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For my parents,

who showed me what a practice looks like from the inside.

And for Sri Ramakrishna,

and for every tradition that opened its door.
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On Sources, Names, and Method

The raw material of this book is a blog I kept over roughly fifteen years, beginning in 2007, in which I recorded what happened when I attended religious services, study circles, retreats, and gatherings across a wide range of traditions. The entries were written for no audience but my future self, which is perhaps why they contain the level of specific detail that makes them useful now: what the speaker said, what the food tasted like, what time the bus left, what I asked and what was answered, what I felt on the way home.

The blog is the record. This book is the reflection.

Names of people I encountered have been removed or altered throughout. This is not because the encounters were anything other than positive, but because the people I met were living their faith, not performing it for a visiting observer, and it seems right to protect their privacy. Where a person is identified only by a role (the rabbi, the elder, the retreat director, the study circle leader), that is deliberate. The traditions themselves are named; the individuals within them generally are not.

The timeline of the Manchester period covers roughly 2007 to 2012. The Bangalore and Lucknow material draws on visits and experiences both before and after that period. The book does not follow strict chronological order within chapters; it follows the logic of each encounter.

A note on the blog: it was never intended as a book, and the entries have not been reproduced verbatim here. What has been preserved is the texture of direct experience, as opposed to the retrospective tidying that more conventionally literary memoirs tend to impose.
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A Note on Transliteration
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This book draws on terms from Sanskrit, Hindi, Punjabi, Gujarati, Arabic, Hebrew, and Aramaic. No single transliteration system covers all of these consistently, and none would serve a general reader well if applied with full scholarly rigour. The approach taken here is practical: terms are rendered in the form most likely to be recognisable to an English-language reader, with diacritics omitted throughout.

Where a term has a commonly used English spelling (karma, mantra, nirvana), that spelling is used. Where a term is less familiar, the first occurrence is italicised and, where it is not explained in the surrounding text, it appears in the Glossary at the back of this book.

Bengali has its own transliteration conventions that differ from Hindi and Sanskrit standards. The phrase at the heart of this book, Ramakrishna’s Bengali: যত মত, তত পথ, is rendered throughout as Joto mot, toto path, following the common Bengali pronunciation rather than a strict Sanskrit-derived scheme.

The author asks the reader’s patience with any inconsistencies. A book that ranges across seven or eight traditions cannot pretend to the terminological precision of a work focused on any one of them.

As Many Paths, So Many Ways

A Ramakrishna Experiment in Faiths
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The Experiment


The tank has several ghats. Hindus drink water at one ghat, Muslims at another, Christians at yet another. All drink the same water. So, too, the Lord has made different religions suited to different times, countries and people. People feel that their own religion alone is true, others' are false, but actually all are right, all lead to the same place.



— Sri Ramakrishna Paramhamsa, as recorded in the Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna

I. The Bookshop

There is a bookshop inside the Ramakrishna Mission campus in Lucknow, in the older part of the city, that smells of sandalwood and old paper and something else I have never been able to name. I have been going there since I was a child. The monk behind the counter will hand you a monthly journal called Prabuddha Bharata, which Swami Vivekananda started in 1896, and whose editorial panel still consists of professors and learned people; he will not rush you. The books are priced around fifty rupees. You can spend a long time.

When I visited as an adult, on a return to Lucknow in the winter of 2007, I picked up a slim volume on the history and ideals of the Ramakrishna Math and Mission. Standing there in the cool garden light filtering through the leaves (the Mission has immaculate grounds, a strict no-photography rule inside the shrine room, straw mats for meditation) I read a sentence that I have been thinking about ever since.

Among the Mission's stated ideals, alongside god-realisation, the synthesis of the four yogas, and the philosophy of work as worship, was this: harmony of religions both within Hinduism and world religions, as Ramakrishna verified.

As Ramakrishna verified. Not as Ramakrishna preached, or believed, or hoped. As he verified. The language is empirical. He had run the experiment. He had the results.

I bought the book, put it in my bag, and walked back through the gardens past the shrine, where the triple images of Ramakrishna, Sarada Devi and Vivekananda watched the morning in silence. I did not yet know that I was about to spend the next several years running the same experiment myself.

II. The Experimenter

Sri Ramakrishna Paramhamsa was born in 1836 in the Bengali village of Kamarpukur, into a poor Brahmin family, and died in 1886 of throat cancer in Calcutta. He spent most of his adult life as a priest at the Dakshineswar Kali temple on the banks of the Ganges, north of Calcutta, weeping before the goddess with such longing for the divine that he would fall into states of absorbed ecstasy, samadhi, so deep that he would forget to eat, forget where he was, sometimes appear, to those watching, to have briefly left his body behind.

He was not a scholar. He could not read Sanskrit easily. He had no interest in theological disputation for its own sake. What he had, instead, was an overwhelming experiential hunger: he wanted to know God the way you know your mother's face, immediately and without intermediary. He wanted to feel the reality that the scriptures pointed at, not merely study the fingers that pointed.

And so he practiced. He followed the Tantric path with a female guru named Bhairavi Brahmani. He practiced Vaishnava devotional disciplines, taking on the mood of Radha in her longing for Krishna. He followed the Advaita Vedanta path of non-dual enquiry under a wandering monk named Tota Puri, eventually reaching the state of nirvikalpa samadhi (the formless absorption that Advaita considers the summit of realisation) in a single day, where Tota Puri had taken forty years.

Then he turned to other traditions entirely. He practiced Islam, praying with Muslim teachers, eating food prepared in the Muslim way, repeating the name of Allah. He wore a cloth in the style of Muslims. He thought of Mohammed. And he reported, at the end of this period of practice, the same luminous presence he had encountered through Kali, through Krishna, through the formless Brahman.

Then Christianity. He meditated on the figure of Christ, read the Bible, sat with Christian devotees. And, according to his disciple Mahendranath Gupta, who recorded his conversations in the book known in English as The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna, Ramakrishna had a vision of a luminous figure, radiant and compassionate, who merged into him.

From all of these he drew the same conclusion: that the divine is inexhaustible and equally accessible through every door that opens onto it with sufficient sincerity. That the paths are genuinely different (in practice, in texture, in emotional quality, in the kind of person they shape) but that the destination they share is real. He expressed this in a Bengali phrase that may be the most quietly radical statement in the history of comparative religion:


যত মত, তত পথ। Joto mot, toto path. As many opinions, so many paths.



Or, more freely: whatever way you face, if you face it with full honesty and full longing, you are facing God.

III. The Question

I want to be honest about what kind of book this is, and what it is not.

It is not a work of academic theology or comparative religion. I am not a scholar of any of the faiths described in these pages. I have not read all the texts. I cannot adjudicate between competing interpretations of Sufi metaphysics or the finer distinctions between Vaishnavism and Shaivism. There are people who have spent lifetimes on each of the traditions I will be describing in the space of a chapter, and this book will inevitably seem, to them, a rushed tourist's account of their homeland.

What I am is something more like a witness. And what I witnessed (over roughly a decade, in Manchester and Bangalore and Lucknow and Delhi, in living rooms and prayer halls and retreat centres and open fields) was what it actually felt like to walk these paths in the body of a Bengali man in his late twenties and early thirties, with a software job and a persistent itch in the spirit that could not be scratched by any single tradition.

I grew up Hindu, though not in the ambient, non-doctrinal way that phrase sometimes implies. The household I grew up in had a shape to it. My father visited the local Kali temple most mornings, and on Saturdays the same temple held a Shani Puja which was part of the regular rhythm of the week. My mother led the Lakshmi Puja at home on Thursday evenings, preparing the offerings herself, decorating the floor with alpana, blowing the conch shell, distributing the prasad. Both parents, each in their own way, maintained a daily practice: worship after the morning bath, water offered to Shiva, readings from the Bhagavad Gita, Sandhya at dusk. This was not performed for occasion or for guests. It was simply what the day contained.

The annual pilgrimage to Haridwar was another such given. My parents made it most years, as Bengali families have done for generations, to collect Ganga water for home worship and to stand at the ghats for the evening arati. On visits home from Manchester I joined them, and it was on one of those trips, watching the lamps float out from Har Ki Pauri on the current while priests chanted from three directions at once, that I understood something about what a living tradition actually looks like from the inside: not a set of beliefs held, but a set of practices maintained, year after year, regardless of whether any particular year felt especially meaningful.

Ramakrishna was a household name. Vivekananda was a hero. The idea that all religions lead to the same destination was something I had heard so many times it had become invisible, like a window I had stopped noticing because I never questioned whether the view through it was accurate. What I had not done, growing up inside all of this, was arrive at the question myself. The experiment, when it came, came independently.

The opportunity came gradually, then all at once. I moved to Manchester in my mid-twenties, and through the university's interfaith society began attending services, meetings and discussions across a wider range of traditions than I had ever encountered in Lucknow. Manchester is a city of remarkable religious diversity: mosques in converted terrace houses, a Jain temple in Gujarati-owned premises that doubles as a community hall, ISKCON devotees chanting in Piccadilly, Mormon elders cycling through Wythenshawe, Sufi whirling in a Zen peacemakers centre on the edge of Hulme. And in the chaplaincy at St Peter's, a rotating cast of students and seekers from a dozen traditions sitting down together every few weeks to eat curry and argue theology in the most civilised possible way.

I began attending things. Then I began taking notes. And somewhere along the way, usually on a bus or a train, I would find myself thinking: this is what Ramakrishna did. Not with the same depth, not with the same intensity, not with anything like the same meditative discipline, but with the same underlying impulse: to find out, from the inside, whether the paths go where they say they go.

IV. The Faiths

This book has chapters on fourteen encounters. I use the word encounter rather than faith or religion deliberately, because what I am describing in each case is not the tradition as a whole (which would require a library) but the specific doors I entered, and what I found in the rooms beyond them.

The Bahai faith, which opens the book, because its own theology makes the same claim as Ramakrishna’s phrase, all paths are valid, and then immediately complicates it in the most interesting way. The Lotus Temple in Delhi’s Kalkaji, with its nine equal entrances, is the right image for a beginning.

Islam, through a study circle in Manchester, through the Didsbury Mosque, through a visit to the Sufi dargah of Hazrat Nizamuddin Awliya in Delhi where I stood among the petals of flowers and prayers and felt the particular quality of a tradition that has, at its heart, the idea of complete surrender.

Jainism, through a temple in Manchester where the badminton lines were still faintly visible on the floor of the converted community hall, and through the stone figure of Bahubali on his hill in Karnataka, who has been standing motionless for a thousand years while the vines climb his legs. The Jain metaphysic is the most intellectually demanding in this book and the one I have returned to most often in the years since.

Christianity, which is not one encounter but many: a Nigerian-founded Pentecostal fellowship, a South Asian Pentecostal church in Liverpool, a Jesuit retreat house in the countryside, a Mormon stake conference in Wythenshawe, a Quaker meeting on a Sunday morning, a chaplaincy that asked almost nothing of anyone who entered and gave a great deal. I attended Bible study, a baptism, a revival meeting, a silent retreat, and a guided meditation on the Passion in which I was assigned the role of Jesus. I will say more about all of this.

ISKCON, the Hare Krishna movement, which I returned to more often and more deeply than any other tradition outside my own. I attended Bhagavad Gita classes for months. I chanted on beads. I went on the London Rath Yatra in a bus from Manchester with fifty devotees and danced down the street from Hyde Park to Trafalgar Square. I would like to understand what that was.

Sikhism, through the gurdwaras of Manchester, and through the langar that is the tradition’s most direct theological statement: if everyone sits on the same floor and eats from the same pot, the hierarchy dissolves.

Judaism, through a Reform synagogue in Manchester over eight nights of Hanukkah, and through the specific question those evenings kept raising: why is the particular not the enemy of the universal, but its only possible vehicle.

The political left, which is the most unusual inclusion and the one most likely to raise an eyebrow. I spent several years attending meetings, marches, and study circles in Manchester with various groups on the far left, and what I eventually understood is that this too is a path of self-enquiry, turned outward rather than inward: a practice of identifying the structures that shape consciousness and asking whether they can be changed.

Buddhism, through a Korean Zen group and a Buddhist-Christian retreat and the teachings on the ego that, by the end of the experiment, had become the most searching critique of the experiment itself.

And U.G. Krishnamurti, who is not a tradition but a person, and who occupies the position of the one voice in this book that refuses to be included in the framework at all.

The book also draws on briefer encounters that did not become full chapters: the Brahma Kumaris and their idea that the soul is a star of light behind the eyes; the Ramakrishna Mission in Lucknow and Bangalore, which is both the book’s frame and a chapter unto itself, the laboratory where the original experiment was conducted. These appear where they are relevant rather than as sustained encounters. The distinction matters: I am not claiming to have gone deep into all of them, only to have entered all of them far enough to report what the entrance felt like.

V. What This Book Does Not Claim

I should say clearly what I did not find, or rather, what I am not claiming to have found.

I did not find that all religions are the same. They are not. The differences between Pentecostal Christianity and Quaker silence, between ISKCON devotionalism and Advaita non-dualism, between Bahai universalism and Mormon exclusivism, are not superficial differences in style wrapped around an identical centre. They are genuine differences in metaphysics, in practice, in the kind of human being each path is trying to make. To say all paths lead to the same place while ignoring these differences is sentimental and lazy, and does no honour to the traditions themselves.

I also did not experience, to be honest, the overwhelming convergent visions that Ramakrishna reported. I am not Ramakrishna. I did not spend years in any single tradition, let alone the depth of absorption he brought to each. What I experienced was more modest: a series of encounters with genuine practitioners of genuine paths, all of whom seemed to be pointing at something real, and none of whom seemed to be simply deluded.

What I did find (or what I think I found, which is all any honest report can claim) is that each tradition had something that the others did not. A specific texture of the real that was only available through that door. The bhakti path offers a quality of love-soaked surrender that the Quaker silence does not offer, and the Quaker silence offers a quality of stripped attention that the bhakti path does not offer, and both of these are genuine goods, genuine encounters with something worth encountering. The question of whether they are the same encounter, approached from different angles, or different encounters with adjacent rooms in the same vast building, is the question this book circles without, I confess, finally answering.

Ramakrishna could answer it because he went deep enough into each path to reach the bedrock. I went broad instead. This is a different experiment, and it yields different results. But it is not, I think, a worthless one. Most of us in the modern world go broad rather than deep, we live in cities where a dozen traditions are available within walking distance, we have friends who believe things very different from what we believe, we are spiritually curious but insufficiently sustained. We are, most of us, less like Ramakrishna and more like a person who has walked through the entrance of many buildings without yet choosing to live in any.

This book is for that person.

VI. The Blog

One more thing to say about method.

The raw material for this book is a blog I kept over roughly fifteen years, beginning around 2007, in which I recorded (in the manner of someone writing for no audience except his future self) what happened when I attended these various services, meetings and retreats. The entries are documentary in the way that only unselfconscious private writing can be: they record what the speaker said, what the prasadam tasted like, what time the bus left, what I asked and what was answered, what I felt on the way home.

I have not tidied this material into something more conventionally literary than it is. What I have tried to do is find, inside the accumulation of specific detail, the shape of an inquiry: to trace, across many rooms and many years, what one person found when he tried, in his imperfect and distracted way, to verify what Ramakrishna had verified.

The blog is titled JB. It was never meant to be a book. Perhaps that is why it can be one now.

VII. On Starting

Ramakrishna's teachers told him, when he first arrived at the Dakshineswar temple as a young man, to worship the goddess Kali. He was reluctant. He was, by some accounts, initially resistant to image worship. The goddess was stone.

Then he looked at her. Then he looked again. Then he began to pray. And (because this is the story of Ramakrishna) the stone eventually appeared to breathe.

I am not suggesting that this will happen to you, or to me, or that any of the practices described in this book will produce visions or ecstasies or verifiable encounters with the divine. I am only suggesting that the act of turning toward a tradition with honesty and without contempt (entering its buildings, accepting its hospitality, trying to understand from the inside what its practitioners understand) is itself a practice. And practices, over time, do something to the person who undertakes them.

What they did to me (and what Ramakrishna claimed they did to him) is what this book tries to describe.

We begin with a flower made of marble, nine petals opening to the sky.

◆

As Many Paths, So Many Ways
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The Garden with Nine Gates: Encountering the Bahai Faith


Ye are the fruits of one tree, and the leaves of one branch. Deal ye one with another with the utmost love and harmony, with friendliness and fellowship.



— Bahá'u'lláh

There is a building in south Delhi that looks like a flower. Not a flower in the way architects mean when they use the word loosely (a gesture, a metaphor in concrete) but a flower with intent, with a theology of form. Its twenty-seven white marble petals open in three tiers around a central hall, the whole structure set into reflecting pools that mirror the sky. On the day I first saw it, arriving from the noise of Nehru Place and the Kalkaji colony road, I stood for a long time at the edge of the garden simply looking, the way you look at something that refuses to be hurried.

This was the Bahai Lotus Temple in Bahapur, New Delhi, and it was the first time a building made me feel, before I had spoken to a single soul inside it, that I was in the presence of a considered idea about what religion ought to be.

I had come, as I would come to so many places over the following years, as a kind of experiment. The experiment had a name, though I did not know it yet. It was the experiment of Ramakrishna.

We begin with the Bahais, because they are the faith that most insistently makes the same claim as Ramakrishna’s phrase, and then complicates it in the most interesting way.

II. The Temple

The Bahai Lotus Temple is open to all. This is not incidental to its architecture; it is the architecture. The nine entrances, symmetrically arranged, face the nine sides of the lotus form, and those nine are a doctrinal number. The Bahai World Centre in Haifa has nine terraces on Mount Carmel, the supreme governing body has nine members, and all Bahai temples in the world have nine doors. The nine, a volunteer explained to me that morning in careful English, standing outside in the Delhi winter sun, represents completeness: all directions, all approaches, none privileged.

Inside the prayer hall, the marble petals soared overhead into a cone of light. The hall was nearly silent. A recorded voice was singing from the Bahai prayer book, and here was my first surprise. It was not singing in Arabic or Persian, the languages of the faith's origins. It was singing in Hindi. And the text, the volunteer confirmed, included a verse from the Bhagavad Gita: Arjuna being urged by Krishna to fix his mind upon the Lord.

Around the outer walls, inscriptions in Hindi and English quoted Bahá'u'lláh, the faith's nineteenth-century prophet-founder: My love is my stronghold. He that entereth therein is safe and secure. And: Breathe not the sins of others so long as thou art thyself a sinner.

On top of the temple dome, in Arabic script, was the Greatest Name (the Bahai calligraphic symbol for God) surrounded by a nine-petalled lotus.

I walked slowly around the hall, then found a place on the carpet and sat for a while. I was thinking of Ramakrishna, who had also sat in temples, indeed, who had been a priest at the Dakshineswar Kali temple for years, and who had once, after a period of practicing Islam, seen a vision of what he later described as a luminous Arab figure merging into him. I thought about what it would mean to truly practice a faith. Not to observe it from the outside, note its customs, be respectful and leave, but to practice it, to put yourself inside its logic and feel where it leads.

The Bahai faith had a temple that seemed to say: come in from whatever direction you have come. All entrances are equally valid. The lotus opens to everyone.

But I had not yet attended a fireside.

III. The Fireside

Bahai firesides are informal gatherings, usually in someone's home, where seekers and the curious are invited to learn about the faith. The name predates central heating; they were once literally held by firesides in early twentieth-century America. By the time I attended my first one in Manchester, they were held in a living room in Fallowfield, with tea and biscuits and about seven people sitting in a circle.

N, who led the discussion, was gentle and precise. He began by explaining the Bahai view of religious history, which has a name: progressive revelation. The idea is that God does not send one message and leave humanity to puzzle over it forever. He sends teachers: Abraham, Moses, Krishna, Zoroaster, Buddha, Jesus, Muhammad, each suited to the age and the capacity of the people. Each revelation advances humanity a step. And then, in 1844, came the Bab, the Gate, who announced that a new revelation was imminent, and, in 1863, Bahá'u'lláh, the Glory of God, who brought what the Bahai faith considers the revelation for this age: the unification of humanity.
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