
		
		
			An Eagle’s Flight

						 

			A Yogi’s
Spiritual Autobiography

			

Swami Nirmalananda Giri

			(Abbot George Burke)

			They that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength;

			they shall mount up with wings as eagles.

			(Isaiah 40:31)

		


			
				[image: ]
			

		



						 
Published by 

			Light of the Spirit Press

			lightofthespiritpress.com

			 
			Light of the Spirit Monastery

			P. O. Box 1370

			Cedar Crest, New Mexico 87008

			OCOY.org

						 
			Copyright © 2025 Light of the Spirit Monastery.

			All rights reserved.

						 
			ISBN (paperback): 978-1-955046-41-1

			ISBN (ebook): 978-1-955046-42-8

						 
			Library of Congress Control Number: pending

			Light of the Spirit Press, Cedar Crest, New Mexico

						 
			Bisac categories:

			1. BIO018000  BIOGRAPHY & AUTOBIOGRAPHY/ Religious

			2. REL062000  RELIGION/ Spirituality

			3. REL032000  RELIGION/ Hinduism / General

			4. REL017000  RELIGION/ Comparative Religion

			First edition, (November 2025)

						 
			10162025

		


		
						Foreword

						Before the Beginning

			We live only one life–the life of the evolving spirit–but we live it through many bodies. Beginning with a single atom of hydrogen we take upon ourselves many body-shells, expanding our scope of consciousness in each one as we move from form to form, inspired by the inner command:

			Build thee more stately mansions, O my soul!

			As the swift seasons roll!

			Leave thy low-vaulted past!

			Let each new temple, nobler than the last,

			Shut thee from heaven with a dome more vast,

			Till thou at length art free,

			Leaving thine outgrown shell by life’s unresting sea!

			       (Oliver Wendell Holmes)

			Until the spirit reaches the human form, this urge for transcendence is wholly subliminal, but in the human being, after many births it becomes a conscious act of will, taking on the perspective set forth by the mystic poet Rumi:

			A stone I died and rose again a plant.

			A plant I died and rose an animal;

			I died an animal and was born a man.

			Why should I fear? What have I lost by death?

			As man, death sweeps me from this world of men

			That I may wear an angel’s wings in heaven;

			Yet e’en as angel may I not abide,

			For nought abideth save the face of God.

			Thus o’er the angels’ world I wing my way

			Onwards and upwards, unto boundless lights;

			Then let me be as nought, for in my heart

			Rings as a harp-song that we must return to Him.

			To return to God we must first return to this earth times beyond number until the consciousness of the Prodigal Son who “came to himself” and said “I will arise and go” back to his home (Luke 15:17-18) awakens in us and we remember what we really are and from whence we came. More exactly, we remember who we are and from Whom we came. When this happens, we, too, determine to “arise and go” back to our Source. This is the only aim of conscious life–the return of the drop into the bosom of the ocean, transfigured by its pilgrimage to participation in the infinite life of God, the Whole, of which it is an eternal part.

			The chronicle of my many returns–like that of every human being–would fill a library. But in telling of this present life I will be revealing those that went before, as well, since each life is the sum and reflection of all previous births.

			NOTE: There are many technical terms in this book. You can find their meanings in the Glossary at the end.

		


		
						Chapter One

						A Child’s Garden of Mysteries

			In the hours between midnight and dawn on June 27, 1940, I was born as William Roger Burke, the son of William and Alta Burke, residents of the peaceful town of McLean, Illinois, population 450. It was the feast day of Our Lady of Perpetual Help. (“Our Lady of Perpetual Help” is a title of a miracle-working icon of the Virgin Mary which is highly venerated in the Roman Catholic Church. I had such an affinity for this icon that at one time–without consciously planning it–there was a copy of it in some form in every room of my home. It was only some time afterward that I learned that my birthday and the feast day of the icon were the same.)
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			When family members would ask my mother why I was called Roger, since no one in our family or circle of acquaintances bore that name, my mother would simply reply: “Because Roger is his name!”–an answer that would have delighted Mark Twain. Years later as a yogi experiencing past life recall I discovered that in one significant previous birth my name was Roger, and she had been my mother in that life.

			Though our lives were simple, materially speaking, we abounded in the riches of the spirit–a heritage compounded through several generations within both my mother’s and my father’s families. We lived in an atmosphere of the supernatural that was so stable and real that to us it was utterly natural. All of us possessed and exercised psychic abilities to some degree–but, again, so naturally that we had no idea we were doing it. (Actually, we would have denied it with full sincerity, insisting that we were “just using our heads.”)

			My maternal grandmother, Docia Margaret Burge, lived daily in spiritual clairvoyant vision and miraculous manifestations, all of which she kept in guarded secrecy, confiding them only to me as she had to my mother before me. Her special gift was that of healing. Never did her “patients” know of her intervention on their behalf–many of them never knew she existed! Whenever she would learn of anyone’s illness she would slip away into her bedroom and close the door. (I do not think anyone but me even noticed). After some time she would emerge, and the next news of that person would be of his/her amazing recovery.

			Her “biggest case” had been that of raising a neighbor from the dead sometime before I was born. In that particular instance the subject knew absolutely that my grandmother had done it, and it took much persuading by my grandmother to secure her silence.

			When grandmother died, few flowers were sent and not many came to her funeral–for she had lived her whole life within her house, going out only to church and for rare visits to others. Most of the people of McLean neither knew nor cared about her passing, yet in many families there was at least one member that owed her their health if not their life.

			Going through her personal papers I discovered descriptions and drawings of visions and even transcripts of conversations with God. I burnt them all, leaving her chosen obscurity intact. Who can number the saints and masters that have lived their lives incognito in this world, silently blessing and uplifting the unheeding masses that rushed past them without a glance? But they are known to God, and that is their desired reward.

			Fortunately my earliest memories are of church, which my parents regularly attended as faithful members of the Church of God (Anderson, Indiana). I recall very well my mother teaching me to not look around at the people but to watch the minister. I was too little to walk, but I was not too little to look and listen. So I did, and I have very clear memories from that time of preachers and their sermons. Although my body was not developed enough to speak clearly, I had no lack of internal vocabulary and understood them to a goodly degree.

			It is erroneous to think that until we attain some degree of spiritual mastery we have no control over our lives. The truth is that from the moment of our entering into relative existence our Higher Self is in total control. Although we may appear to be swept along by forces greater than ourselves–including karma–such is not the case. Every moment of our life, both in and out of physical incarnation, is consciously determined by us and so ordered by our inherent divine powers. Made in the image of God, we ever live accordingly. Our lives are literal lectures presented to our lesser selves, consisting of body, senses, and mind, by our true and higher selves. They are not mere reaping of past sowings or simple reflexes of universal law. They are purposeful writings of wisdom upon the scroll of our consciousness. It is not enough to experience them–we must decipher the mystical script and learn. Then alone is there hope of ceasing to need any further such lessons. Knowledge (Gnosis in Greek and Jnana in Sanskrit) is the prime requisite.

			Almost from birth I had experiences that shouted eternal verities into my deaf ears. Looking back I can now realize that my mental or intellectual state was one of the strongest evidences of reincarnation that an individual could possibly possess. Yet, despite my clear memories of that infant state, I was not to believe in reincarnation at all until struck by the lightning of involuntary insight at the very threshold of adulthood–which certainly proves that no truth can be perceived by the individual until the divine fiat goes forth, that the intellect of man, however he may (literally) idolize it, is incapable of apprehending the simplest facts of metaphysical life on its own.

			There were several factors that to my mind incontrovertibly prove the truth of my having lived before–all of them relating to my internal consciousness.

			First, I was born knowing how to understand and mentally speak English. Because of my lack of control over my vocal apparatus I could not actually speak out physically, but I could converse internally with myself and others–though they could not hear me. This was not satisfactory, but it was all I had to work with.

			I did begin to speak when I was six months old, however, and (so I have been told) by my first birthday I could carry on a limited conversation. Still, I did not have full control and could not speak words of many syllables for a couple of more years. I could always articulate internally to perfection, but since I detested “baby talk” I refused to speak a word unless I could do it perfectly. Usually I employed the mirror of my grandmother Burge’s bedroom dresser. I would close the door and stand in front of the mirror practicing until I felt I “had” it. Then I would go and try it out on the first adult I met, demanding to know if I was saying it right. If not, then back to the mirror until I could say it like an adult.

			From the beginning of my formal education my teachers always remarked on my extensive vocabulary and marveled at where I had gotten it. Of course, I had brought it along with me from my previous life–as I would discover later–but I did not know that, so I marveled, too.

			There were many practical things I knew also–things that could not have been learned in infancy. I knew how to cook, for example, and I could trim the wick of a kerosene lamp to produce a perfect flame. All my innate knowledge was confined to nineteenth century matters, for I was a classical Victorian, disliking fresh air, the great outdoors, and nature in general. Nor could I endure for even my father and mother to see my bare feet or my bare arms. It was indecent! I refused to go barefoot at any time. First thing in the morning, on went the socks and shoes. And how I hated “kiddie clothes.” I loathed coats and yearned for a cloak. Electricity and automobiles were repulsive to me. The only modern invention I could tolerate was the radio. I was quite consciously angry and rebellious at finding myself in the twentieth century.

			It must be admitted that I was puzzled by the people around me. They were very kind, and I appreciated their goodness to me, but they were so strange! At least, to me. Some of my most vivid memories are of sitting on the lap of my mother or grandmother and studying the faces of those around me, trying to figure them out. “Just who are these people?” I would ask myself inwardly. “These are not my people. I do not belong here.” Early on I decided that as soon as I was old enough to be independent, I would go on a search to find my place and my people. It is this feeling of alienation, arising from the fact of having lived in other times and other places, that usually causes children at some point in their early life to conclude that they have been adopted–that those they live with are not their real family. Not understanding the truth of reincarnation which produces this thought, this greatly hurts and frustrates the parents. How absurd that children are thought to be born blank!

			The Bible was also at hand to my inner mind, and I continually quoted passages I had never read or heard. Oddly enough, I also knew a great deal about ancient Greek philosophy–especially political philosophy.

			If a person is desperate enough he can dismiss much of what I have presented as my evidence of past life memory by saying that I must have heard about all these things when newly born and then later brought them out of my subconscious, only thinking they were spontaneous and originating within my own mind. But I have studied my background with this very idea in mind and found that it does not apply.

			There is one thing that absolutely cannot be explained away thus, and that is the fact that I was born knowing how to read. The first time I saw a printed page I read it right off to myself without a thought. Adults often remarked how clever it was of me to always know to hold a book upright–never upside down. And I turned the pages at exactly the rate I would if I could really read. Imagine that!

			This I knew to keep absolutely secret. I did not know why I should conceal it, but I felt it was necessary that no one learn of my ability. When I got a new book I would wait to read it until my father or someone else had read it to me first. Then I would reread it silently many times, much to the amusement of any observers. I felt that if I read a book right away on my own, they might catch on. Often they would say: “Read your book to me, Roger.” Not on my or their life! My ego chafed at having to appear a dumb kid, but the inner command was so powerful that I never once gave a thought to breaking it. A partial betrayal came when I was six years old and my Aunt Faye discovered I had read several of her books, including Uncle Tom’s Cabin. A couple of years later, testing in school revealed that I was reading on adult levels and I was regarded as an intellectual prodigy. From then on I read openly (mostly Victorian novels) since “they” had a rational explanation at hand for my ability.

			It is not usual for so much to be brought over directly from one life to another unless the person reincarnates quickly. Usually time is spent in astral renewal within those realms where summation and balancing out take place–even over centuries–before the individual returns to earthly birth. The more evolved a person is, the more rapidly he reincarnates, whereas those of little evolution may take centuries between incarnations. (There are exceptions to this, as in all things.) But once the leaven of conscious evolution–especially in the practice of meditation–begins to work within his subtle levels, a person finds himself impelled into an increasingly rapid series of births–often with little loss of knowledge and insight, especially in matters of the spirit.

			Memories of past lives may be rare, but we all without exception live the first years of our lives by past life impulses–by habit patterns ingrained in our subconscious. Dr. Morris Netherton, author of Past Lives Therapy, has found that our responses to present situations are usually responses to a past situation of which the present one reminds us. This being so, if we observe the behavior and speech of a child in his earlier years we can pretty well figure out the character of the child’s past lives.

			My body may have been American, but my instincts were definitely Indian. Pity my mother! When I was about four years old, I drove her to the brink by continually going into the kitchen, pulling the white cotton dish towel off its rack, taking off my trousers and wrapping the towel around me in the (consciously unknown) style of India. Finally the towel rack had to be raised up out of my reach! Even into the primary grades I exhibited many traits of Indian behavior that maddened my purely Western family. When I went to India at the end of 1962, I found that I automatically knew all the peculiarities of Bengali village etiquette–even the polite gestures that are made on occasions.

			The moment I got hold of a set of dominoes I began to build replicas of ancient Indian temples like those found in the North Indian temple city of Khajuraho. Of course I had no idea that was what they were, and supposed they were just my imagination. Yet, when they were completed I used to wish with all my heart that they were “real” and of a size that I could enter. I would often lie on the floor, looking into their interiors, willing myself inside. It did not work.

			But one thing did. Frustrated by not escaping into the world of my domino temples, I would sit up, unthinkingly assume the posture of meditation, and practice a yogic technique for astral vision. I would be rewarded with spectacular results–at first astral patterns, but if I persevered the shining forms of masters would appear. I learned the identity of one of venerable countenance when years later I read Autobiography of Yogi and saw the photograph of Swami Sriyukteswar Giri, the guru of Paramhansa Yogananda. I also saw the faces of masters and saints that many years later I would come to know by personal acquaintance.

			Some other Indian traits manifested, as well that were constantly winning me reprimands. Imagine my relief when in India I observed people doing just those very things.

			Only at night did I live briefly in “my” world, a world I knew well when I went there as a young adult, having been there many times “on the astral.”

			Sri Ramakrishna often told of the man whose son had died. The next morning when he awoke he was quite cheerful. When his wife asked him how this could be, seeing their only son was dead, he told her: “Last night I dreamed I had six sons, all of whom died. Now which shall I grieve about–the loss of the one son or the loss of the six?” He had realized that all we experience is really “the stuff of which dreams are made”–that as Shelley wrote, “all that we see or seem, is but a dream within a dream.” Upon awakening from a vivid dream I would often wonder: “Which world is real–‘this’ one or ‘that’ one? Last night in just one dream so much time seemed to pass, but it was really only a few minutes in this place! Am I at this very moment dreaming a longer and more permanent kind of dream? Will years seem to go by and then I will wake to find that I am still a little child and have all those years to live through–only an hour or so having really passed? Is there another world I may one day ‘wake up’ in to find that I am not even Roger Burke at all–and never was except in a dream?” Of course this is the very purpose of dreaming–to induce such questions within us.

			Glimmers of esoteric knowledge emerged into my consciousness quite early. I regularly experienced the expansion of consciousness into my higher bodies and the projection of my awareness upward from the confines of my physical form. In the state between sleep and wakefulness, I would frequently begin to inwardly intone a Sanskrit mantra in time with my breathing. The moment I began to move from that state the mantra would slip from me, and I could not remember it when awake. (I discovered it many years later as I will relate in a later chapter.) I had the strong belief that if I would shut myself in a closet and sit there “things” would happen. I tried it once, but it was too spooky. However, I retained the conviction that something would have taken place if I had only known what to do to make it happen.

			I discovered one mode of psychic perception quite accidentally. When I was between three and five years old, my mother told me, “No matter what you can imagine, it is happening somewhere in the world right now.” Immediately I went into the bedroom, got on the bed, closed my eyes and spoke the name of a major city in the world. I vividly experienced the “feel” of that city–its vibrations. This intrigued me, so I named another city and got the same result. I repeated this process several times and had the same experience. (Years later when I went to some of those cities I got the same impression of its psychic atmosphere.) Over half a century later I was telling another yogi about this, and the question came bursting into my mind: How did I know the names of those cities at that very young age? Past life memory was the only sensible answer. This was another mystery in my garden of mysteries.

			Tied in with this was my further realization that the places where I was physically also had their own psychic imprint. I well remember walking from one end of our living-dining room to another, noting the shift in atmosphere that occurred at almost every step. I tried to pin down just what the distance of each “psychic cell” might be, but discovered that it varied, though it was definitely a “grid” of some kind. From then on a simple walk through a house produced a flood of impressions, at times distracting and even tiring to a degree. This whole thing utterly bewildered me, for no one in the narrow orbit of my life had ever heard of “vibrations” or bio-magnetism or any related concept, so my shifting perceptions were a mighty puzzle. I became increasingly sensitive to the radiations of people, often sensing them even when walls and doors blocked any sight of them.

			One awareness did arise from all this: everything is alive. I would say “Excuse me” to a wall or a piece of furniture I bumped into. I could both feel and see the life moving within so-called inanimate objects. Moreover I could tell that things made of many parts were yet somehow a unity. This was the discovery of “thought form” in one aspect, but I had no idea that was it. One vivid early teenage experience was of my scrutinizing a wooden chair, being aware of the disparate vibrations of its various parts, yet feeling sure that at some time a kind of coalescence of energies might take place and the chair become a unity. “Could it not even become conscious?” I asked myself. But I knew better than to ask that question of others.

			There had never been a time when I was not aware that I was moving within a homogenous field of consciousness that was the basis of matter. My mind could extend through this field and touch objects. As a child, especially, I could not endure for people to tap, rub, or scratch on things within just a few feet of me, because I could feel it–not quite the same as if they had been touching me physically, but in a more internal manner. Never at any time did I experience being a single object isolated in empty space. To my mind I was experiencing the reality of God; that it was God in which I was moving, God that I was breathing in with the air. In the highest sense that of course is true, but now I know that I was experiencing the vishwaprana, the universal life force (prana) Mesmer called “animal magnetism.” When I was twenty years old I prayed to experience the feeling of separateness that “normal” people live in always so I could perhaps better understand their ways of thinking and acting. My prayer was granted for about twenty minutes, which was plenty and enough. But it did enable me to understand to some degree why “they” thought and acted the way they do–and the same on my side, as well.

			Children are born with this innate sense of unity and life, but unfortunately “learn” the illusion of separation and unconsciousness. This is part of the personal fall of each one of us from “Paradise.” Along with this fall we not only enter into a supposed separation from the world around us, we also lose contact with our inner selves to an equal degree. For the inner and the outer are one.

			The question of the nature of the “inner me” was so inexplicable and the answer seemingly so inaccessible that in time I gave it up. But not until I had discovered that the inner me reflected the outer me. Whenever I verbalized my thoughts inwardly, I would hear a voice speak within me that was a duplicate of my outer, physical voice. What is more, I discovered that if I held my mouth wide open the inner voice had trouble speaking. If I went even further and rolled my tongue up within my mouth or stuck it out, my inner voice would sound just as my physical voice would in such a situation. Any change in the physical speech apparatus brought about the corresponding change in the inner voice. This had to be a real thing. Now I know that I was experiencing the astral senses that do in truth mirror the physical organs of sense and action. But at the moment it was a ponderous mystery, though the greater mystery was why no one else seemed aware of these things. Thanks be to God, I did know at least one maxim of the initiate: “Keep Silent!”

			I may not have comprehended the nature of the inner me, but I had been working with it for a long time. Sensitivity to “vibrations” and whatnot carries along with it the curse of susceptibility to the psychological blight of “moods.” I well remember the first time I woke up in a negative, moody state. I was more shocked by my words and behavior than anyone else. Luckily–or unluckily–my parents thought it funny. But I did not. The next time it happened, I was determined not to express the mood, and went through the day miserable. The third time was indeed the charm. I woke up with a little thundercloud over my mind. Nothing doing! I lay very still, not wanting my mother to know I was awake and get me out of bed. Instead I lay quite still and penetrated deep into my mind where I dispelled the cloud. Then I called for my mother to help me out of bed (I was still sleeping in a baby bed with the railing up and had to be helped down). From then on I refused to leave the bedroom until I had banished any moodiness. In time it became easy to dispel whatever arose during the day, as well.

			Insight into three things deeply impressed my baby mind: Hitler, Gandhi and the atomic bomb. I encountered all three through motion pictures.

			Hitler I saw in a newsreel as I sat on my mother’s lap in a theater. He was simply walking up and down on the roof of a building, occasionally looking at the camera. My reaction was too profound to be verbalized, but I knew he was the presence of evil in the world. Seeing Gandhi on the theater screen had the opposite effect. In my mind the two were the chief figures of the opposing forces of good and evil upon the earth. But I did not have too much optimism as to which side would win.

			My atom bomb experience was, I think, the first trauma of my life. A very boring “short subject” was being shown about research into the atomic structure of matter. In those days the general populace had no idea about “the bomb.” At one point a model of an atom and the movement of its particles (represented by rubber balls) was shown. As I looked at the balls moving around one another, suddenly I saw Hiroshima instead. The terrible light blinded me, and I began to struggle in my mother’s arms. I opened my mouth to scream, but suddenly I could see the great cloud forming and rising upward like a tree–at least, as a child draws a tree. (For the world it would be the tree of the knowledge of life and death and the Ring of the Nibelungen.) The abysmal horror of it silenced me. For weeks afterward the sequence would come unbidden into my mind, terrifying me all the more because I did not understand what I was seeing. I could only intuit, not verbalize, and that made it all the worse. When the bomb was dropped two or three years later, the whole world was shaken, but not me. I had already learned to “live with the bomb”–a terrible burden for a child, much less one little more than an infant.

			Resonations of past life understanding of religion were also present through my childhood and beyond. I would see a philosophical or theological aspect to many things. When exploring my past lives some years later I found that I had been a member of the Roman Inquisition–not to be equated with the infamous Spanish Inquisition. All I did was read books and write an analysis of their content–no recommendation or condemnation, just a statement of the general philosophical/theological character of the book. But I was definitely an intellectual bloodhound in ferreting out the implications of the book as well as its obvious statements or its mistakes. In this life my childhood theological reactions were rarely mild since children tend to be extreme. But I could always snuffle out the hidden theological implications behind any attempt to inoculate me with beliefs or attitudes not openly stated to me.

			My first conscious desire was for a Roman Catholic rosary. When I saw a rack of rosaries for sale in Kresge’s dime store my reaction was immediate: I wanted one. To my Protestant parents it was an unacceptable whim, but instead of saying “no” they said “later.” Doubtless they came to regret that strategy, for they could never afterward go to town without being met by me at the door with the demand “did you get it?” upon their return. After a long time I caught on: No rosary for me. But the desire never left me, for I knew somehow it had a spiritual value.

			My first conscious efforts at spiritual comprehension occurred during my third and fourth years. The stimulus was a Bible story book. Opposite the title page was a color picture of Jesus with some children. Jesus was holding an infant close to His face, gazing fully into its eyes as it very evidently attempted to communicate with Him. At His feet knelt a little boy, clutching and pulling on His robe to get His attention.

			I identified fully with the kneeling boy. I would spend long periods of time staring at this picture as there arose in me the definite conviction that the picture held for me a crucial message. Sitting in contemplation of the page, I would say to myself: “That is God come down to earth. And I have to do something about it. But what must I do?” This created in me a very real agony of soul. Somehow I knew that it would be useless to ask anyone around me for assistance. This was something I must find out for myself. And if I did not find it out, my life would be a complete failure, a miserable loss.

			Some hope came during a visit to distant relatives. I was drawn to a wall plaque which I felt had a special significance for me. When I asked about the plaque, I was told that it was a prayer. “What is a ‘prayer’?” I asked my mother, who answered: “It is when you talk to God.”

			Talk to God! The concept was astounding. It struck me like lightning. My prior inquiries about God and His nature had not proven very fruitful due to the limited theology of my parents’ religion. As a consequence I had to work it out on my own, and had managed to figure that God was the atmosphere of intelligent consciousness that I felt all around and within me, that joined me to everything and enabled me to experience them as extensions of my own being. I was also keenly aware that there was more to God than my small mind was perceiving.

			But it had not occurred to me that I could talk with God. The idea made immediate sense as well as appeal. I had to know those words! They might be a key to unlock the shackles of my dilemma as to how I should respond to God Become Man. Several times I asked to be picked up and held before the plaque to read the words of the prayer which I did my best to memorize in order to try it out later. Even then I understood that there should be verbal formulas that produced tangible results. (It is my firm conviction that children are natural magicians and should be instructed in esoteric knowledge and practice to some degree just as soon as they are able to comprehend it.) 

			The prayer was the classic “Now I lay me down to sleep,….” “If I should die before I wake” did not give me any trouble. Death, too, I had already figured out on my own to some extent. One of the residents of McLean had died, and I heard my grandmother and mother talking about going to the funeral. “What’s a funeral?” elicited the vague answer that it was a church service that was done when you died. “What’s ‘die’?” (They should have known that was coming.) Apparently they held the mistaken idea that it is morbid to tell little children about death, although one of the reasons the Lord Jesus told His disciples to become like little children (Mark 10:15) is their capacity for accepting realities–even if they do not completely comprehend them. Therefore I got no answer worth considering.

			Standing there in the kitchen I made an interesting decision: I would “see” for myself what death was. And since I did not “know” I could not–I did.

			I saw a bed and an old lady lying on it. She seemed to be suffering from some cause. As I watched, she appeared to fall asleep, but simultaneously a translucent duplicate of the woman rose up out of her body. I understood that the duplicate was really “her,” that she had gone out of her body just like I got out of my pajamas every morning. The “real” form began to rise upward right through the ceiling and roof of her house. She did not stop, but continued rising high, high above the town. When she got up into the clouds a golden light appeared and she went into it and was gone. (Referring to this golden light, the Brihadaranyaka and Isa Upanishads tell a dying person to say: “The face of truth is covered with a golden disk. Unveil it, O Pushan, so that I who love the truth may see it.” This verse is recited by the next of kin whenever a Hindu is cremated. The golden orb of light, seen by some persons after death, is looked upon as a door whose opening will unveil the higher worlds of truth.) I realized that she had gone “somewhere else” to continue living. I also realized that some version of this happened to everyone at the end of life, and that it would also happen to me. Very few people believe in the reality of their own death, but fortunately from that day forward I did so believe and looked upon my subsequent life in its context.

			The prospect of contacting God through the “lay me down” prayer kept me repeating it all the way home so I would not forget it. Once in our house, I headed for the attic stairs and hurried up them using my hands, knees, and feet. Going over to the bed we kept up there for guests–and that shortly would be mine when I was adjudged too big for my baby bed–I knelt down and began to recite the prayer over and over. An inner light seemed to come into the room–absurd and contradictory as that may sound. Nothing dramatic resulted, but I knew I was doing the right thing even if I had doubts about the way I was doing it. Just as a true lover simply loves loving the beloved, so I loved talking to God, even if He did not actually talk back. It did not surprise me that He did not, for I understood that communication with the Divine–which I hoped to accomplish sometime in the future–would be far beyond the realm of words. This form of praying became a regular activity for me. Each night I would lie there repeating the prayer until I fell asleep.

			Instead of alleviating the inner ferment I felt when looking at the picture in my Bible story book, my prayer habit increased it. But some glimmer of light was about to enter my obscurity. Because of his hospitality to strangers, Abraham hosted God and His angels (Genesis 18:1-8). A different sort of angel-messenger in the form of a stranger was dispatched to help me see the beginning glimmerings of the path I should take in life.

			By arrangement with the state my uncle John Burke and his wife, Florence, frequently took neglected children into their home until a permanent home was found for them. Since they lived just around the corner and up a short block from our house, I frequently played with the little strangers–who usually were about my age.

			On an early fall morning in 1944, I was out in our front yard with one of the regular visitors. He was not my favorite, since his misfortunes had already turned him into what used to be called “a little tough.” The plain truth is, I only played with him as an act of charity after my aunt Florence asked me to. Anyway, we were wandering around without much to do when he asked: “What are you going to be when you grow up, and who are you going to marry?”

			At the age of four my knowledge of professions was pretty limited–as was my contact with marriageable females! However, I took the question quite seriously. I had never thought of such matters before. What would I be? Who would I marry? Having no clue to the answers in my outer mind and life, I instinctively turned within. Although my body kept moving here and there, my attention was deep inside, questing. And my quest was not in vain.

			Just as the opening of a door can reveal vistas hitherto unknown, so a mysterious opening within the silence of my spirit revealed the solution to both questions. The intensity of the experience rendered me breathless. I turned and ran around the side of the house so I could be alone to cope with the revelation and assimilate it as best I could.

			I would live for God alone! Never would I labor for the bread that perishes (John 6:27), but would only work for Him. That my life would be filled with activity and much striving was made clear to me–but never would it be for selfish gain, for money, or for “me.” He would be the polestar of my life, and all I did would be for Him, however feeble or poor my doing might be. And I would give my life to no one but Him–there would be no place in it for another, human or angel. I would not just give God first place–He would fill all the places, and besides Him there would be no other. No other!

			Feeling an obligation to answer the one who had triggered such profound realizations within me, I hurried back to the front yard and announced: “You know who I’m going to marry? I’m not going to marry anyone!”

			“Not anyone?” His incredulity showed I had scored a definite hit.

			The implications of his query thrilled me to the depths.

			“No, not anyone, ever.”

			The freedom and joy I felt was inexpressible. Equally incomprehensible to him, I knew, would be the assertion that I was never going to work for money. It was incomprehensible to me. So I prudently said nothing more.

			During the following years I was continually exasperated by having the same two questions put to me in varying forms–the most maddening being: “Who’s your girlfriend, Roger?” The insulting implication that I had a girlfriend–and thus was unfaithful to God–always evoked the abrupt response: “I don’t have one. I’m never going to get married.” This of course produced either disbelief or a teasing assurance that I would feel differently when I got older. The assurance by them that I would one day betray God by forgetting Him and centering my life around another human being produced an overwhelming desperation in me, and I would pray fervently that their smug prophecy would never be fulfilled. I cannot claim to have held unswervingly to the ideal set before me, but from that day onward, whenever I did begin to drift from that ideal, God found ways of quickly setting me back on the right track.

			Nor was this to be the only insight that year would bring. Sometime before Christmas I was by myself in the late afternoon, piling up snow in an attempt to make a snow mountain to climb up and stand on. My efforts would have convinced any observer that I was not destined to be an engineer.

			Abandoning my hopeless endeavor, I looked toward the house. Since the day was heavily overcast, the lights had been turned on, and I could see my mother and father moving around inside. As I stood watching them, the question formed in my mind: “Who are those people, and what are they to me?”

			A feeling of deep awe came over me as once more my inner sight communicated to my mind an understanding from beyond my childish ken. Wordlessly I turned my head upward and gazed into the sky. He, the all-pervading boundless Being of Whom the limitless sky was but a reflection, was both Mother and Father to me. Looking back down I watched the figures of Alta and Bill Burke with a new consciousness. Their love for me was undoubtable–as was my love for them. But they were not really my mother and father. Yes, they were the parents of my body, but I was not my body. What was more, they had only been my parents for four years, but God had been mine–and I had been His–forever. I was a living spirit whose only Father and Mother was God, the infinite Spirit.

			Again, I felt joy and freedom inexpressible. No one belonged to me, and I belonged to no one! God alone was mine, and I was His alone! All else were passing shadows, He alone was real.

			Thou art my hope, O Lord God: thou art my trust from my youth.

			By thee have I been holden up from the womb: thou art he that took me out of my mother’s womb: my praise shall be continually of thee.

			I am as a wonder unto many; but thou art my strong refuge.

			Let my mouth be filled with thy praise and with thy honor all the day.

			O God, thou hast taught me from my youth: and hitherto have I declared thy wondrous works. (Psalm 71:6-8, 17)

		


		
						Chapter Two

						A Child’s Garden of Miseries

			More than one thousand years before the time covered in the last chapter, a young man of Constantinople named Andrew–later to be known throughout the Eastern Orthodox Church as “Saint Andrew the Fool In Christ,” and one of the greatest Eastern Christian mystics–had his spiritual consciousness awakened by a remarkable dream in which he found himself sitting at a great banquet table next to a king–who was really Jesus. A dish containing a shining white substance was placed before him. It seemed as though made of light, and Andrew immediately tasted it. Never in his life had he tasted such sweetness and intensity of flavor. Without delay he ate it all up and called for more. A dish was then set before him in which there was a substance as black as the former had been white. This must be another treat! Thinking so, Andrew literally dug right in. It was as horridly disgusting as the other had been delectable. Andrew was nauseated, and felt that he might be poisoned. Retching, he tried to expel the awful taste from his mouth. When he turned to the king to protest, he found another dish of the white substance set by the side of the unfinished dish of black material. Pointing to the dishes, the king said to Him: “You can have all you want to eat–but you must eat an equal amount of both. There is no gaining of the sweet dish without eating the other. You must decide, then, what you will do!”

			In the same way, having been fed on sweets for nearly five years of my new life, it was time to “pay the piper” and learn to dance to a new cadence altogether–a dirge, to be precise.

			Since the subject of dreams has already arisen in the last chapter, let us examine a very hideous side of that.

			The Lord Jesus tells His disciples to be vigilant and to watch (Mark 13:37). So also do the Shadow Dwellers, those whose avowed purpose is to extinguish the light. They watch carefully for the advent into the earth plane of those who either have served the Infinite in the past or who will be capable of beginning to do so in this incarnation. Perceiving them from the marks in their auras as well as the qualities of their auric radiations, they begin from the very first to frustrate their spiritual potential. They do this through many ways. The first method is usually direct psychic attack. If this is not satisfactory in its results they then inspire their human coworkers to attempt injury. Their objectives, in descending order, are: the death of the child, the psychological or physical impairment of the child, the prevention of the child’s mental and physical development, and the deflection of the child from higher purpose through leading him into a deceptive or meaningless avenue of life.

			These aims are usually accomplished through the creation of a negative or stultifying environment for the child. They especially try to instill a subconscious fear or aversion in relation to the esoteric, the mystical, and the supernatural. If they cannot do these things to the child they will do so to those close to him so the effect will deflect onto their actual target. This is why so many outstanding spiritual figures have had parents, guardians, or associates who were opposed to their realization of their destiny and have placed every possible object in the way of that realization.

			The Shadow Walkers used all the strategies on me.

			First, they induced dreams of death images–my death. Over and over, like the training sessions they were, I would be taken out of my body by black-swathed skeletons and carried, step by monotonous step, down the street to the edge of town and out the road to the cemetery a mile away. There I would be placed on the ground on the exact spot where–though I did not know it–I would have been buried if I had died at that time. I began to dread sleep, lest those dreams that were really astral experiences would take place.

			Getting no results, the tactics were changed. If the evil ones are unsuccessful themselves through psychic attack they then switch to harassment through physical beings, usually human. The first manifestation of this took place at a bus stop. My mother came there, pushing me in a stroller. Several people were waiting there, including an albino woman with red eyes and long fingernails. Upon our approach she whirled around and stared at me intently for a few moments, then leaped forward and tried to jab my eyes out with her fingernails. She did not succeed, but my face was severely clawed.

			Sometimes evil forces and spirits use animals to work their will. Later my mother and I were visiting with my Aunt Faye in a small town in northern Illinois. The neighbor across the road had a pet chicken. While my mother was standing outside holding me, the neighbor’s pet chicken came hurrying across the road. It walked up to my mother and then turned its head over so one eye glared at me with tangible hatred. I looked down at it in fascination, for never before had I sensed conscious intelligent malevolence from any animal, much less a chicken. Suddenly, the chicken flew straight up into the air and wounded me deeply just beneath my right eye, having fallen short only a fraction of an inch from piercing the eye itself.

			The attempts to kill or maim me having failed–at the moment, for there were to be more in later years–the Shadow Walkers settled down to a many years’ siege on my intellectual development which I will describe later.

			That my mother was ill, I knew, for even my earliest memories included waits in doctor’s offices and trips to Chicago to the research hospital there. What I did not know was that my mother was dying of cancer, slowly but no less surely. She effectively concealed her pain from me, even playing “pretend” games with me as she lay on the sofa barely able to move because of the pain she was experiencing. If the pain became too intense to conceal, she would send me to my grandmother’s a few blocks down the street with a note pinned to my shirt asking her to look after me until my father came home. Often her agony was so great her handwriting was nearly illegible. (My grandmother kept those notes and I saw them years later.)

			One morning my father took me around the corner and up the street to my Uncle John’s house. We brought along some of my clothes, for he said I was to stay there a few days. This was fine with me, as Uncle John and Aunt Florence were always kind to me, and Aunt Florence and I would sometimes play together and laugh so much we became breathless.

			That afternoon I told Aunt Florence that I was going home for a little while to see my mother, but she told me that I should not because my mother needed to rest. This seemed odd to me, but I accepted her words the way children do until they discover how seldom adults are truthful–at least in relation to them.

			The next morning I was in the back yard from where I could see the front of our house a block away. The longest car I had ever seen was parked in front. Finding Aunt Florence I told her about the mystery and she came out to look. Taking her hand I urged: “Let’s go see what’s happening.” “No,” she replied and impelled me into the house. This was not agreeable, and I demanded to go back home. Sternly she told me that I could not go, because my mother would not be there–she was being taken to a hospital because she was sick. With the ordinary egotism of childhood I was not particularly concerned over my mother being sick, but I was upset that all this would take place without my being told.

			For the next few weeks I remained with Aunt Florence and Uncle John. Two or three times my father took me to the hospital to see my mother. I did not know it, but these visits were terrible for her, as she knew she would soon die and the thought of leaving me alone in the world was far worse for her than the disease that was consuming her. She had even once told my Aunt Faye: “I would rather have this cancer a thousand times worse than to ever see my boy sick or unhappy.” All through the few years of my life she had often studied me with a smile so full of sadness that it puzzled me. Later I realized that she was thinking of how short a time it would be before death would separate us.

			Early one morning while was still dark my father woke me up. Sitting on the sofa bed where I slept when visiting Uncle John and Aunt Florence, he told me that my mother had died. He used the inane and meaningless terms adults do when speaking of death to children, but as I have already described, I knew what death was. I understood that my mother was lost to me irrevocably.

			A desolation and grief engulfed me that was never to be either mitigated or absent from me for the next fifteen years. Wisely, my father, uncle and aunt left me to myself. It was many hours before I emerged from my room, having managed to realize that I must continue to live. But my mother had sensed correctly. Upon her death the abyss of hell gaped at my feet and would never cease to pursue and torment me with relentless hatred, intent on my total destruction, for many years.

			As my fight for survival began, many psychic avenues became closed to me, as the journeying of them was too fraught with danger now that the hounds of hell followed close after me.

			For the next eleven years, until I was sixteen, there would always be someone living under the same roof with me whose major interest in life seemed to be ensuring that I would have no chance of intellectual development. If my body did not die, then my mind should. Reading was prohibited. I was forbidden to have a library card or to read anything but schoolbooks. If in conversation I evidenced any knowledge beyond the most elementary subjects I would be relentlessly grilled to discover how I had come by such information. Then I would be harangued for hours as to my wickedness in disobeying the bans on reading and study. “Be sure your sin will find you out” (Numbers 32:23b) was a common quotation when I let it slip that I was more than minimally literate. The blasphemy of applying the sacred words to such a farce was more shocking to me than the insanity of the entire situation. Later on my enrollment in any classes that would prepare me for higher education, such as literature or languages, brought down violent wrath upon me. (If I described the persecution I underwent when I began my study of Latin, few would believe it.)

			Classical music in any form was also anathema. I surreptitiously taught myself to read music and play the piano (at someone else’s house), living in terror all the while that somehow that sin, too, would be found out. At age nine I discovered the Metropolitan Opera broadcasts (Rudolph Bing’s first season). Every Saturday afternoon during the opera season I would slip down to the basement and lean over my old bull’s-eye radio, listening with the volume at minimum so I would not be discovered transgressing. Milton Cross, Boris Godolvsky, and Mary Ellis Peltz became unseen friends, no less beloved for their invisibility. I also had an old Columbia recording of the Si, vendetta duet from Rigoletto that I played about half a dozen times a day, starving for real music.

			Along with all this, I was rigorously isolated from anyone that loved me or even evidenced a mild liking for me. Anyone who might develop in me a positive self-image through their regard or affection was singled out for virulent verbal attacks, and I would be subjected to hours of hysterical ranting about what fools and “nuts” they were–especially if they had expressed admiration for me or commented on any abilities I might have. On occasion those people were actually approached and ordered to quit even speaking to me. How did they “get away with it”? Simple. It was my own evil deeds coming back to me in the form of karma. I had been my own enemy first. Even more, it was my self-enmity, in the fullest sense, that created the outer enemies, or at least opened the gate for their entry.

			Through all those years the outward attacks from strangers did not cease, but they become verbal tokens. As I would be walking down a street, I would see in the distance a figure that I would intuitively know was evil. The person (it was always only one at a time) would be completely unknown to me. Usually at first sight I would not even see them clearly, they would be so far away. But I would grow cold inside and know that an enemy was approaching. These encounters would always take place when no other pedestrians were in sight. As the malevolent one drew nearer, my dread would increase. Finally we would be only a few feet apart. They would look me full in the face and their own countenances would begin to twist into expressions of hatred and derision. As they passed me (never striking out physically) they would turn around and, walking backward, begin to rave at me, cursing, swinging their arms, and shouting. Then as though a switch was turned off, they would stop, turn around, and go their way. This phenomenon took place off and on between my ninth and seventeenth years. Then stopped. Explanation have I none, except that they might have been sent to physically harm me and my angel guardians prevented it. I always traveled with a “company” visible to me whenever I “looked” for them. Most of them floated along, “sitting” cross-legged in the air. It was many years before I realized these must be Indian yogis. They never spoke to me, just watched.

			During this time another phenomenon developed that was a manifestation of the same demonic attempts, but it was so bewildering to me that it was not until after it had ceased in my beginning twenties that I was able to recognize its true character. It always took place in a religious social setting I would be in a group of strangers–though of the same church or religious interests–in which one (it would never be more) would instantly “square off” for a verbal battle the moment I would enter the group. Spite and animosity would appear on their faces instantly, and the rage that would radiate from them would be tangible–at least to me. This would completely perplex me, for as we would not know each other at all, there could be no comprehensible basis for a conflict between us.

			The hate vibrations always translated into the same message: “I am going to ‘get’ you and discredit you before these people so you will not be able to ‘get’ me!” This was additionally confusing, for it was not even in my nature to ever ‘get’ anyone. And since I knew absolutely nothing about them, how could I possibly manage to ‘get’ them even if I wanted to? And why would I want to do such a thing to a stranger? It was compounded madness. Nevertheless, the moment I would open my mouth in any statement, whatever the character, they would swing into action and bombard me with rapid-fire rebuttal intended to prove that both my words and I were completely idiotic and contemptible. The thrust was always to discredit me and any future words I might speak, not merely to refute any idea I might have expressed just then. Often what I said was so patently true or in agreement with the thinking of everyone present, including the antagonist, that they would turn on me and begin blaring back to me the very ideas I had expressed–often in the same words–as though refuting what I had just said! When I would express my agreement, they would jut out their chin, jerk their head up and down and few times and spit: “That’s right!” in a tone indicating that they had certainly set me straight and I had better not stray in the future. This confused the hearers as much as it did me, but I came in time to realize that the colossal absurdity of it had a very definite and evilly clever purpose. By so acting they would convince our hearers that I must have said the opposite to what I had–otherwise why the vehement protest? What appears silly is often hellishly–in the very literal sense–clever.

			For the first few years I would try to placate these people, which only produced more nastiness on their part. Those who were witnesses to these strange encounters would often remonstrate with my adversaries for their truly outrageous conduct. This would result in a sullen lapse into permanent silence, though the unspoken stream of malice would continue to flow over me unabated.

			What actually ended this odd kind of assault was my finally developing the insight and wisdom to spot these people immediately and send them the mental message: “I know what you are and I know what you are up to. And I will ‘get’ you!” Usually they would leave within a few minutes. (As some came through the door, when I recognized them and sent them that mental message they would immediately turn around and leave.) After several of these internal encounters over the years I never saw this type of demonic agent again.

			The Lord Jesus says: “Love your enemies” (Matthew 5:44). Contrary to shallow “positive thinking” this does not mean that we are to look upon everyone as wonderful and as our friends–otherwise he would have said to love our friends, and left it at that. His use of the term “enemies” means just that: we have enemies. And we must recognize them. On a personal level we should do our best to be at peace with such persons and to cultivate an attitude of good will and healing toward them.

			But not all enemies are personal. Some are the enemies of God and His divine plan of spiritual evolution. Their hatred and opposition has no personal basis whatever, rather it is a matter of polarization. They are working for the Dark and we are working for the Light. Since light dispels–nay, destroys–darkness, they are fighting for that internal state of darkness they think is their life. They are, as the Apostle says, “implacable” (Romans 1:31), and no truce or cease-fire is possible with them. They must be vanquished. (I am speaking psychically and spiritually, not physically.) The wise do not even engage in verbal combat with them but inwardly invoke and radiate the Divine Light. Nothing more is needed, though the methodology may be more sophisticated than such a simple statement. Edgar Cayce said that Armageddon would not be fought outwardly on the earth, but in the realms of the mind and the spirit. He was most certainly right. The fight is on and we should not draw back.


			There were compensations for all this negative experience in my childhood, for, as Yogananda often said: “I have learned one thing in life: God never forsakes the devotee.”

			The greatest compensation was my going, at age six, to live with my Aunt Faye, an older sister of my father. Our true relation was not physical but spiritual. William and Alta Burke might have been my mother and father physically, but Aunt Faye was both father and mother to me on all other levels. The overshadowing grief of her life was her childlessness, for she loved children, and children loved and trusted her on sight. If ever there was anyone qualified to be a mother it was Aunt Faye. But it was not to be, for, though desiring children, she had her own spiritual form of birth control. Knowing that the pursuit of spiritual life was the only life work worthy of the human being, from the first day of her marriage to my Uncle George, Aunt Faye had prayed that she would not have a child if it would not dedicate its life completely to God. Through the years she shed many tears over her barrenness, but never did she modify or withdraw her plea to God. As always, her spiritual values far outweighed her personal desires.

			
				[image: A young preacher – 1957]
							Aunt Faye and I at the beginning of 1954. The photographer has just said: “Come on, Mom, let’s get a shot of you and Sonny.” We are so happy because he felt the bond between us and assumed we were mother and son.


		

			The bonds between us were very deep, so much so that when my mother confided to her that she was going to have a baby, my future Aunt Faye astounded her by crying out: “Yes! You are going to have a boy–and I know just what he will be like!” In vain did my mother protest that she was hoping for a daughter. Aunt Faye was adamant–it would be a boy. From that day forth until my birth, Aunt Faye prayed daily, describing in her prayers how she wanted me to be, asking God to bestow spiritual consciousness upon me and to ensure that I would dedicate my life to Him. My birth proved her right as to my gender. As to the other characteristic, that will be revealed in the final summation of this incarnation.

			Because of World War II and my Uncle George’s involvement in it, Aunt Faye lived far away from us for much of my first five years. The earliest memory I have of her is seeing her coming down the street to visit the house of another aunt, and knowing that she was to be a major factor in my life. But it was not until after my mother’s death that I really came to know her.

			In my adult years, upon reflection I came to realize that until I began to experience God directly and personally as a result of meditation, I did not really believe in God at all, but in Aunt Faye. That is, until meditation replaced it with a more sophisticated view, my concept of God was my concept of Aunt Faye expanded to infinity. Aunt Faye loved me unfailingly. She always spoke the truth and was always just. She never made a promise she did not keep–and in that she was truly unique as an adult. When I wanted to talk to her and she said: “I am busy, come back later,” it was not a pushing away or a rejection. It meant that she wanted to give me her full attention and would do so as soon as she could. And she did. Always.

			Aunt Faye assumed that I had a mind, and communicated with me accordingly, readily explaining to me the “why” of things. When I did wrong she would show me clearly why my action was wrong. And I never did it again. She remembered well her own childhood, and therefore understood the mind of a child perfectly. Aunt Faye could be trusted to understand and care about anything I cared about. And woe to whoever tried to wrong me! The town bullies left me alone after just one encounter with my champion. Most of all, she was a friend. When I was not in school I often followed her around the whole day. As she worked she would talk to me about her spiritual ideals and insights. By the time I was eight I had learned her entire life story.

			I came to believe that the God Aunt Faye taught me about was just like her: my beloved friend whose love for me could never change, and who would in truth be “a very present help in trouble” (Psalm 46:1). I also learned from her that my relationship with God was the only reality, that earthly life could be dissolved in a moment, but eternal life would not. “What others think of you does not matter, and what you ‘gain’ in life means nothing. It is what God thinks of you and what you are to Him that counts. Forget everything else.” What a blessed ideal! She also told me, “One day you are going to die, and then there will just you and God–not me or anyone else. What your relationship with God is at that time will be the only thing that matters. So right now, too, that is the only thing that matters.”

			From Aunt Faye I have received a legacy that nothing can take from me–death will merely affirm it. How sad that parents seldom give such an inheritance to their children. Instead they pass on to them only materialism, sensuality, and greed. No wonder their children often curse them to their face in later years and eventually put them away in a “home” to die in loneliness, giving them no room in their lives, having learned the lesson of selfishness from them better than they might have wished.

			Aunt Faye loved religious imagery, despite our fundamentalist religion that inveighed against the “idolatry” of Catholicism. “Don’t pay attention to ignorant preachers and others who say that Catholics worship images. They do not. They keep them as reminders of God, and that is a good thing.” So she often told me. She practiced her preaching by having at least one depiction of Jesus in every room of her home. She loved to sing hymns to the Virgin Mary, too, but only I heard her do so.

			Some years before, when I was about two years old, Aunt Faye had twice gone with my mother to Saint Joseph’s hospital in Bloomington, Illinois, so she could look after me while my mother had radium treatments. Both times, as soon as my mother was out of sight, Aunt Faye whisked me away to the chapel. There she introduced me to each of the images, having me caress and even kiss them. The first visit I do not remember, but the second one I remember very well.

			It was after the first one that an incident occurred that got Aunt Faye into trouble. She had returned to wait for my mother well before she was finished so she would not learn that Auntie had been turning her baby into an idolater. But it was to be. As my mother was carrying me along, we passed an image of Jesus. Twisting around, I held out my arms to the image and called: “Take me! Take me!” Now, to my poor Protestant mother it seemed I was asking to die, since it is so common to speak of someone as “being taken” when they die. “What have you been teaching this child?” she demanded, and began to cry in fear. Aunt Faye tried to soothe her, but my mother had suspicions ever after. Although I forgot the incident, the Lord Jesus did not, as I came to discover later on.

			What was the bond between Aunt Faye and me? When it was first formed I have no idea, but it certainly existed in the Middle Ages when I was a monk in Northern Italy. She was at that time the abbot of the monastery and my spiritual director or “soul friend,” in the idiom of those wiser days. Her taking me into the chapel was no doubt in reaction to a subconscious memory from that life. I had died during Lent, when it was the custom to keep all holy images veiled until Easter. (In later centuries the veiling was only done during the last week in Lent. The first time I saw the images so veiled in this life I felt an automatic dismay, no doubt rooted in the–at that time–unremembered past.) While dying I pled that I not be made to die without the sight of a sacred depiction. And so, breaking the rules and squashing all protest, the abbot brought the monastery’s processional crucifix to my room, unveiled it, and fixed it at the foot of my bed so I could breathe my last looking upon Him Whom I hoped to see with truer sight beyond the confines of earth. Therefore in this incarnation she carefully schooled me in respect for images–a thing utterly contrary to our church’s theological prejudices–and made sure I saw them.

			But no one could substitute for my mother, and my consciousness of the loss never lessened. What a difference it would have made if the laws of birth and death–that is, of reincarnation and karma–had been taught me. And how different I would have felt if I had known how near the “dead” can be to us.

			“Actions speak louder than words” not only in daily personal life but in religious life as well. Many churches teach one thing and live another. This is especially true of Protestantism, which verbally affirms the immortality of the soul and utterly denies it in practice. One need only observe the behavior of Protestants in the face of death. Despair and hopelessness reign. Their absurd idolatry regarding the dead body (putting it in coffins with innerspring mattresses, so it will “rest easy,” pumping it full of chemicals to preserve it, while at the same time usually putting it in the ground to be desecrated by insects and decay, etc.) shrieks to any observer that the body is all there is, that it is the reality of the person, and that death “ends it all.” Therefore the “grave” customs prevail. Although saying that the dead are “departed” or “gone,” they regularly visit and decorate the graves and talk to the dead as though they are down in the ground in the coffin, listening.

			How different it is to be in India and see a body, swathed in bright colored satin, being carried down the street toward the cremation ground. As the members of the family and other friends carry the simple wooden litter along, they continually sing: Rama Nama satya hai–“The Name of Rama [God] is real,” implying that birth and death are mere dream images observed by the ever-living and ever-conscious soul, whereas God, with Whom the soul is essentially one, is alone real–and in His Name the bereaved take refuge. Reaching the place of cremation, Sanskrit mantras are recited affirming that the true Self is not the body, life force, or mind, but the immortal, changeless Spirit. With prayers for the ascension of the departed to realms of enlightenment, the funeral pyre is lit and the participants (not “mourners”) leave without a backward glance, knowing that the body which is being burnt is not their beloved one any more than were his clothes. “Bodies are said to die, but That which possesses the body is eternal. It cannot be limited, or destroyed” (Bhagavad Gita 2:18). How ironic that exoteric Christianity is supposed to comfort its sorrowing adherents in the very grief and despair that it produces in them by its ignorance.

			Authentic religion demonstrates the immortality of the soul through its rites for the dead and its veneration of the saints. The saints are proof of immortality in God, for after their deaths they have manifested their continuing life through various means including visions and miracles. They maintain intimate and even personal contact with those who still dwell upon the earth. Thereby they prove themselves to be far more alive than the “living.”

			By means of the prayers for the departed, a subtle bond of communication is established between them and those who remain on earth. Frequently their loved ones also either see or feel them near during the ceremonies. I have seen long-standing grief eradicated completely after the sorrowing ones attended a memorial service for the departed. One Protestant friend of mine asked some Catholic nuns to pray for her deceased father a few years after his death. That night she saw him vividly in a dream–something that had not happened before. “Dad!” she exclaimed, “You’re alive!” “Well it’s about time you acted like it!” he replied, implying that praying for the dead is acting out the fact of immortality.

			After her death I did see my mother once. It was, of all unlikely places, in a Montgomery Ward department store. Perhaps she chose it so the incongruity of the setting would demonstrate that it was certainly not auto-suggestion. As Aunt Faye was examining something on a counter, I looked up to see my mother standing two aisles away, smiling at me with her characteristic sad smile. She was clothed as she had been the last time I had seen her “dressed up,” so there was no chance that this was some look-alike. Frantically I tried to get Aunt Faye to look up and see her, but oddly it was as though Aunt Faye could not hear me or feel me pulling at her sleeve. When she did look up, the apparition was gone, but I was left with the conviction that my mother was looking after me as best she could.

			At the age of nine, spontaneous knowledge of divination arose in my awareness. On the way to school I found a metal object shaped like a miniature spear. On both of its flattened sides there was a small ring in the middle so that when it was placed on a flat surface it spun around easily. After a single spin I knew what I had at hand. Fortunately I did not get caught, but for the next few days my school time was whiled away by mentally putting questions to my metal oracle and spinning it to get the answers. I thought of my desktop as divided into halves, top and bottom. So if the spearhead stopped in the top half, the answer was Yes, and in the bottom half the answer was No. A new world opened to me–and as quickly closed when my spinner vanished mysteriously after a week, obviously having been stolen by one of my classmates. Somehow I felt that I could not make or find a substitute that would have the requisite magical power, so my experiments in divination were suspended for about a dozen years.
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