roots of the sacrificial system.
Apparently Paul, if we may with reservation ac-
cept the reportin Acts 17, had arrived at the con-
jecture that God had no need of anything. This
raises pertinent questions that deserve attention:
(1) How could Paul bring himself to conclude
that the Creator accepred Jesus’s execution as an
atoning sacrifice for human sin? This question
delves into Paul’s thinking process, his presup-
positions and logic in his cultural setting, not
into the deity’s thinking. Social scientists happily
forego inquiring into strictly divine preferences.
(2) How did Paul become convinced that the
Creator had actually designed to send Jesus to
earth to become the supreme blood atonement?
(3) As a Jew acquainted with at least the Greek
translation of the Hebrew Bible, did Paul ig-
nore or override the message of the Genesis story
about the angel’s preventing Abraham from kill-
ing Isaac, who was already bound and ready to be
sacrificed on the altar? The message of the Isaac
story stands out as a graphic critique of human
sacrifice. According to Paul, Jesus was born of a
woman and became in his human form, morphe,
a slave obedient unto death.’ (4) Did Paul agree
with the explicit doctrine in the Epistle to the
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Hebrews that without the shedding of blood
there is no forgiveness or remission of sin?*

The genuine epistles of Paul leave no doubt
that he wished his readers to believe that the an-
cient sacrificial system of slaughtering animals as
propitiation and atonement for sin had been su-
perseded by the final and perfect sacrifice of the
crucified Son of God, Jesus Christ. The unknown
author of the Epistle to the Hebrews, whom many
scholars believe was influenced by the Pauline per-
spective, describes this same saviour as also the ul-
timate and ideal high priest in the heavenly temple
not made by human hands. In this undefiled and
perfect temple the saviour serves as the perpetual
advocate before the Father on behalf of the human
race. Ironically, the general epistles and the authen-
tic Pauline epistles do not seem to contain mater-
ial drawn from the life of an actual first-century
Jesus. There is reference to a crucifixion or death,
but hundreds of pious Jews were crucified under
Antiochus IV Epiphanes (215-164 BCE) and Al-
exander Jannaeus (126—76 BCE) in generations be-
fore the emergence of Christianity. As a Jew, Paul
had undoubtedly heard many stories about the
crucified martyrs, eight hundred under Jannaeus.
Given the training that he claims to have received
as a Pharisee, Paul had to know that in the Heb-
rew religion many deaths have been taken as aton-
ing offerings to God. In War in the Hebrew Bible:
A Study in the Ethics of Violence Susan Niditch
spells out in grim detail the ‘ban; under which all
human beings among the defeated were ‘devoted
to distraction’ as an offering to the God Yahweh.

Biblical scholars, after interacting with the dis-
ciplines of literary criticism and the branches of
historical criticism emerging in the nineteenth
century, learned still more from the social sciences
in the second halfof the twentieth century. Today,
research in biblical studies has made astonishing
advances through interdisciplinary studies, drawn

widely from such fieldsasanthropology, sociology,
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and culturology to philology or historical linguis-
tics. But a number of scholars from Bruno Bauer
(1809—82) and Paul-Louis Couchoud (1879—
1959) to George Albert Wells (b.1926) have
deemed it necessary to ask why the Aposte Paul
and the general epistles seem either uninterested
in or oblivious to the daily life and teachings of a
historical Jesus. The question deserves an answer.
In Images of Jesus Today, editors James
Charlesworth {b.ag40) and Walter P Weaver
provide a range of authors who attempt to pro-
vide reasonable sketches of a real first-century
Jesus. One chaprer is titled Tesus Research Ex-
pands with Chaotic Creativity’ In what might
be seen as research in the spirit of Popper, Rich-
ard A Horsley of the Jesus Seminar presents his
‘bold hypothesis” as to who Jesus was. Ava meet-
ing of the Society of Biblical Literature, I pres-
ented a paper comparing the conjectures about
a presumed Jesus to a Rorschach test—suggest-
ing that it is easy to project one’s own personal
values onto the Jesus image. A subsequent art-
icle could venture to interface Popper’s episte-
mology and philosophy of science with research
by contemporary biblical scholars and their use
of the social sciences to help explore how Paul
and other Jews of the first century might have
convinced themselves that their claims about a
human named Jesus/Joshua/ Yeshua notonly was
executed by the government in power but, un-
known to the ruling powers, was nevertheless the
‘Lord of glory’ on earth arriving for the purpose
of becoming the ultimate and final atonement.
I suggest that this first-century Christian
drama moved in a strikingly different direction,
the Gospel of Mark, the earliest Gospel, devel-
oping withous the conjecture that the death of
Jesus was atonement for sin. Scholars might by
learning from anthropologists venture inside the
first-century believers’ perspective in the hope

of learning how especially the Apostle Paul’s
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‘justification by faith’ psychology might well
provide some profound insights for contempor-
ary believers and non-believers in dealing with
guilt, forgiveness, and redemption both inside
and outside the penal system. The most difficult
but profitable part of the venture would likely
be the risk of ‘translating” some of Paul’s ‘God
talk’ into ‘community talk] thus moving closer to
Popper’s naturalism, to deal with the four ques-
tions raised above regarding the Apostle Paul’s
logic and thinking process in trying to solve the
issue of guilt in situations when viclations of
moral standards are too great for expecting any
realistic compensation or balance. In short, re-
demption is a contemporary issue with which

B

every viable society must come to terms. %
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(Continued from the previous issue)

ONG-TERM RETENTION of experiences in
memory is seen to change the morphology

of a brain cell. Change implies change in
cellular molecules, which are synthesized from
the genetic code. Today, the search is on for a
gene or a section of genes that is responsible
for synthesizing a specific protein molecule for
memory. This task is daunting. To complicate
things, it is also seen that the action of each gene
is modified and affected by many other genes.
This daunting task is made easier with the se-
quencing of the human genome. Humankind
has opened up a new vista by looking at things
at the micro level and this has had a tremendous
impact on our knowledge. Most geneticists who
used to say that genes could explain every aspect
of an organism, like the colour of the hair, the
quality of the skin, diseases, even complex be-
haviour, habits, and character have now revised
their ideas. Inder Verma, Professor, Laboratory
of Genetics at the Salk Institute for Biological
Studies, La Jolla, California, believes that a
human being can be conceived of as a sum total
of her/his genes. Genes interact with the envir-
onment to determine various human character-
istics and diseases. Complex organisms are not
abundle of genes, nor do genes alone build par-
ticular parts of anatomy or behaviour by them-
selves. Genes and the environment interact; in
short nurture reinforces or retards nature. For in-
stance having a schizophrenic gene means there
is an increased risk that one will develop the dis-
ease, rather than absolute certainty. This means
that rigid genetic laws are not so rigid after all.
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The history of science, besides its great advances
has been replete with the struggle against the-
ologies that preach predestination. This fatalism
was and is galling to modern humans. If science
pronounces its cast-iron determinism through
inviolable reductionist experiments and mind-
boggling journals, it shall preach that very pre-
destination it was fighting all along. Of course
the truth is slowly dawning on biologists. They
say—after it was determined that there are about
20,000 to 25,000 genes—that there are simply
not enough genes for the idea of biological de-
terminism to be right and that the wonderful
diversity of human species is not hard-wired in
the genetic code.

Even with this setback, which was necessary,
genomics today plays a key role and shall con-
tinue do so in the future. Medical diagnosis, cus-
tomized medicines and vaccines, the growing of
human organs, gene therapy, and much more
is set to change human society. Today, genetics
combined with Al is making these revolutionary
changes in society slowly felt. It is also fanning
human desire to be the master of life and death
on this planet.

In Spiritual Life

Spiritual aspirants condition themselves to con-
stantly repeat a mantraand remember the chosen
deity. A higher spiritual life prescribes remem-
bering one’s real divine nature as the Atman.
To accomplish either, the aspirant needs also to
continuously grapple with subliminal contrary
memories that thwart spiritual practice. As one
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proceeds towards contemplation, old forgotten
memories are churned out of their places to sur-
face and cause consternation and despair. These
churned out impressions have not to be paid at-
tention to as they come and go. Ifa person reacts
to them in any way, the impressions will get a
fresh lease of life and continue their obstruc-
tions. Initially, it is like gingerly sidestepping a
sleeping dog to avoid facing a barking racket.
Later, the sadhana itself will give rise to a great
degree of controlling power that will then keep
down, at a command, the old troublesome dogs
of memories. This controlling power coupled
with detachment shall leave the conscious mind
free to penetrate the ultimate mysteries of the
universe, immortality, and God.

Neurological Basis of Memory

‘Your joys, your sorrows, your memories and
your ambitions, your sense of personal identity,
your free will are all in fact no more than the be-
havior of a vast assembly of nerve cells and their
associated molecules.

Every waking moment the brain is subject to
the different intensities or wavelengths of elec-
tromagnetic energy. The data received is just
stupendous but the brain can interpret only a
thin slice of these wavelengths. Hence there is a
gross mismatch in the amount of input and out-
put. There must be some significant information
compression or a deleting agent that removes su-
perfluous information to focus on relevant infor-
mation for optimal decision-making. Instead of
positing such an agent, it is found that the brain
itself has serious limitations that form our world.
Stimulus energy entering and striking the brain
is met with the brain’s own energy or electricity.
The brain snaps together to form new patterns
of electrical connections that stand for images,
touches, smell, sounds, and tastes. Stimulus is the
right word, the brain is stimulated into action
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and this is its life. It is scary to imagine an un-
stimulated brain. Imagine thousands of red bil-
liard balls are hitting a hundred yellow billiard
balls from all sides. In this chaos some yellow
balls are hit right out of the table. The red balls
are the sensations and the yellow balls are the
brain cells forming random patterns breaking
out and reforming in different ways as and when
theyare hit. Those amongst them that are hit out
of the patterns, in the pockets, are the cells that
die, never to be replaced. This is equally scary.
Each nerve cell, neuron, hasa number of pro-
jections called dendrites, of them the larger and
longer is called an axon. Each neuron is joined
to perhaps as many as ten thousand neurons.
However, there is a small gap, a few billionths of
an inch wide, called a synapse. Neurons receive,
transmit, and store impulses. It is estimated that
neurons number one hundred billion, not one
alike; each has its own configuration and con-
ducts electricity. Neurons vibrate continuously
even while at rest. When a stimulus comes in,
the level of electrical charge in them spikes up-
wards. This spike depends on stimulus strength.
Impulses in the neuron don’t flow like water but
leap like frogs, thereby gaining speed and avoid-
ing loss of information in transmission. The
‘message’ or chemical or electrical impulse re-
ceived by one pre-synaptic neuron is transmitted
to a post-synaptic neuron via the axon that ‘fires’
chemical molecules called neurotransmitters
over the synapse. A chain reaction commences.
At that level the activity is terrific; imagine mil-
lions of neurons firing, getting hit, pausing, and
re-firing at each other. Some signals are under-
played, some amplified, others made to bounce
back and forth in the neuron, holding it for a
while longer. Thank God we are not aware of this
commotion. Yet, it is not as simple as described
but it sure takes place at a high speed. Changes
in the synaptic gaps are equated with memory
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and learning. The plasticity of neurons also en-
dows them with a variety of functions; they can
also grow, snap, and unsnap with neighbouring
neurons to make different connections.

How an Impress Occurs

Can perception arise when the energy that has
arrived has made a cascading effect on the brain
cells, even if there are no previous patternsin the
very cells to identify the cascade? No! Each time
a sensation comes in, it leaves its ‘trace’ These
traces or impressed cells are called engrams. If
there are no engrams, the brain cannot relate to
new information. Cognition, thinking, feeling,
and willing will be impossible. These engrams are
said to reside in the cerebral cortex, the centre of
intelligence. The area that is responsible for mak-
ing engrams is the hippocampus. Sensory inputs
of sight, smell, taste, touch, and hearing reach
their respective centres in the brain where they
are processed. From there they are shunted to the
hippocampus, which in turn sends them on, in
engram form, to the cerebral cortex, during sleep.
Chemically speaking, neurotransmitters
manufactured in the brain are released from the
pre-synaptic neuron into the synaptic gap. These
molecules bind to specific ‘receptors’ on the
post-synaptic neuron’s membrane. This linking
is helped by a set of secondary messenger mol-
ecules. Those ‘fired’ neurotransmitter molecules
are then immediately deactivated by enzymes
and mopped up by the pre-synaptic neuron and
recycled. These chemical changes are short-term
memory. Long-term memory needs protein syn-
thesis, which is activated by the genetic code. It
is also seen that different neurotransmitters elicit
different responses. Neurobiologists think they
are finally zeroing on the actual mechanism but
till now cannot pin it down conclusively.
Biologists say that in any given cell a few
proteins encode information for hundreds of
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reactions taking place within it. These reactions
determine cellular growth and development.
The same can be said of a neuron. Some active
messenger molecules are amino acid glutamate
and aspartate. Besides these many more are in-
volved, including calcium and nitric oxide. These
chemical molecules in turn give rise to a host
of enzymes. With such chemicals involved, it
is natural that neurons will change all the time
due to various chemical reactions. Even if this
is viewed from the electrical standpoint, it is
common knowledge that continuous electrical
activity moulds, fashions, and deforms cell mem-
branes. Simple tasks and simpler thoughts are a
combination of various neural functions. And
hence a holistic view recognizes that there are
several overlapping kinds of neural machinery
working simultaneously.

The reason why humans dream is not yet fully
understood. Studies on some animals also show
they dream. One of the uses of dreams is that
the mind shuffles, selects, and categorizes im-
pressions and puts them in long-term storage
areas. During the day the brain is beset with its
moment-to-moment workings to keep the body
alive, interactive, and safe. Hence, it keeps up
the real housework for later. On waking up, it is
common to find a solution to a problem that the
mind was troubled with before going to sleep. A
person may be lyinginert while dreamingbut the
brainis on high gear. This phase of sleep—called
the Rapid Eye Movement (REM) phase—is char-
acterized by vivid dreams. Even in deep dream-
less sleep, which exhibit lazy brain wave pattern
called Delta, the brain is busy compartmental-
izing impressions.

Main Aspects of Memory

Implicit Memory + Also called long-term
and procedural memory. A very large part of
our lives is dictated by conditioned responses.
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Conditioning is accomplished through con-
stant repetition of an act or thought for a given
time. It commences with conscious deliberate
performance then it becomes automatic and
unconscious. Motor skills, playing a musical in-
strument, and the like, are conditionings and
have become impressed on our minds. The con-
sciousmind hasno access toit, Thisis also typical
of what Pavlovian experiments show. Long-term
memory is very resilient.

Explicit Memory + Also known by other names
like declarative and episodic memory. There isa
faint glimmer of consciousness. One speaks of
churning or seeking the mind for facts. This has
avery large storehouse. It contains both the use-
ful and the trash we have collected all along and
is subject to loss.

Semantic Memory « Itis found to be intact even
when Explicit memory fails. This system is resili-

ent. Communication through languages learnt
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and recalled in the right sequence and time de-
pends on this. The activity is more marked when
people are multilingual. One hears words in
English, can understand them in Hindi, to fur-
ther translate them into Bengali. Understanding
of meanings and concepts of words and symbols
also falls within this category. Semantic memory
too starts with conscious learning butlater there
is no conscious access. This system has a very
large capacity. Semantic memory extends itself
to primary sensations to create newer levels of
experience.

Working Memory + The real workhorse. Our
daily lives with its moment-to-moment existence
would be impossible without it. If a millionaire’s
millions are locked away and are inaccessible in
a bank, he is no better than a pauper. Similarly,
engrams would have been useless if this system
did not put them to work. Working memory is
called the mind’s retrieval system.
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There is a belief that humans are born with
a fixed number of neurons and that these cells
do not replicate themselves. The quantity—
thousands being lost every day from the age of
twenty years—thus diminishing makes old pat-
terns of memory blur with age while making
learning new things difficult. The other belief
is that new memories do not need new cells,
just new ways of stringing older ones. The sight
of a rose will give rise to the network of related
engrams that tells one all about it. Billions of
neurons can be arranged in countless combin-
ations. But beliefs are not facts; somehow this
paradigm has held its ground till now. Recent
findings state that the hippocampus, apart from
making engrams, is also found to be manufactur-
ing new neurons and shunting them to the cor-
tex. This has brushed aside the two paradigms
of a fixed quantity of neurons and new mem-
ories being mere stringing of the old in new pat-
terns. No one has seen an engram or trace where
and how they reside in the cells but the agency
of a neurotransmitter, N-Methyl D-Aspartate
(NMDA), is suspected.

Memory Depends on
the Total Health of the Organism

It is known that health of the body is important
in retaining memory and its loss in older people
can be arrested by simple calisthenics, good
low-fat diet, certain herbs popular in alternate
medicine, and mentally stimulating games like
chess, scrabble, and bridge. Endocrine glands
and healthy circulation also have a role in mem-
ory. Acupressure, selective pressure applied on
parts of the palms and soles to activate the par-
ticular body’s vital force channels, also claims
that willpower can be increased; this helps in
making memory and its retrieval unwavering.
The Indian medical treatise, Ayurveda and Ho-
moeopathy claim that the nervous system can
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be toned with certain medicines. This has taken
the perspective of memory out of just the brain
and its functioning and has thrown it all over
the body. It is also seen that the immune system
has a kind of memory that recognizes certain
pathogens from their chemical signals and at-
tacks them accordingly.

The Memory Bible by psychiatrist Gary Small,
talks about certain foods that improve mem-
ory. Fruits and vegetables rich in antioxidants
absorb free radicals, unstable oxygen molecules.
The more these unstable molecules collide and
zip around in the brain, the greater is the chance
of the brain being susceptible to memory loss.
Carbohydrates increase cellular activity includ-
ing cerebral functions. There is however a dan-
ger of an increase in sugar levels, for diabetics
are known to suffer memory lapses and strokes
can cripple them. Omega-3 fatty acids found in
oily fish help in maintaining the fluidity of cell
membranes and improving communications be-
tween neurons. Proteins boost memory and also
help a foetus.

There is first a registration of sensations.
These sensations go to short-term memory
where some of them are consolidated and then
sent over to long-term memory. Recall involves
retrieval from long-term to short-term memory
from where it is put to work. This is a simple
working model of memory. This model how-
ever has many ramifications. It is found that
short and long-term memories have independ-
ent neural systems. Due to trauma or other
causes some people have their old memories
intact but cannot learn anything new. Two neu-
ral storage systems would possibly require two
corresponding retrieval systems or maybe just
a very versatile one. Theories and studies re-
garding the neurological basis of memory are
optimistic that answers are just around the cor-
ner. Each new study, however, attended with
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elation has been short lived, like short-term
memory, in fact too short lived, helping raise
scepticism. How many neural connections de-
fine these pages you are holding? How do ab-
stract concepts of some of these words register?
How does one know what one has just read
is related to one’s own experiences, karmash-
aya, or from a book or discussion, jranash-
aya? How do words, sounds, and meanings
unfold? An excess of the NMDA neurotrans-
mitter bolsters memory storage. Some mice
were bred without this neurotransmitter by
tinkering with their genes. These mice showed,
predictably, serious memory deficiencies but
when exposed to a stimulating environment
full of toys and other sensations, these mice
showed a leap in memory capacity. Dissected
later and seen under an electron microscope,
their hippocampus showed new neural connec-
tions. How did these connections form in the
absence of the much-touted neurotransmitter?
Further, people with mild or severe injuries to
the cerebral cortex invariably show amnesia of
recent and even old memories but after some
time, even years later, memories return mak-
ing some neurologists believe that memory is
stored in multiple areas.

The brain is so resilient that functions lost
in one area due to surgery or other causes, are
taken over by other areas. An exact location is
now ruled out but the frontal lobes are assigned
to put memory to work. Another neurological
inadequacy is that it cannot explain the ego that
harmonizes all the systems and sub-systems of
memory to form a coherent subject with coher-
ent experiences. Both these systems, semantic
and episodic, have two divisions, sensory input
and motor output. In normal circumstances se-
mantic and episodic systems are in balance. But
this explanation too has been found inadequate
on deeper levels.
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Neurological Reductionism and
‘Complementarity’ in Nature

If consciousness, life, identity, and so on is a
mere grey matter it implies that everything
we are and have is tenuous and transitory; for
this is the nature of matter that comprises the
body and the brain. Yet, it is impossible for hu-
mankind to reconcile itself to this fact as it is
deeply unsatistying to the indomitable human
spirit. If life were just neuronal processes, the
very meaning and purpose of life would van-
ish. Morality and ethics and everything that is
dear to the human heart shall be pulled away
and the feeling of emptiness will grip and des-
troy humanity even before the natural death of
the organism.

Humanity knows intuitively that there has
to be a higher dimension to life, and why not,
this is the very dimension that creates the urge
to believe and search for that dimension. No
doubt great scientists have uncovered neurobio-
logical facts but they give us only a very limited
view of matter. The studies of a scientist also
tear apart our complacent conceptions and cosy
beliefs of the external world: ‘Any one aspect of
the visual information provided by your eyes is
usually ambiguous’ (28). ‘It is difficult for many
people to accept that what they see is a sym-
bolic interpretation of the world—it all seems
to be like “the real thing™ (33). ‘Seeing involves
active processes in your brain that lead to an ex-
plicit multilevel, symbolic interpretation of the
visual scene’ (35).

This then is grey matter and the external
world but like many things, no one can say
with finality that this is the end of knowledge
regarding neurons and life. If life and personal
identity can be reduced to molecular levels, it
is improper to stop here. Physicists, who have
pushed the search even further than the molec-
ular level to the atomic and still deeper, find the
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ordinary concepts of matter and force disap-
pear into a ceaseless, limitless, interconnected
dance of energy or subatomic particles. This
so-called ‘matter’ behaves in a dual nature of
waves and particles.

Science seeks to understand the unity be-
hind the phenomena, as Swami Vivekananda
says, ‘Unity in variety is the plan of creation.”
This dichotomy could not be leftas it was. Niels
Bohr showed, in his now famous words, thatit
was ‘complementary’ In the ‘quantum-relativ-
istic’ realm of ‘matter it is also found that the
observer’s perspective is dominant. How do we
fit in these facts to neurons and neurotrans-
mitters? The truth is that every view of Nature
is partial but taking this partial view for the
whole only aids in creating scientific fanaticism
and superstition.

The idea of complementarity that is embed-
ded in Nature has to be taken into account and
shown even in neurobiology. Neural processes
are no doubt important and do answer many
questions but the ‘other side’ may necessarily
not be apparent yet it exerts a tremendous in-
fluence on visible processes. It is like the fourth
dimension of time that curls matter or vice versa
which is not perceived yet the other three di-
mensions cannot exist without it. If this is not
accepted and acknowledged the three-dimen-
sional Newtonian world that is experienced by
the brain will be found to be absolutely real in-
stead of an illusion. No doubt minds are condi-
tioned by culture and education and generally
one sees only that which one wants to. This lop-
sidedness needs to be loped off for real progress
and understanding.

Neurosurgeons have prodded, with mild elec-
tric impulses, different areas of a live brain in
order to know how it responds. Patients experi-
enced very vividly a revival of old memories cov-
ering all the five senses. They have also tried to
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map the brain’s specific sites for specific mem-
ories. Now we know that the brain’s functions
cannot be rigidly mapped. For instance, a left-
handed person might have language processed
on the right side of the brain while it is mostly
done on the left side. So with other functions,
all experts acknowledge flexibility of the brain
functions. Neurologists have also conducted
extensive experiments on split-brain subjects,
rejecting reductionistic explanations of mental
phenomena, which hold that all mental phe-
nomena can be ultimately reduced to physical
and chemical reactions.

Hippocampus and Emotions

The hippocampus, so long neglected, has come
in for a good deal of scrutiny. It forms part of
the limbic system, which is associated with emo-
tions. Every significant or insignificant mem-
ory is vivid due to an emotional touch, either
positive or negative. If memories do not have an
emotional touch they fade quickly. Hence it is
safe to surmise that emotions have a great role in
making us remember things. Sensations of fear,
hunger, lust, and so on report to the lower brain
that reacts accordingly, it then sends the infor-
mation to the cortex to reinforce the reaction.
Subconscious impulses work with cognition.
These cognitions in turn become subconscious.
Both the conscious and subconscious work in
tandem. This shall bring in the psychological as-
pect, for emotions and drives primarily belong
to the domain of the subconscious.

(To be continued)
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e he Vedas are the bulwark of Indian philoso-

phy and the Hindu Religion. They are a vo-
luminous mass of hymns and narratives which
have come down to us through an unbroken oral
tradition. The art of writing and later of printing
have made this ancient literature available to any-
one interested in the history of human thought.
Thus the Vedic texts are accessible to anyone now
and yet a colossal ignorance prevails among the
masses about the contents of the Vedas.

The book under review is an authentic collec-
tion of all the topics that form the core material
of the Vedas. The contents are spread over seven
chapters. The first chapter is titled “Nomenclature
of the Vedas” The author narrates in brief the con-
tents including the various branches of the Vedas.
The geographical location of the emergence of
these contents, the various samhitas associated
with various Vedas and how they developed into
the Brabmanas, the Aranyakas, and the Upani-
shads are traced in this chapter.

The next chapter is on the Rig Veda run-
ning over sixty pages and it describes about
six branches of the Rig Veda namely Shakala,
Bashkala, Sankbayana, Ashvalayana, Mandukya,
and Aitareya. The contents of all the mandalas
are presented in a tabular form and it serves as a
ready reckoner to get at a particular rishi or sithta.
Chapters three and four deal with the Shukla
Yajur Veda and the Krishna Yajur Veda for over
twenty pages. Chapter five is on the Sama Veda.
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Chapter six, which runs over forty-three pages, is
on the Atharva Veda. The author rightly points
out the importance of the Atharva Veda as a
valuable tool for the study of folklore and eth-
nology. The Atharva Veda has no place in sacri-
ficial religion. The author has cited authorities
like Lakshman Sarup and Rajabali Pande. There
is also a paragraph about the cultural value of the
Atharva Veda. The author presents the content
of the Atharva Veda highlighting its irrelevance
in Vedic sacrifices. The author has presented the
contents of the Atharva Veda in the same style.

Chapter seven presents a brief study of all the
extant commentaries on the Vedas as also trans-
lation of the Vedas from across the world. This
chapter runs over forty pages. The author says
that the first generation #ishis were seers, drashtas,
of the mantras. They had direct knowledge of the
mantras. Butsubsequent generations were compe-
tent only to interpret the mantras and therefore
various commentaries were written and studied by
successive generations. Thus we have commenta-
tors, Bhashyakaras like Devaswami, Narayanas-
wami, and Udgitha—all of the seventh century
CE; Madhvacharya of the thirteenth century, Say-
anacharya of the fourteenth century, and many
others. These commentaries are of great help in
interpreting the Vedas. This chapter also contains
information about the various European scholars
and their studies of the Vedas.

Thus the entire study of the Vedasis contained
in these two hundred pages of the book by the
learned author. The presentation of the entire ma-
terial is graphic and well tabulated, and a look
of modernity is given to the ancient lore. This
is bound to help research scholars. The author
has followed the dictum: ‘Na Amoolam Likhy-
ate Kinchit, nothing that is not there in the Vedas
willbe written or should be written? Reading this
beautiful volume is extremely satisfying.

The author, Swamini Atmaprajnananda
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Saraswati, is a talented scholar since her pre-mo-
nastic days and this book exudes the fragrance of
her scholarship and discipline.
Dy Narendranath B Paril
Hon. Prof. of Sanskrit,
Anantacharya Indological Research Institute,
Mumbai
gi'l-"'imlra .
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The Geopitamhy of fids

| eaphilosephy is philosophy conceived as a
T function of geography. Is it a pure accident
that the contours of the ‘Perennial Philosophy’ of
India, the acknowledged nerve-centre of spiritual
metaphysics, are what they are? Or, are there more

fundamental causes at work that lend a spiritual
turn to its philosophical speculations? The book
under review propounds the thesis that ‘the con-
cept of geophilosophy, or to be more precise geo-
metaphysics, is an enduring bond between the

philosophical thought and its terrestrial support’
(blurb). The major premise of Geophilosophy is

‘that essentially, the geographical positioning of a
country influences its thinking and thus impacts

its philosophy. Thesignificant corollaries of such

a novel postulate are (a) the pivotalrole ofa coun-
try’s locationin fashioning its philosophy and (b)

the role of the physical shape and profile of the

country in determining the parameters of its basic
trends of speculation.

The first chapter of this thought-provoking
book titled “The Geophilosophy of India and Sri-
yantra® enunciates and elaborates thebasic canons
of geophilosophy. The second chapter, captioned
“What is India? attempts to examine and under-
stand the drift of India’s metaphysical speculation
in thelight of the canons enunciated. Such crucial
factors as India’s history from antiquity, its nar-
ratives in mythologies, and epics revolving round
its salient geographical features, its special focus
on Mt Meru, the axis mundi of the cosmos, the
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popularity of pilgrimages, the algorithm of Indian
landscape, the rich legacy of India consistingin its
mountains, seven sacred rivers, seven seers, and so
on, the much-touted fact of unity in diversity, and
numerical addiction to such numbers as seven and
three are all studied as the factors moulding the
unique profile of India. At the end of the chapter,
the author poses some pertinent questions: ‘How
does geophilosophy that reflects India’s unique
triangular landscape reshape the grammar of
sanctification? How does Sri-yantra emerge as the
site for the synthesis of varying thought-currents?
Can we view Sri-yantra as abstract encapsulation
of the structure of Indian civilisation? (47).

The title of the third chapter, “Sri-yantra the Ul-
timate Code of Indian Civilisation” says it all. The
central theme of this and the following chapters is
Sri-yantra, which *has made a strong footprint in
the geophilosophy of India and beyond, and has
a major stake in India’s landscape, code of Indian
civilization” (blurb). It spells out the conspicuous
characteristics of Indian thinking such as ‘prepon-
derance of abstract notion, abstract conceptions
treated as concrete realities, fondness for the nega-
tive expression, grasping the absclute negatively,
attraction for the unknown, minimizing individu-
ality and specific preferences, unity of all things,
static quality of thought, lack of common-sense
concept of time, continuity of one’s self and other
selves, consciousness of existence of self, lack of
notion of order in the objective natural world, lack
of historical consciousness and introspective and
metaphysical character of thinking’ (48). We are
also reminded *how thinking and culture in India
are governed by context sensitive grammar” (ibid.).
The dominance of triadic thinking in ITndian mind,
whichitselfis the offshoot of the geophilosophical
domain, is ascribed to theinfluence of the triangu-
lar topography. The diagrammatic details of Sri-
chakra, its symbolic significance, its resemblance
to the human body in microcosmical terms, its
unique profile with the interlocking of primary
triangles which produces secondary triangles, the
six-pointed hexagram embedded in its design, are
alldealt with here. The Sti-yantrais called the king
of yantras. The description of how a sacred triangle
can be drawn on India’s geobody is also given.

The fourth chapter identifies Sri-yantra with
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Meru. The origin of the concept of Meru is analysed.
Contributions of eminent mathematicians such
as Aryabhata and Varahamihira to the unravell-
ing of Meru concept are recorded and explained.
Sri-yantra is called the indexical representation
of Meru. The obsession of various branches of In-
dian philosophy with Meru is highlighted. Meru is
described as ‘the ultimate Utopia of Indian mind
where there is neither sorrow nor old age, disease,
or lack of any splendid thing’ (74). It is pointed
that Sri-yantra emerged only under the influence
of mathematicians. The three ways of creating Sri
Chakra are speltout. To quote the author, ‘Sri-yan-
tra is the synthesis of different routes to apprehend
Meru, the peak of immortality’ (79). Sri-yantra is
hailed as ‘the combinatorial matrix of Indian civi-
lisation. It is the Meru of Indian civilisation’ (ibid.).

Chapters five and six titled, ‘Sri-yantra: Struc-
tural Properties’ and ‘Sri-Yantra and Quest for
Higgs Boson’ respectively, are difficult to nego-
tiate as they abound in mathematical, algebraic,
and geometrical formulae, symbols, and compu-
tations, and are couched predominantly in math-
ematical jargon. A good grounding in higher
mathematics and physics would seem to be ne-
cessary to understand the chapters. Suffice it to
say that the sciences of mathematics and physics
lend their weighty support to the authenticity and
utility of Sri-yantra as a spiritual launching-pad
and spacecraft to reach the great beyond.

In chapter seven titled ‘Sri-yantra: Footprints
from Katra to Paris’, the exciting story of the dis-
covery of the geometrical patterns similar to those
embedded in Sri-yantra in a certain spot in Paris
and also in Katra, the foothill of the sacred seat
of Vaishno Devi Shrine in India is narrated with
a plethora of geographical details.

Chapter eight titled ‘Bharata Mata: Map and
Sri-yantra’ launches a scholarly attempt to study
the parallels between the form and structure of
Sri-yantra and those of the map of Bharata Mata,
India. A typically representative extract from
the chapter should reveal the direction in which
the winds of creative reflection and analytical
thought are blowing. Adverting to the parallel-
ism between Bharata Mata and Tripurasundari,
the author says, ‘Bharata Mata emerged from the
evolving form of the Tripura Goddess. The cult
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of Maha-Tripurasundari and the Sri-Vidya is the
sheaf that binds India’s different traditions. ... Sri-
Vidya tradition is also the ritualization of triadism
inherent in Indian civilisation. There are three
levels of worship—sthula (gross), suksma (sub-
tle), and para (transcendental). One can see how
in the case of Bharata Mata, she is worshipped as
an idol, as the cartographic map and then as the
patriotic spirit. Just like Sri-Vidya, where there is
another triad of yantra-mantra-tanitra, the Bharata
Mata case is characterised by the slogan, “Vande
Mataram”, the map is a homologic resonance to
Sri-yantra with its abstract symbolism and the
image of Bharata Mata itself appears to be the
image Tripurasundari. Justas Sri-yantra is the seat
of Goddess Tripura (Lord of Three Cities), carto-
graphic map is the seat of Bharata Mata. Sri-yantra
is covered by a bbupura, a rectangular boundary.
The map of Bharata is enclosed within a rectangu-
lar boundary’ (155-6).

Chapter nine is titled ‘Pleading for a New Na-
tional Flag’ Positing that the core of the task of con-
ceptualizing and designing of the national flag is
the choice of an evocative emblem, the author elo-
quently says that ‘the emblem must echo the heart
and mind of the people. Sri-yantra, as an emblem
in a triangular national flag retaining the tri-colour
will be unique and also represent the soul and ter-
ritory of India’ (204). A diagrammatic represen-
tation of the proposed ‘simple flag incorporating
India’s triadic destiny’ (ibid.) is given in this chapter.
1t is recommended as a template for devising ‘a truly
Indian flag that will encapsulate India’s history and
territory’ (ibid.). The bibliography and the index
given at the end of the book are quite useful.

The well-produced book, bearing on its front
cover the crimson-hued representation of Sri-yan-
tra in sparkling brightness, promises an exciting
swing through the variegated and complex land-
scape comprising verdant meadows of descriptive
narrative, undulated terrain of abstruse analysis in
terms of physics and mathematics and radiant av-
enues of robust thinking and passionate exposition.
The book is a welcome stimulant to the avid lay-
reader while it is a veritable feast for the specialist
with devout and spiritual sensibilities.

N Haribaran
Madurai
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Swami Vivekananda’'s Neo
Vedanta in Theory and
Practice: A Critical Study
Dulal Chandra Panday

Ramakrishna Mission Institute of
Culture, Gol Park, Kolkata 700 o29.
2012, iX + 130 pp. ¥ 75, ISBN I3:
9789381325155,

e clarified that the teachings of Swami
Vlveka_na_nda were not based on any new form of
Hinduism, nor was it a ‘neo’ adaptation of the age-
old Vedanta. In fact, as explained by Sister Nivedita
in the introduction to The Complete Works of Swami
Vivekananda,“What Hinduism needed, amidst the
general disintegration of the modern era, was a
rock where she couldlie at anchor, an authoritative
utterance in which she might recognise her self ...
For ages to come the Hindu man who would verify,
the Hindu mother who would teach her children,
what was the faith of their ancestors will turn to
the pages of these books for assurance and light’
What Vivekananda really did was that he revived,
organized, and consolidated the age-old philoso-
phy of ‘being and becoming), which in its universal-
ity could embrace the whole of humanity.

This present work, the outcome of a doctoral
thesis by the author, is a critical study of the
teachings of Swami Vivekananda in theory and
practice, and its relevance in present day society.
The author has tried to give a skimming explan-
ation of Vedanta, its modern ‘interpretation” and
‘application’ by Swami Vivekananda and how it
is a solution to all the problems of present day
humanity. The author has tried to establish with
various arguments and examples that the religious
and cultural renaissance that occurred in nine-
teenth century Bengal and later spread across the
rest of India, reached its utopia with the advent
of Sri Ramakrishna and Swami Vivekananda. This
revival of the ancient religion is termed as ‘Neo-
Vedanta’ which stresses not doctrines but prac-
tical application of spirituality in day-to-day life.
The book is divided into five chapters. In the
first chapter the author has given an overview of
‘classical’ Vedanta and a brief account of its vari-
ous schools. He has also given a short historical ac-
count of its revivalin the nineteenth century under
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various religious leaders and reformers, most im-
portantly Sri Ramakrishna and Swami Viveka-
nanda: In the second chapter the author has
attempted an ontological study of the teachings
of Swami Vivekananda, by explaining Brahman,
jiva, and jagat, and their interrelation from a the-
oretical standpoint as explained by the great world
teacher. The author explains that the absolute real-
ity, Brahman, appears to become manifest as the
body-mind-world complex, jiva-jzget, out of the
apparent phenomenon known as Maya. Although
the jiva-jagat is non-eternal and objective from the
phenomenal point of view, they are essentially and
transcendentally non-different from Brahman. The
third chapter sheds light on the various aspects of
the four yogas—Jnana, Bhakti, Karma, and Raja,
and their practical synthesis as explained by Swami
Vivekananda. He impresses on the readers that the
four yogas are interrelated spiritual disciplines and
their synthesis in one’s life is the surest way to at-
tain spiritual perfection. In the fourth chapter the
author explains the moral and the social ideal ac-
cording to Swami Vivekananda. He puts forth that
all the ideals of morality and humanism, though
relative, can achieve perfection only in the know-
ledge of absolute unity of all beings. Referring to
various quotations from Swami Vivekananda the
author drives home the point that the elevation of
the empirical world, vyaveharika jaget, with all its
ethical and moral dilemimas to the level of transcen-
dental perfection, paramarthika, can be attained
only through the deification of all actions and serv-
ing all humanity as the reflection of the supreme
Self. In the fifth and final chapters, the author sum-
marizes the contribution of Swami Vivekanandain
the revival of Vedanta both in theory and in prac-
tice and how his teachings play a significant rolein
the all-round development of the individual—mor-
ally, socially, and spiritually.

In simple language the book provides an over-
all view of Vedanta and its various aspects as
preached by Swami Vivekananda. It will prove
beneficial to readers who would like to go through
abrief study of Vedanta in theory and practicein
the present context.

Dr M Sivarambrishna
Former Head, Department of English,
Osmania University
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Commemoration of the 150th Birth
Anniversary of Swami Vivekananda

On 10 September 2014, a bronze bust of Swamiji
was unveiled in front of the Maison de L'Inde
(House of India) at Cité International Universi-
taire de Paris (CTUP) in Paris. CTUP is a private park
near where Swamiji stayed in 19 00. The bust was
donated by the Ministry of Culture, Government
of India, on the occasion of the 150th birth anni-
versary of Swami Vivekananda. Marcel Pochard,
president of c1up; Arun Kumar Singh, Ambas-
sador of India to France; Bikas Sanyal, Director,
Maison de I'Inde; and Swami Vitamochananda,
monk incharge of Gretz centre, were present.
The following centres held various pro-
grammes to commemorate the 15oth birth an-
niversary of Swami Vivekananda. Delhi: Two
three-day value-education workshops in Chennai
and Hyderabad between 2 and 11 September; 135
teachers were trained. Fifty-four puppet shows
on Swamiji in Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu,
and Karnaraka from 8 Aungust to 6 September,
and eleven shows in Usa and Canada from 19
to 28 September. Kadapa: A youth convention
at Proddarur in Kadapa district on 26 August
1,400 youths participated. Kalady: A value-edu-
cation programme on 19 September attended by
about soc students and teachers. Pune: A two-
day youth convention on 13 and 14 September;
400 youths participated. A state-level seminar
on ‘Unity in Diversity’ on 27 September and a
regional interfaith dialogue on 28 September at-
tended by 375 and 350 people respectively. Ra-
jkot: A seminar on ‘Harmony of Religions’ on
11 September attended by 600 people. Swamiji’s
Ancestral House, Kolkata: A public meeting
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Va!u-education programmt anga!ore
on 11 September attended by 350 people. Seven
programmes were held at different places in and
around Kolkara from 23 August to 17 September;
in all, about 6,150 people attended. Vadodara:
Fifteen programmes on group counselling, sem-
inars, and meetings on positive thinking and
parenting were conducted from 15 July to 7 Sep-
tember at different venues in Vadodara, Bharuch,
and Ahmedabad districts; attended altogether by

4,350 youths, students, and parents.

News of Branch Centres

Radha Mohan Singh, Union Agriculture Minis-
ter, inaugurated Vivekananda Kisan Chhartravas
(Vivekananda Farmers’ Hostel ) at Ramakrishna
Mission Ashrama, Morabadi, Ranchi, on 26
August. The annual convocation of Ramakrishna
Mission Vivekananda University for the fac-
ulties of Disability Management and Special
Education (DMsE) and General and Adapted
Physical Education and Yoga (GAPEY) was held at
Coimbatore on 13 September, in which 222 candi-
dates were awarded certificates, degrees, and doc-
torates. Dr Jayanti S Ravi, Higher and Technical
Education Commissioner, Government of Guja-
rat, was the guest of honour, and Swami Suhitan-
anda, General Secretary, Ramakrishna Math and
Ramakrishna Mission, who is also the Chancel-
lor of the University; presided over the meeting,
Celebrating its platinum jubilee, Ramakrishna
Mission Ashrama, Visakhapatnam, held a writ-
ten quiz contest on Swamiji with about 18,000
students from 125 schools. Srimat Swami Prab-

hanandaji Maharaj, Vice President, Ramakrishna
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Math and Ramakrishna Mission, unveiled the
new nine-foot fibreglass statue of Swamiji at the
Salona campus of Ramakrishna Mission Vidya-
pith, Deoghar, on 11 September. Srimat Swami
Smarananandaji Maharaj, Vice President, Rama-
krishna Math and Ramakrishna Mission, inaugur-
ated the lower primary and upper primary school
buildings of Ramakrishna Mission Ashrama,
Cherrapunji, at Ladmawphlang on 12 Septem-
ber. The water treatment plant with a capacity of
2,000 | per hour installed by Ramakrishna Math
and Ramakrishna Mission, Rajahmundry, at
Rampachodavaram in East Godavari district of
Andhra Pradesh for the local tribal people was in-
augurated on 14 September. Swami Suhitananda
inaugurated the electrical sub-station building
at Ramakrishna Mission Ashrama, Hatamu-
niguda, on 23 September and on 24 September,
he inaugurated the hostel building for senior boys
and laid the foundation stone for the proposed
vocational training centre. Ramakrishna Math,
Mangalore, conducted value-education pro-
grammes for college lecturers and students on 9 to
11 September, attended by 450 lecturersand oso
students. Sri R V Deshpande, Higher Education
Minister, Government of Karnataka, inaugurated
the programme. The second anniversary of Ma
Sarada Kutir (Kala Babu Kunj) was celebrated by
Ramakrishna Math, Vrindaban, on 12 Septem-
ber attended by about 200 outstation devotees
and 150 local people. A spiritual retreat was con-
ducted on 13 September with 200 delegates.

Relief

Drought Relief . Rajasthan: From 28 July to
s August, Khetri centre distributed 32,000 | of
drinking water among 1,320 families facing acute
water scarcity.

Flood Relief - Jammu & Kashmir: In the
wake of the devastation caused by flash floods
and landslides in a major portion of the state,
Jammu centre distributed 1,700 kg flour, 1,385
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kg dal, 264 kg edible oil, 60 loaves of bread, so
bottles of pickles, 1,180 packets of biscuits, 6o1 kg
sugar, and 1,000 bars of washing soap among 69 4
families of 11 villages in Marh, Khour, and Halwal
blocks of Jammu district from 8 to 17 September.
Odisha: Puri Math conducted medical relief op-
erations in g villages of Puri district in the month
of September in which 750 patients were treated.
West Bengal: Naora centre distributed soo kg
chira (rice flakes), 167 kg sugar, 45 kg biscuits,
and 3 kg milk powder among 580 families of 6
villages in South 24 Parganas district from 17 to
24 August.

Distress Relief « The following centres distrib-
uted various items, shown against their names,
to needy people: India: Belgharia: 482 saris, 82
dhotis, 408 lungis, 157 shirts, 55 pants, 179 frocks,
and 248 blankets among 711 families in the month
of September. Chandipur: 128 dhotis and 14 vests
from 27 July to 2 September. Karimganj: 150 saris
and 150 dhotis on 2 September. Malda: 1,000 saris
and 1oo children’s garments. Manasadwip: 1,800
saris, 1,500 dhotis, and soo lungis from 14 to 27
September. Narottam Nagar: 1,014 notebooks,
210 school bags, 240 pens and an equal number of
pencils, erasers, and sharpeners among 240 stu-
dents from 15 July to 17 September. Vrindaban:
42 pressure cookers, 27 utensils, 7 pots, 13 plates,
17 tumblers, 8 tiffin carriers, 17 buckets, 27 LPG
cylinders, 8 stoves, and 29 trunks among 100 poor
widows on 14 September, and 1,000 kgrice, 1,000
kg flour, 250 kg lentils, 250 kg edible oil, s00 kg
salt, and 125 kg sugar among 500 poor widows on
14 and 23 September. Bangladesh: Dhaka: 450
kg flour, 450 kg suji (semolina), 450 kg sugar, 450
1 of edible oil, and 450 saris among 450 families
on 28 September.

Rebabilitation - Uttarakhand: The founda-
tion stones of the reconstruction of the girls” hos-
tel building and construction of a new PG block
of Anusuya Prasad Bahuguna Government PG
College in Agastyamuni was laid on 29 August by
the Headquarters, through the Dehradun cen-
tre. West Bengal: Naora centre arranged for the
renovation work of three huts of poor families in
Canning-I1 and Bhangar-I blocks in South 24 Par-
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Vocational Training for Poor:
To help the women to stand on their own
feet, training is provided in rtailoring,

embroidery, typewriting, and computer
science through our coaching centres.
Similarly training is imparted in karate,
dance, spoken English, and Hindi.

Value Education in Schools and Colleges:
Our monks visit schools and colleges
frequently and conduct motivational
and personality development classes for
students. Educational films are shown and
books on the life and teachings of Swami
Vivekananda are distributed freely.
Medical Help for Poor:

A clinic is maintained in the Ashrama
which provides Allopathic, Homeo, and
Siddha medicines to needy cases free of cost.

Monthly medical camps are conducted
in nearby villages to help people of those

Ramakrishna Mission
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areas. Pree eye camps are conducted ?ﬁ;‘:@g
in a month in different areas. Patients are
screened for eye defects. Those who require.
surgery for cataract are sent to Netralaya and
spectacles are provided to other cases who
require them. T 1,00,000/- expenditure is the

- -

budget for this scheme.
Cloth Distribution to aged people

for Dipavali:

Every year during Dipavali season 1,000
destitute people are given clothes. Destitute

people from far and wide come and get the

benefit. Saris are given to women and dhotis

and towels are given to men. Total budget

for this scheme is around ¥2,00,000/-.

All these service activities require the

helping hand of the generous public.

Donations are exempt from Income Tax
under Section 80G of Income Tax act.

Thanking you,

Yours in the Lord

Swami Aksharatmananda

Secretary

Hanumanthaputheri, Chengalpattu Tamil Nadu 603 002
Website: www.tkmchengalpattu.org Email: rtkinchengalpattu@gmail.com
Phone: 044-27426217




Swami Vireswarananda - A Divine Life

Editor : Swami Chaitanyananda
English Editor : Swami Satyamayananda & Shri Tirthankar Dasgupta
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The English Edition of the above book will be published
shortly at Ramakrishna Mission, Khar, Mumbai. The book
comprises of the life. leachings, letters and selected special
discourses of Revered Maharaj. alongwith about 200
Photographs. in two volumes, contributed by senior and junior
monks. nuns, devotees and admirers from India and abroad.

The Price of the Book : Rs. 300/- per set (two volumes),
Postage : Rs. 60/- per sel.

Pre-publication price: Rs. 250/-, Postage: Rs. 60 per set.

For Pre-publication booking, please contact, now :

The Manager
Advaita Ashrama (Distributor)
5, Dehi Entally Road, Kolkata - 700 014
Email : mail@advaitaashrama.org

The Hindi Edition (Edited by Swami Videhatmananda) of the
above book has already been published. The book is available
from the above Distributor, as also at various centres of
Ramakrishna Mission,

Price R. 300/- per set (two volumes), Postage Rs. 6()/- per set.

The Bengali Edition of the above book (already published) is
also available from various Centres of Ramakrishna Mission
and the following Distributor:

Udbodhan Office
1, Udbodhan Lane, Baghbazar, Kolkata - 700 003

Price Rs. 200/-, Postage Rs. 50/-

SWAMI VIRESWARANANDA SMRITI COMMITTEE

Sunil Kanti Roy Shantanu Chowdhury
(President) (General Secretary)

Address : # 62, Shalaka, D. N. Nagar, Andheri (West), Mumbai - 400053
Mob. No. 9920142551, E-mail : srima.chowdhury @rediffmail.com
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