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PREFACE

“On the banks of the Chitrakoot ghat

There is a confluence of saints

Tulasi rubs sandal paste

Sri Rama anoints Himself.”

This famous couplet from the poet-saint Tulsidas is I think an appropriate invocation for a book of this nature, and I reverently bow to all the saints whose life stories have been included in this book, ‘SANGAM – A Confluence of Saints.”

The book contains condensed biographies of some of the great saints of world history, with time spans ranging from a thousand years till the twentieth century. The stories included would interest both a spiritual enthusiast as well as a lay reader. The Bibliography at the end provides a helpful list of resources for those who would like a more detailed reading on the life of any particular saint covered in the book.

The life stories of these great ones attract us in different ways: the utter simplicity of Sarada Devi and Rabia Basri, the all-inclusive spirit of Kabir, humility of Ekanath, the self-sacrificing quality of Guru Harkrishan, endurance of Mahavira, selfless service of Catharine of Siena, the burning love of God witnessed in Ramprasad and Akka Mahadevi, the power of yoga to transform as seen in the life of Saint Lynn and Jetsun Milarepa, and many more.

It is also this author’s fond hope that the exemplars of these great saints will help promote a more accepting view of other faiths and religions. 

Will close this introduction with a quote from the adorable Sri Ma Anandamayi, one of the greatest saints born in India:

‘A saint is like a tree. He does not call anyone nor does he send anyone away. He gives shelter to whoever cares to come, be it a man, woman, child or an animal.’

Ritesh Gupta

New Delhi

March 2024

“Gurung na martyang budhyeta”

(Never think of the Guru as a mortal)

-  Buddhist Tantric Saying
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STORY 1

The Astonishing Marriage of Andal
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Devi Andal occupies a pre-eminent place amongst a galaxy of saints, especially women saints. Further on in this book, the reader would become acquainted with other great women saints who chose to worship God as the ‘Divine Spouse’ with the saint herself being the ‘bride’. But these were spiritual unions, the holy betrothal taking place in the mystical realm unseen by anyone else. Andal’s marriage to the Lord was a different one. Thousands of common people were aware of the exact day when the ‘marriage’ would take place, they came with the expectation of witnessing this public miracle – and they were not disappointed! So, how did this hitherto unseen union between God and His devotee; between Lord Ranganatha and the daughter of a temple garland maker come about?

Srivilliputtur, a small town fifty miles south of Madurai in the Indian state of Tamil Nadu, is a peaceful and quiet place, rich with spiritual and cultural traditions of an era long gone by, almost surreal in its’ twenty-first century existence. It was here that two of India’s most illustrious Vaishnava saints - Periyalvar and Andal – lived in the seventh century A.D. Andal was the adopted child of Periyalvar, in much the same way as Janaki was of King Janaka.

One day, as Periyalvar was working in his Tulasi (Basil) grove, he was taken aback to see the sudden appearance of a fair young girl, bigger than a baby, lying under a plant. Like the great King Janaka of yore who was blessed to find the divine child Sita while ploughing a field, so too, the childless Periyalvar was delighted to see the lovely girl and accepted her as a gift from God. He named the child Goda (‘born of Mother Earth’) and looked after her affectionately as his own daughter. 

Periyalvar was a staunch devotee of Lord Vishnu and though he lived physically in Srivilliputtur, but mentally and spiritually the saint lived in Vrindavan, lost in the blissful joy of the divine pastimes of Sri Krishna. In such an environment it was but natural for the little Goda to think of her village as Vrindavan, and of herself as a gopi, destined for a spiritual marriage with the Lord. Her love for Krishna grew day by day and it soon took on the form of a passionate and irrepressible longing to marry the Lord of Vaikuntha. 

The unbearable pangs of separation from Sri Krishna reached a point where Goda started to compose hymns, suffused with feelings of her unrequited love, and offered them unto her Beloved:

“Ye clouds compassionate!

My lustre and hue, my bangles, mind and sleep have deserted me in my lonely affliction, so that I may perish.

Can I engage myself in singing the auspicious qualities of my Govinda,

Residing in the hill of Venkata with cool waterfalls, just for preserving my life?”

In another hymn, addressed to the song-bird, the saint pours out her heart’s agony:

“O Koel! Many a day my bones do soften, my spear-like eyes know no wink,

Plunged into the sea of dire distress, I am in a plight,

Failing to secure a ferry-boat: the Lord of Vaikuntha.

Thou too knowest the keen pangs of separation that torment those in love.

Can you not call my beloved Lord of golden hue, whose banner bears the royal eagle?”

It was Periyalvar’s daily routine to prepare thick and beautiful garlands for the Lord and then offer them for worship in the Srivilliputtur temple, the one that he had built from the prize money won in a religious debate. But unknown to Periyalvar, his daughter’s love for her chosen ‘bridegroom’ was scaling new heights every day. Goda was certain that one day she would marry Sri Krishna; still, there were occasions when she would doubt whether she was pretty enough for the Lord or not. So how did Goda remove her doubt?

One day, the girl saw the garlands that her father had prepared for the Lord’s worship and she impromptu decided to decorate herself with them. She wore a garland and glanced at her reflection in the water - immensely satisfied that she was now a suitable bride for the Lord of Vaikuntha! 

Goda returned the garland to the basket which was to be carried by her father to the temple. A little while later, Periyalvar, unaware of what had transpired in his absence, placed the same garland around the deity in the temple!

Day after day the same routine continued: Goda would wear the garland meant for the deity, admire her reflection and then return it to the basket; her innocent father would then take the same garland to the temple and offer it to the Lord. One day however, Periyalvar found a hair in the garland and on questioning Goda he came to know of what she had been doing. The truth came as a great shock to Periyalvar and disappointed him deeply. As it was too late to make a new garland so he threw the used one away and did not offer any that day. 

The same night the Lord appeared in the saint’s dream and asked him as to why there was no offering of the garland that day. Periyalvar replied that the same had been defiled by his daughter and so it was thrown away, but the Lord replied that in the future, He wanted only those garlands which had been worn by Goda as her love sanctified them and made them more fragrant!

The next day Periyalvar informed his daughter of the Lord’s command and also gave her the name of ‘Andal’ – woman saint devoted to Lord Vishnu. From that day onwards, Andal would first adorn the garland meant for the Lord’s worship and only after that would it be offered to the deity. 

Andal’s increasing love and devotion for the Lord also caused her father to become increasingly anxious: ‘What will happen to her?’, he often used to wonder. As Andal reached a marriageable age, Periyalvar broached the subject with his daughter only to be met with a stern reply, “If I heard I have to marry a mortal, I could not bear to live. I will marry the Lord alone and none else.”  

Periyalvar, himself a devotee of the highest order, was pleased to hear the bold declaration of his daughter. He then proceeded to describe the one-hundred and eight manifestations of Lord Vishnu, along with their attributes, in order to determine the ‘Groom’ that Andal had in mind. When he came to Lord Ranganatha at Srirangam, it became obvious that He was the chosen one!

A new problem now presented itself: how to arrange Andal’s marriage to the Lord? But he need not have worried as Lord Ranganatha Himself came to Periyalvar’s rescue. One night, the Lord appeared in the saint’s dream and informed him that he should bring Andal to His temple at Srirangam where He would accept her as His bride. The Lord also appeared to His priests at Srirangam and commanded them to go to Srivilliputtur and escort the bride to be with due honours. 

The priests duly informed of the Lord’s command to King Vallabhadeva of Madurai, the royal patron of the Srirangam temple. The king felt supremely blessed to hear of this unique directive, and in great joy he arranged for many precious gifts for the divine spouse of Lord Ranganatha. Thus, dressed and decorated in a most exceptional manner, Andal was respectfully escorted in a palanquin all the way from Srivilliputtur to Srirangam, a distance of about one hundred and twenty miles. The king too joined the grand and sacred procession of the Lord’s bride. Once the palanquin reached the temple, it was carried directly inside the inner sanctum and placed in front of the image of Lord Ranganatha. 

News of the unique betrothal had spread like wildfire and thousands of people assembled to witness this rarest of the rare event. A hushed silence descended over the vast congregation as Andal emerged from the palanquin and walked slowly up to the Lord’s image -—and then disappeared!!!

In stunned disbelief the gathering kept staring at the shrine, expecting the saint to reappear, but she never did. Periyalvar started to weep bitterly and fell into a swoon; the dazed alvar was awakened by a divine voice that consoled him saying: 

“You have now become My father-in-law. Worship Me with Andal by My side in your own home and continue offering garlands in loving service.”

Periyalvar returned home with a heavy heart but in obedience of the Divine Command, he installed Sri Ranganatha and Andal at his abode and served the Lord till the end of his life.

**********************
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NOTES:


›  The Vaishnavite and Shaivite saints of Tamil Nadu, born between 6th and 9th century, are respectively called Alvars (i.e. ‘those who are immersed in God’) and Nayanmars (i.e. ‘leaders’)

›  ‘Andal’ is the feminine form of Alvar, while Periyalvar means the ‘Great Alvar’

›  Periyalvar is said to be an incarnation of Garuda, Vishnu’s mount, while Andal is believed to be an incarnation of ‘Bhu-devi’ or Goddess Earth. As per traditional belief in Sothern part of India, Lord Vishnu has three consorts: Sri Devi (Goddess Lakshmi), Bhu Devi (Goddess Earth) and Nila Devi (identified with Nappinnai, Krishna’s gopi wife)

›  Tiruppavai (“The Song Divine”) is the immortal thirty-stanza poem of Andal, in which she vividly describes the imaginary scene of herself, along with her companions, approaching Lord Krishna in the auspicious winter month of Margasirsha (Nov-Dec), and petitioning the Lord for the privilege of eternal loving service to Him, bound as they were to Him by inseparable soul-ties

›  According to the Vaishnavas, Lord Vishnu has manifested Himself in 107 different aspects in 107 main Vishnu temples in India, in addition to His transcendent aspect in Vaikuntha, making 108 in all

›  The temple of Lord Ranganatha at Srirangam is foremost of the eight self-manifested shrines of Lord Vishnu. Located in the Tiruchirappalli district of Tamil Nadu, the shrine is considered the first, foremost and most important of the 108 main temples of Lord Vishnu

›  An interesting story relates to the origins of Srirangam: 

It is believed that the idol of Lord Ranganatha at Srirangam rose from the ocean as a result of Brahma’s penance. Then, Ishvaku, descendant of the Sun God (Surya), brought the idol to his capital at Ayodhya. His descendant, Rama, is said to have received the idol by way of inheritance and worshipped it with great reverence. On being requested by Vibheeshana, Ravana’s brother, Rama gave the idol to him for installation in Lanka – with the clear instruction that the idol was not to be rested anywhere along the way on its’ way to Lanka. 

Vibheeshana, being a devout brahmin, performed daily worship at dawn and dusk and it so happened that he managed to cover the distance from Ayodhya to Srirangam during daytime but just then, dusk fell and Vibheeshana rested the idol on earth in order to perform his evening worship. It is said that the idol bonded itself to earth and could not be budged even by a hundred hands! Vibheeshana was sorely disappointed at having to leave the idol behind but the Lord blessed him with the boon that He would always cast His beneveloent gaze on Lanka. Hence, the idol of Lord Ranganatha at Srirangam faces south. It is also believed that Vibheeshana comes to Srirangam everyday in his subtle form to offer prayers to the Lord.

›  Srirangam is a mesmerizing island formed by the splitting of the majestic Kaveri River into two – the Kaveri and the Kollidam. Srirangam is celebrated as a temple town and is home to the shrine of Lord Ranganatha, the resting form of Lord Vishnu. The temple is constructed in the ancient Dravidian style of architecture with 7 concentric walled sections and 21 tower gates or gopurams. The Rajagopuram, located in the south side of the temple, is the tallest in Asia and stands at a dizzy height of 239.5 ft (same as the height of Qutab Minar in Delhi)!
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STORY 2

Ramprasad And His Mad Love for Kali
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Ramprasad Sen was a great poet-saint of eighteenth-century Bengal. His vast collection of devotional songs and poems, popularly known as ‘Ramprasadi’ and dedicated to Divine Mother Kali, are widely sung throughout Bengal even today. Ramprasad, a poetic genius, composed an entirely new form of music that combined the traditional Bengali folk style of Baul music with classical melodies and kirtans. In fact, Ramprasad’s prodigious talent inspired Sister Nivedita to compare him with William Blake, the eighteenth-century English poet who is today considered a seminal figure in the history of poetry. In her book, ‘Kali – The Mother’, Sister writes:

“No flattery could touch a nature so unapproachable in its’ simplicity. For in these writings we have, perhaps alone in literature, the spectacle of a great poet whose genius is spent in realizing the emotions of a child. William Blake, in our own poetry, strikes the note that is nearest his, and Blake is by no means his peer.”

One may well ask: How mad was Ramprasad’s love for Kali? Sample the following few lines from his song, ‘Now I’ll Devour You, Kali!’

‘This time I shall devour Thee utterly, Mother Kali!

For I was born under an evil star,

And one so born becomes, they say, the eater of his mother,

Thou must devour me first, or I myself shall eat Thee up;

One or the other it must be.’

Ramprasad was born around 1720 AD in a village north of modern-day Kolkata. Even as a child, Ramprasad displayed a knack for poetry and learning new languages. But it was the fond hope of his father, a doctor of Ayurveda, that his son would take up his profession. To the dismay of his parents, Ramprasad showed no such inclinations. His parents then arranged his nuptial at the age of twenty-two in the hope that marriage would make Ramprasad more responsible. 

As per family tradition, the newly-wed couple was taken for initiation to the family’s spiritual teacher. During the initiation, when the guru whispered the sacred mantra in Ramprasad’s ear, he became consumed by intense longing for Mother Kali. He wished to dedicate his life then and there in the service of Divine Mother but was unable to do so. Then, soon after marriage, Ramprasad’s father died. The death of the sole bread-winner caused the family to slip into poverty and forced Ramprasad to move to Kolkata where he took up a job as an accountant at a salary of thirty rupees per month. 

Ramprasad tried to perform his accounting duties faithfully, but his heart’s anguish for his Divine Mother spilled over into his work too. His fellow employees were appalled to see accounting books filled with songs to Kali, and they complained to the manager who called for the books. There, scribbled on the very first page, was the sonnet:

“Mother! Make me Thy accountant. I shall never prove defaulter.” 

Verses with cries of ‘Mother! Mother!’ filled up the account books instead of staid numbers!

In her remarks about this incident, Sister Nivedita writes:

“..as the Hindu does not live who cannot understand a religious freak, his genius was recognized at once. A small pension was settled for him, and Ramprasad was set free from wage earning for the rest of his life.”

The happy outcome of this ‘freedom’ – for Ramprasad and for the world at large – was a prolific output of outstanding literary works such as Vidyasundar, Kali-kirtana, Krishna-kirtana and Shaktigiti.

Ramprasad’s fame as a poet-devotee soon spread far throughout Bengal and Raja Krishnachandra of Nadia appointed him as his court poet. It is another matter that the royal-poet would hardly ever attend the court and remained absorbed in his Kali sadhana. The Maharaja gifted the ‘gem of his court’ hundred acres of tax-free land; as a mark of gratitude Ramprasad dedicated his literary work, ‘Vidyasundar’, to the Maharaja and stayed by his side, singing hymns to Kali Ma, during the Maharaja’s last illness.

There is also the legend of Ramprasad’s encounter with Nawab Surajah Dowlah, the brilliant young governor of Bengal, under whom Raja Krishnachandra was a landlord. It is said that one summer afternoon, as Ramprasad was drifting down the Ganges, his little boat encountered the royal barge of Surajah Dowlah and the poet was asked to come on board and sing for the governor. As the poet-saint tuned his vina and racked his brain to come up with a composition that would suit the presence, the Nawab commanded graciously, “Sing me your own songs – about the Mother!” and Ramprasad was only too happy to comply:


“You’ll find Mother in any house



Do I dare say it in public?

She is Bhairavi with Shiva,

Durga with Her children,

Sita with Lakshmana.

She is mother, daughter, wife, sister –

Every woman close to you.

What more can Ramprasad say?

You work the rest out from these hints.”

**********
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“In the market place of this world,

The Mother sits flying Her kite.

In a hundred thousand,

She cuts the string of one or two.

And when the kite soars up in to the Infinite

Oh! how she laughs and claps Her hands!”

**********

[image: ]


THE FOLLOWING IS WHAT Sister Nivedita wrote regarding Ramprasad’s brilliance:

“Quaint beyond quaintness is the song of the kite-flying. To the child mind it is quite natural that its’ mother should play with its’ toys. All mothers do so. And now Kali becomes the playmate. Her toy is the Indian kite, of which the string is covered with powdered glass that it may cut through others. But the boy forgets his game, so completely is it She that fascinates him. It is the game of life that is played before him – the kite released is the soul, gone to freedom; and still the Mother laughs and plays on, as if She knew not that all these were shadows..”

A popular legend associated with the life of this great Kali devotee goes like this:

Ramprasad was repairing the fence of his house one day. His daughter too was assisting him but she left shortly thereafter. Soon a ‘radiant girl’, whom Ramprasad didn’t recognize, joined him, helped him to complete the work and then vanished. It was only later that Ramprasad realized that the ‘radiant girl’ was a manifestation of Divine Mother Kali!

In still another folklore, Ramprasad was on the way to the Ganges for his daily ritual bath when he was stopped on his way by a beautiful young woman who asked him whether he could sing for her a song to the Divine Mother. Ramprasad asked the woman to wait as it was getting late for his afternoon worship. When he returned, the woman was nowhere to be found. But then, as Ramprasad sat down to meditate, he was surrounded by a radiant light and he heard a female voice saying to him:

“I’m Annapurna...I came all the way from Varanasi to hear your songs but alas, I had to leave disappointed.”

Ramprasad was angry with himself that Divine Mother came to hear him sing but he, in his arrogance, asked Her to wait. Leaving immediately for Varanasi, Ramprasad walked several days and finally reached Sangam, the confluence of the Ganga, Jamuna and the (invisible) Saraswati Rivers, near Allahabad. As Ramprasad sat down under a shady tree for some rest, he was surrounded by the same brilliant light as before and he heard Mother’s voice:

“Stay here and sing for Me...Varanasi is not the only place where I reside; I pervade the whole Universe.”

As per some biographers of the saint’s life, Ramprasad died around 1775 AD, on the morning following the Deepawali Kali worship. As Divine Mother’s image was being carried for immersion to the Ganges, Ramprasad walked in front, carrying the jar of sanctified water on his head. He waded deep into the water and as the image was immersed, Ramprasad cried out, “It is done...” and he too submerged himself in the water and died. 

‘You may say that by eating Kali I shall embroil myself

With Kala, Her husband, but I am not afraid;

Braving His anger, I shall chant my mother’s name.

To show the world that Ramprasad is Kali’s rightful son,

Come what may I shall eat Thee up – Thee and Thy retinue,

Or lose my life attempting it.’

(‘Now I shall Devour You Kali!’, Ramprasad)

**********************

[image: ]


NOTES:


›  Sister Nivedita (1867-1911), born as Margaret Elizabeth Noble in Ireland, was a schoolteacher who later on became a follower of Swami Vivekananda. She was an influential spokesperson and worked tirelessly to promote principles of Vedanta and for India’s unity and freedom. Her great level of devotion towards her chosen cause made Swami Vivekananda bestow on her the name Nivedita (“Dedicated One”). Her tireless activity, austere lifestyle and disregard for her own health eventually led to her passing at the age of 44. She was much loved by the Indian people and on her demise the famous Indian poet and Nobel Laureate, Shri Rabindranath Tagore, summed up that respect and veneration when he referred to her as, “mother of the people”

›  Sri Ramakrishna Paramahansa, the great saint and legendary devotee of Goddess Kali, would often sing the songs of Ramprasad, thus spreading the poet’s fame far outside Bengal

›  It was Sri Paramahansa Yogananda who introduced Ramprasad to the west through his famous cosmic chant: “Will That Day Come To Me, Mother?”
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STORY 3

Therese of Lisieux and her “Little Way”
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The town of Lisieux, in the Normandy region of France, has a history that dates back to the Roman times. In the fourteenth century the town became the cause of a dispute between the French and the English and this led to a war that lasted a hundred years! Today, with the imposing Basilica of St.Therese, Lisieux has become a world pilgrimage site dedicated to the saint and visited by millions of devout Catholics every year.  

St.Therese, or ‘Sister Teresa of the Child Jesus and of the Holy Face’, died in 1897 after a prolonged and painful battle with tuberculosis. She was recognized as a saint and canonized in the year 1925 when she became St.Therese of Lisieux. Her life, though short, has been one of the most remarkable ones in the history of the Church. Along with Saint Francis of Assisi, St.Therese is one of the most popular saints in Christianity and also the youngest one to be honored with the title of “Doctor of Church”. 

In what way did St.Therese live her life that she came to be called, ‘the greatest saint of modern times’ by no less than Pope Pius X?

Marie Francoise Therese Martin (St.Therese), was born in 1873. It’s a coincidence that both her parents, in their youth, had wished to give up their lives in the service of God but were unable to do so. Her mother, Zelie Martin’s disappointment at not being able to become the ‘Spouse of God’ was so great that she prayed to the Lord, “I shall enter the married state to fulfill Thy Holy Will, and I beseech Thee to make me the mother of many children, and to grant that all of them be dedicated to Thee.”

And so it was! Zelie Martin had nine children but four died while still infants while five daughters survived. In a wonderful fulfilment of Zelie Martin’s prayers, all her five daughters went on to become nuns – four at the Carmel at Lisieux and one at Caen!

Therese Martin, youngest daughter and the future saint, was a precocious child - keenly intelligent and of a vivid memory. From the letters that her mother wrote to Pauline, Therese’s elder sister who at that time was studying at a convent some distance from Lisieux, we get some insights into Therese’s childhood nature: 

“...She is extraordinarily outspoken, and it is charming to see her run after me to confess her childish faults: ‘Mamma, I have pushed Celine (the sister just elder to Therese by three years); I slapped her once, but I’ll not do it again.’ The moment she has done anything mischievous, everyone must know...”.

Another one goes like this:

“Celine is naturally inclined to be good; as to the little puss, Therese, one cannot tell how she will turn out, she is so young and heedless. She is a very intelligent child, but has not nearly so sweet a disposition as her sister, and her stubbornness is almost unconquerable. When she has said ‘No’, nothing will make her change; one could leave her all day in the cellar without getting her to say ‘Yes’. She would sooner sleep there.”

But all this changed when Therese’s mother passed away when she was just four years old. About this phase of her life, Therese writes in her autobiography, ‘The Story of a Soul’:

“After my mother’s death, my naturally happy disposition completely changed. Instead of being lively and demonstrative as I had been, I became timid, shy, and extremely sensitive; a look was enough to make me burst into tears. I could not bear to be noticed or to meet strangers, and was only at ease in my own family circle.”

Soon after the death of his wife, Louis Martin decided to leave Alencon, the family home till that time, and moved to Lisieux. Therese had thought of being a nun since the age of two, but once the family moved to Lisieux and she grew older in age, her love for God grew ever more. Using the prayers that her mother had taught her, Therese would pray deeply to God, trying very hard to please Him in all her actions, and taking great care never to offend Him.

Lisieux was also the place where Therese first joined school at the age of eight and a half. Naturally intelligent, Therese would invariably stand first in her class which had older girls too. One girl, of fourteen years and an average student, became extremely jealous of the class ‘topper’ and used to bully her. Writing about this incident, Therese says:

“Naturally timid and sensitive, I did not know how to defend myself, and could only cry in silence. Celine and my elder sisters did not know of my grief, and, not being advanced enough in virtue to rise above these troubles, I suffered considerably.”

But Therese’s troubles did not end with school; a far greater sorrow was in store for her.

The death of Zelie Martin meant that the care of the two youngest daughters, Celine and Therese, fell on the two eldest one. Marie, the senior-most amongst all the sisters, took charge of Celine while Therese went under Pauline’s wings. Therese was especially close to Pauline and her grief knew no bounds when she overheard Pauline talk to Marie about joining the Carmel at Lisieux. 

One can only imagine Therese’s agony when Marie too, soon after Pauline, joined the Carmel.

At this sorrowful time of her life, ‘full of sufferings and frequent partings’, Therese often found strength and consolation in these words:

“Life is like a ship that passeth through the waves; when it is gone by, the trace thereof cannot be found.”

In the year 1887, though Therese was not yet fifteen, she too decided to join the Carmel and dedicate her life to God – just as her elder sisters had done. The difficulty was, how to disclose this decision to her father who had already parted with his two daughters? Also, in that same year Louis Martin had been stricken with a serious attack of paralysis, and even though he had recovered but the family was full of anxiety for the future. Finally, unable to hold herself back any longer, Therese spoke to her father of her great wish to enter the Carmel. 

Therese loved her father dearly and the thought of being separated from him brought tears to her eyes. She wept bitterly and her father wept too. Louis explained to his youngest daughter that she was still too young to be making such a grave decision, but Therese had made up her mind. She expressed her heartfelt longing for God and her own wish to become a nun since she was two years old. Her father relented and gave his permission, which was but a starting point in Therese’s journey of becoming a nun.

Therese’s uncle, to whom she was very close, was dead against the idea of her becoming a nun when she told him of the project. He declared that to enter such a severe Order (“Divine Spouse of the Virgins” followed by the Carmelites) at the age of fifteen was against all common sense, and that it would be doing wrong to religion itself if a child were to embrace such a life. For three days Therese prayed for a miracle to change her uncle’s thinking, and lo, it occurred! Her uncle, inexplicably, agreed to her plan. 

The most serious opposition to Therese’s plan came from the Superior of the Carmelites who would not allow her to join till she was twenty-one. The meeting that Therese and her father had with the Superior was a frosty one in which he categorically said “No”, but also added, “Of course, I am only the Bishop’s delegate; if he allows you to enter, I shall have nothing more to say.”

The meeting at the Bishop’s place was held in a more congenial environment. Therese had to make a great effort to overcome her shyness to explain her reasons for joining the Carmel while still an adolescent. The Bishop asked as to how long it was since Therese had wanted to enter the Carmel. She replied, “A very long time, my Lord!” “It cannot be as long as fifteen years”, the Bishop replied in a laughing way, and to this the saint added calmly, “That is true, but it is not much less, for I have wished to give myself to God from the time I was two.” 

The Bishop tried to convince her father but to his surprise, Louis Martin supported his daughter completely and even added that they were going to Rome on a pilgrimage and that he would not hesitate to speak to the Pope himself for this.

Therese’s audience with the Pope, Leo the Thirteenth, is the stuff of legends. 

The revered Pope, with his white cassock and cape, was seated on a raised chair and surrounding him were various high dignitaries of the Vatican. According to custom, each visitor would kneel and then kiss, first the foot and then the hand of the venerable Pontiff. Having received the blessings, two of the Noble Guards would gesture to the visitor to rise and move on to the adjoining room in order to make way for those who followed. 

Louis Martin and his daughter stood patiently in the visitor’s line to meet the Pope, and soon it was their turn. Therese describes this momentous meeting in the following way:

“The next moment I found myself on my knees before the Holy Father. I kissed his foot and he held out his hand; then raising my eyes, which were filled with tears, I said entreatingly: “Holy Father, I have a great favour to ask you.” At once he bent towards me till his face almost touched mine, and his piercing black eyes seemed to read my very soul. “Holy Father,” I repeated, “in honour of your jubilee, will you allow me to enter the Carmel when I am fifteen?” He looked at me fixedly and said clearly and emphatically: “Well, well! You will enter if it is God’s Will.”” 

God’s will it surely was. Before the year was over, Therese received permission to enter the Carmel!

Life in the Carmel was not at all an easy one – especially for someone who was just fifteen! Therese was often the target of ridicule and harsh words, especially from some of the senior nuns. For instance, one of Therese’s duties as a novice nun was to take out the weeds from the Carmel’s garden on a daily basis. During one such trip, one of the senior nuns remarked sarcastically, “Really, this child does absolutely nothing. What are we to think of a novice who must have a walk every day?” 

Therese, an exemplar of patience and humility, treated all such remarks as part of her training to become a perfect nun. She writes in her autobiography:

“What should I have become, if, as the world outside believed, I had been but the pet of the Community? I thirsted to suffer and to be forgotten.” 

Writing about her “little way” to God, Therese says, “It has ever been my desire to become a saint...but for me to become great is impossible. I must bear with myself and my many imperfections; but I will seek out a means of getting to Heaven by a little way – very short and very straight, a little way that is wholly new.”

One of the divine precepts that Sister Therese perfected was that of Charity – being kind even towards those whom we may not naturally feel inclined to be so. She writes, “There are, of course, no enemies in the Carmel; but, after all, we have our natural likes and dislikes. We may feel drawn towards one Sister, and may be tempted to go a long way round to avoid meeting another. Well, our Lord tells me that this is the Sister to love and pray for, even though her behaviour may make me imagine she does not care for me.” 

There’s an example in her book of putting into practice precisely such an attitude. Therese writes about a nun in the community who was most annoying; despite seeing a plethora of disagreeable points in this sister, Therese did not want to yield to her natural antipathy for, “charity ought to betray itself in deeds, and not merely exist in the feelings.” 

Therese set about to do all that she could for this particular nun just as she would do for someone whom she loved the most. Every time she would meet her, she would pray for her and tried to render her as many services as she could. When tempted to answer sharply, Therese would either change the subject or quickly walk away from the place. Therese found this approach in consonance with the scriptures which say, “It is more profitable to leave everyone to his way of thinking than to give way to contentious discourses.” One day the same nun, with a beaming face, said to the saint: “My dear Soeur Therese, tell me what attraction you find in me, for whenever we meet, you greet me with such a sweet smile.”

What a victory for Therese!

Suffering was an integral part of the Saint’s spiritual discipline, an austerity, without which it was impossible to find God. She says, “In this world there is no fruitfulness without suffering – either physical pain, secret sorrow, or trials known sometimes only to God.” 

The following incident clearly highlights Therese’s willingness to suffer:

For a long time, the saint’s meditation place was near a nun who fidgeted continually with her Rosary or something else. This restlessness on the part of the nun created so much disturbance in Therese’s meditation that she was brought to the point of exasperation. She knew that if she turned around and looked at the offender the noise would stop, but such a course would not be in keeping with the spiritual principles as it would hurt the feelings of the offender. Thus, she decided to endure, at the cost of her own meditation being reduced to silent suffering, bathed in perspiration. Since it was impossible not to hear the little noise, Therese began to offer this “music” to the Lord and this offering itself became her meditation!

Did miracles occur around the saint? Therese had the power to read other people’s thoughts – something that was noticed by the novitiates who were put under her charge as the novice-mistress. Another time, during the saint’s last illness, one of the nuns did her a trifling service. Having done so, this nun thought to herself, “How happy I should be if this Angel would only say: ‘I will repay you in Heaven!’ At that very instant, Therese turned to her and said, “Mother, I will repay you in Heaven!”

Therese, in her utter humility, always considered herself as insignificant but her close contact with God and the tremendous spiritual power flowing therefrom, made her the perfect divine instrument for healing and helping others. 

On one occasion, it was the feast day of the Carmel’s Mother Prioress, who was none other than Pauline, the elder sister of Therese. Friends and relatives of the family and also the servants of the convent had sent bouquets of flowers in honour of Mother Prioress. Therese was arranging them in a beautiful manner when one of the new nuns, who happened to be nearby, said rather distastefully, “It is easy to see that the large bouquets have been given by your friends. I suppose those sent by the poor will again be put in the background!” 

Despite the unpleasantness of the remark, Therese responded with a sweet smile and immediately put the flowers sent by the servants in the most prominent place. Struck with the saint’s humility, the new sister went at once to the Prioress to admit her own unkindness and to praise Therese. After the saint’s death, the same Sister pressed her head against Therese’s feet to once more ask forgiveness for her fault. At that very instant she felt herself cured of cerebral anemia, the cause of her suffering for many years, and which had prevented her from applying herself either to reading or to mental prayer.

Therese was diagnosed with Tuberculosis in April 1896. From then onwards till the time of her death in September 1897, Therese had to undergo intense pain and suffering but she endured it all with the greatest courage. Quoting Saint Teresa of Avila in her autobiography, Saint Therese writes, “The souls that are the most dear to my Father are those He tries the most, and the greatness of their trials is the measure of His Love.” 

The doctor treating Therese once remarked in amazement to other nuns of the community: “If only you knew what she has to endure! I have never seen anyone suffer so intensely with such a look of supernatural joy...I shall not be able to cure her; she was not made for this earth.” 

The last words of Saint Therese at the time of her passing were:

“Oh!...I love Him!...My God, I...love...Thee!”

**********************
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NOTES:


›  The “Little Way” of the saint implies a path of unfaltering charity, obedience, self-denial and self-effacement; of being nothing, of thinking oneself as nothing through prayer, service and suffering. In the words of the saint herself, the ‘Little Way’ means – “to recognize one’s nothingness, to await everything from the Goodness of God, to avoid being troubled too much at our faults; finally, not to worry over amassing spiritual riches, not to be solicitous about anything.”

›  The four sisters of Therese who went on to became nuns:

i.  Marie (in religion, Sister Marie of the Sacred Heart at Lisieux Carmel)

ii.  Pauline (in religion, Mother Agnes of Jesus at Lisieux Carmel)

iii.  Leonie (in religion, Sister Frances Teresa, a Visitation nun at Caen)

iv.  Celine (in religion, Sister Genevieve of the Holy Face at Lisieux Carmel)

›  Zelie and Louis Martin were the first couple to be canonized together on 19th October 2008 

›  The unique form of devotion of the Carmelites wherein they consider themselves as the spouse of Lord Jesus, the Divine Beloved, has its’ equivalent in Hindu tradition too. One such instance is of saint Andal (the very first story in this book); another is of Mirabai, erstwhile queen of Mewar (Rajasthan, India), who looked upon Lord Krishna as her spouse and was thus persecuted by her in-laws for her devotion; her bhajans are widely popular throughout India and she too, like Devi Andal, is believed to have merged in Krishna’s image in the temple at Dwarka; a third instance is of Akka Mahadevi whose story follows later in the book

›  Therese Neumann, the Catholic Stigmatist, became blind in an accident but then miraculously regained her eyesight in 1923 through prayers to St.Therese of Lisieux (‘Autobiography of a Yogi’)
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STORY 4

The Lotus Born Second Buddha: Padmasambhava
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