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This book


is an offering


at the Lotus Feet


of our Guru


Tera Tujhko Arpan 


whatever we are


whatever we have


is due to Your Grace.


Our every breath is beholden to You,


our every step is guided by You,


our hearts are set ablaze by You,


our souls are nourished by You,


the very light of our life is You, just You!







Preface


We wish to state, at the very outset, that this book is not the outcome of an act of writing; it is born out of an act of devotion, it is an expression of our guru bhakti. It is also a fulfilment of our responsibility and commitment to present an authorized biography of Dada J. P. Vaswani for his thousands of devotees as well as readers across the globe, who can derive inspiration from his illustrious life.


Above all, it is an offering of love …


‘Love is never blind,’ Dada would say to us again and again. ‘Love is never blind – for love sees not only with the eyes, but the mind, the heart and the spirit … Love goes about with eyes wide open, looking for opportunities to be of service to those in need. Love blesses the one who offers it and the one who receives it.’


Yes, this book is an offering of love; an expression of our love and devotion for one of the greatest spiritual luminaries of our times – the very personification of love – Dada J. P. Vaswani.


‘What is the meaning of life?’ asked the greatest scientist of our age, Albert Einstein. ‘To know an answer to this question, is to be religious,’ he asserted. We rephrase his question, ‘What is it to live?’ and the answer comes to us from the living precept of our dearly beloved Dada, ‘TO LIVE IS TO LOVE!’


Truly, Dada was a great believer in the strength and sustaining power of love. His emphasis was on what he called ‘love-in-action’, which manifests itself in sympathy, service and sacrifice. ‘In love,’ he stated, ‘is the solution to all the problems of life.’


Dada’s life is his message; for he is, indeed, love-in-action.


‘Love is not an attribute of God,’ Dada would say. ‘Love is God.’


A question was asked to him, ‘What is love?’ And he answered, ‘You will know when you become love!’ We might venture to add, ‘To know Dada, is to know the meaning of love.’ To know Dada even from afar, to read about his life, to let our lives be touched by his influence – even remotely – is to feel the magic of his love! This is the magic we have tried to capture for you in the pages of this book.


When we say an ‘act of devotion’, let us make it clear that we are not into idolatry or adulatory writing. Our intention is to present the facts of Dada’s life, authentically recorded events from his life to which other people may not have access to, and collate from the systematically stored archives of the Sadhu Vaswani Mission, his major books and addresses, his extensive travels, his essential message, his interactions with the masses and his devotees as well as with great personages who happened to cross his path, and an attempt to give a few glimpses into his life and teachings.


Yes, it is a book written by his devotees. But we see ourselves also, as record keepers, entrusted with the responsibility of maintaining, communicating and disseminating the life and works of a great spiritual leader who has been the life and soul of the humanitarian organization to which we belong, namely the Sadhu Vaswani Mission. In all humility, we see ourselves as chroniclers entrusted with documenting a great life of our great master.


There is poetry in Dada’s life, the lyrical poetry of compassion and empathy; there is magic in his life, the magic of an understanding heart; there is music in his life, the music of selfless service and sacrifice. This magic, music and poetry have flowed into our pages.


We dedicate this book to the love which is never blind – the love which sees not only with the eyes but more so with the mind, the heart and the spirit.




ONE


A Carefree Childhood


‘For in every adult there dwells the child that was, and in every child there lies the adult that will be.’


– John Connolly, The Book of Lost Things


2 August 1918, Hyderabad–Sind: As the hands of the clock met at 2, indicating 2:10 p.m., the sun shone resplendent in all its glory, greeting the eldest grandson of the Vaswani family with a warm welcome, for on this auspicious day was he born to Pahlajrai Vaswani and his wife, Krishnadevi. A fascinating smile played upon the lips of the infant, while his eyes seemed to gleam with an unearthly light.


The father with pride held the newborn in his hands. The mother whispered softly, ‘Welcome, Jashan! You are indeed a reason for us to rejoice.’ The parents offered gratitude to the Almighty for blessing them with a son.


They were ecstatic at the birth of their first son. Before him, Pahlajrai and Krishnadevi had given birth to two daughters, Shakuntala and Hari. It was, therefore, apt that the boy who brought joy to all the family, was named Jashan, as his birth marked celebration.


Just as a single ray of the sun can dispel darkness, Jashan’s arrival in the world was an affirmation of a miraculous light. He had been blessed abundantly with the sunshine of God’s love. However, little did humanity know that he was born with a golden touch – he could bring light where there was darkness, usher hope where there was despair.


Jashan was raised in an environment defined by piety, dedication and character. His father was an erudite scholar and more importantly, a remarkable human being. He had a distinctive penchant for selfless service, complemented by an open, friendly and warm disposition, the fine qualities Jashan inherited. At the time of his son’s birth, Pahlajrai was posted at the Hyderabad Training College for Teachers. Well-versed in both the Persian and Sindhi languages, he was a voracious reader, and loved reading the poetry of Shah Abdul Latif and other Sindhi poets. He was also awed by the Persian masters, Rumi and Hafiz. In addition to being learned, Pahlajrai was also an eloquent speaker. He was often asked to address community meetings that tackled serious social issues. With his flair for public speaking, he appealed to the people to engage in acts of service and commit themselves to social causes. Given his good nature, warmth and dedication, his pleas were met with resounding success.


Widely known and respected in society, the Vaswani family won many hearts with their utter simplicity and devotion to God. They came from a scholarly background and had a marked inclination towards social responsibilities, selfless service and social reform. While Jashan’s grandfather, Diwan Lilaram belonged to a wealthy, noble family of landowners and was known to be a man of learning and faith, his uncle, Thanwar Lilaram Vaswani, had made a name for himself as a professor and principal of some of the prestigious colleges in North India. This celebrated Son of Sind had won great acclaim, representing India at the World Congress of Religions held in Berlin in 1910. Later revered as Sadhu Vaswani – carrying the message of India’s rishis and its deathless culture to the world, as Swami Vivekanand had done earlier – he was a patriot, a visionary, a poet, and an educationist, sought out by distinguished luminaries of the likes of Rabindranath Tagore and Pratap Chandra Mazumdar.


Jashan’s mother, Krishnadevi, was among the few women during those times who benefited from an education in the English language. A woman of courage, unparalleled will-power and progressive disposition, she broke age-old conventions by not conforming to the orthodox way of life – confining herself to the kitchen, a fate countless Sindhi women were subject to. At the time when the Sindhi cultural norm dictated that women should wear long skirts, cover their person and veil their faces, she was among the first few women to move about in a saree, her serene face fully visible to the onlookers. A devout woman with a sharp intellect, Jashan’s mother steered the destiny of her family in the right direction after her husband died an early death.


A LOVING FAMILY AND A HAPPY HOME


At home, Jashan was raised in a happy and loving environment, always bustling with energy. Pahlajrai, being a warm and welcoming host, always kept his doors and heart open to those who sought his advice. As teachers, social workers and neighbours came calling, Krishnadevi lent all the support she could by extending her hospitality. Pahlajrai took up several activities for community welfare, among which was the founding of one of the major institutions of social work in the city in those days, the Social Service League in Karachi, which ran a night school for the underprivileged sections of the society, particularly male domestic workers looking to better their prospects.


Life in the Vaswani household epitomized simplicity, bordering on austerity. The family adopted a minimalistic approach, following the ideal of simple living and high thinking. The children grew up watching their parents juggle their time, effort and resources between various activities, which had a strong bearing on their futures.


When asked what he would like to become when he grew up, Jashan, an imaginative, intelligent child, had amazing answers to give. A tram driver who would give free rides every day, or a street lamp-lighter, who would enter the dark streets and magically leave a trail of light behind him. Indeed, he would grow up to be a giver of hope and joy, illuminating every life he touched!


In addition to their parents, all the children of the Vaswani family held utmost regard and affection for their uncle, Sadhu Vaswani, who in turn adored them.


When the news about Jashan’s birth first reached his uncle’s ears, he was overjoyed. He made a beeline to his brother’s house, and oh, how delighted was he to see his nephew! There was a look of wonder on his face, as though struck by a premonition about the karmic link with the child, and the incredibly spiritual future that awaited the little boy. While Jashan was an adored child, the driving force that moulded his life was Thanwar, Sadhu Vaswani, who was his guiding star that led Jashan on the path of enlightenment and righteousness.


Just as the Hindu scriptures emphasize how sanskaras or values imbibed during childhood years shape an individual’s character, Jashan’s soul being nurtured by a living saint from a tender age was the supreme assurance of his brilliant future.


One evening, while they were playing their favourite game, Word Making, Jashan put together the word M-A-N. It was Sadhu Vaswani’s turn to make the next move. He drew the letter E out of the collection of letters but did not make use of it.


Jashan won the round by rearranging the letters to make the word N-A-M-E. While celebrating his triumph in his usual childlike manner, he asked his uncle with curiosity, ‘You could have easily made the word N-A-M-E with the letter E you picked up!’


Sadhu Vaswani smiled warmly at the boy and answered, ‘Not only could I have made the word N-A-M-E, but also the word M-A-N-E. But I like to give rather than take! I did not want to take victory away from you; I wanted to give you the joy of winning.’


This little exchange with Sadhu Vaswani left an indelible impression on the little boy’s mind. He followed his uncle’s precept in letter and spirit, and his life became an unending saga of selfless service. Truly, he lived for others; he became happy seeing others happy.


The children of the Vaswani household were also acquainted with the value of self-reliance at an early age. It was a quality that was ingrained in them. Although there was a full-time and a part-time domestic helper at the beck and call of the family members, Pahlajrai, a man of principles, expected his children to do their own chores. They were required to fold their own clothes, make their own beds, and fetch and carry for themselves too.


Once, the father overheard Jashan asking the helper to bring him a glass of water. He discouraged the habit forthwith. He asked his son, ‘Have you hurt your hands or feet?’ ‘No, Papa,’ replied his son sheepishly. ‘If you are in perfect health, then please get yourself a glass of water,’ he admonished his son. ‘Yes, Papa,’ said the boy, complying immediately.


One wonders if little Jashan realized that the father’s insistence on self-reliance and self-help would always stand him in good stead.


What set the Vaswani household apart was that the prophets and saviours from all traditions and religions of the world were venerated equally. Pahlajrai, who was also a theosophist, had faith in all religions and considered them a pathway leading to the same great goal of humanity – liberation.


The walls of their home were adorned with pictures of Krishna, Rama, Buddha, Zoroaster, Guru Nanak and Jesus Christ. Jashan would marvel at the heroism of the Sikh gurus and admire the infinite tenderness and love given selflessly by St Francis of Assisi; the spirit of renunciation of the Buddha and the supreme sacrifice made by Jesus for humanity never ceased to inspire him. He was, however, most drawn to Rishi Dayaram, a noble social reformer of Sind and a devout man of God.


When left alone, delighting in the quiet, the child would talk to the rishi from the deep recesses of his heart. In particular, he learnt three things from the rishi: simplicity of dress and demeanour, silence, and humility.


A lively and playful boy, Jashan often got into trouble for making mischief. One such episode from his primary school days deserves mention.


The bell rang, signalling the end of the dull Math class. All the boys leaped out of their seats and started dancing and frolicking. Jashan climbed onto a bench and began to dance happily. Creak! came the sound from the bench he was dancing on. Fear gripped the little boy. Jashan was in panic, a soft whisper echoed into his ears, ‘Son, you are not alone. Always remember, you are not alone.’ The words sounded familiar, for it was a song his dear mother would often sing to him as a lullaby.


When the teacher saw the broken bench, he was livid. ‘You will pay a fine of five rupees as a cost of mending the broken bench. And if the fine is not paid by tomorrow, you will not be allowed to enter the class!’ he thundered at the boy who was scared out of his wits.


Lost in these thoughts, a miserable Jashan went home. In the evening, when his mother stepped out, he rummaged through her money box and picked out five rupees. As he felt relieved that he had solved the problem, the same old refrain rang in his ears, ‘Son, you are not alone. Always remember, you are not alone.’


‘Someone is always with me!’ thought Jashan to himself. ‘He is watching over me, constantly keeping a check on my deeds. How could I do such a thing as stealing money from my own mother?’


Jashan put the money back in the box, but continued to feel miserable. Upon her return from the stroll, his mother found Jashan in a downcast, and asked him why he looked so terrible. Between sobs and tears, he narrated the story truthfully to his mother: ‘O Ma, what shall I do?’ he begged her.


‘Here, Jashan,’ she said, wiping the child’s tears away. ‘Let me give you some money. Pay the fine and apologize for your mistake.’


For Jashan, life itself was a school; every experience, his teacher.


At primary school, he took lessons in knitting. One day, while he was knitting a sweater, the wool got tangled into several knots. Jashan turned to his mother and pleaded for her intervention. His mother gave him a reassuring smile and said, ‘Leave it with me. I will sort it out in a few minutes.’


Jashan went out to play. When he returned, the ball of wool was neatly rolled up so he could start afresh.


‘If there is something you cannot handle, go to God as you would go to your mother,’ Dada tells us. ‘Place your problems before your Divine Mother and trust her to sort it out for you in all her love and wisdom!’


In his childhood, Jashan made the discovery that changed his life forever, from the most minuscule to the mightiest of problems, prayer has the strength to overcome any eventuality.


Jashan was extraordinarily gifted. At the tender age of three, when most boys were busy playing in the sun, he began his formal education. At seven, he earned double promotions, completing primary education from T. C. Primary School, Karachi, in three instead of the usual five years. A special tutor in the English language was arranged for the little boy, as his father left no stone unturned to help him blossom in every way.


Soon enough, Jashan was admitted to the Rosary School, Karachi. Not contrary to expectations, the little boy excelled at academics once again, with a triple promotion, and joined high school earlier than most children.


Apart from his sharp intellect, Jashan showed early signs of spiritual maturity. Whenever he could find the time, he would choose a quiet corner and reflect upon life in absolute silence. Sometimes, he would interrogate himself with perplexing questions, ‘Why am I here? What is the purpose of my visit on this planet, which is like a traveller’s inn? People arrive and depart from the world without leaving a trace. What is the meaning of the mystery of this endless adventure of existence?’


Having been a lover of silence throughout his school years, Dada would later urge children to keep aside some time every day to practice silence: ‘If only everyone in the world would spend just five minutes in silence every day, our world would indeed become new!’


Solitude, silence and kinship with nature were Jashan’s preferences. He was compassionate and more inclined to looking inwards than most other children. The sight of someone’s suffering never failed to touch his heart. Once, on his way to school, Jashan was drawn towards a toy train at a shop. Every morning and evening, he would stare longingly at it from a distance. One day, his curiosity got the better of him, and he went up to the shopkeeper. ‘How much does that toy train cost?’ he asked timidly, as he fixed his gaze on the toy. ‘Fourteen annas,’ came the reply from the other side of the counter. Alas! It was too expensive for Jashan. But day after day, he looked earnestly and lovingly at the train and continued to enquire its price, hoping it would become cheaper.


On his birthday, Jashan’s mother gave him a one rupee coin. He was thrilled. He clutched it tightly in his hand and dashed out of the door. He would now be able to buy his favourite train. Outside the shop, a beggar caught his eye. She had tears in her eyes and a child in her arms. She cried out, ‘Won’t you give me a rupee? My little one has typhoid and the doctor demands a rupee for the medicine.’ While the sound of the moving train was music to Jashan’s ears, he could not shut out the piteous cries of the woman. Leaving behind the train, he put the rupee coin into the poor woman’s outstretched palm. The joy and gratitude that lit up the eyes of the mother awed the young boy. It was the most precious gift – much more adorable than the toy train – that Jashan had received on his birthday.


Jashan’s sensitivity was limited not just towards human beings; his sympathy went out to animals and birds too. One day, he went to visit his neighbour Diwan Gopaldas, who was the proud owner of a beautiful parrot. He told Jashan affectionately, ‘Come, I will show you my most prized possession!’ and led the inquisitive boy to his parrot.


Jashan gazed at the bird, admiring its beauty, when suddenly his heart grew heavy with grief. He imagined how lonely it must be, separated from others of its kind; he began to feel sorry for the bird. He felt as though the piercing gaze of the parrot was trying to communicate the story of its empty and lonely existence.


In a small voice, Jashan said, ‘Uncle! Why have you confined this lovely parrot in a cage?’


‘Cage?’ the uncle said incredulously, not expecting to be asked such a question. ‘This is its cozy home, Jashan! I give it the food it loves to eat: chillies, guavas and seeds. It is very happy and content in its cage. I talk to the parrot every day and everyone who comes to the house admires it.’ he explained.


‘Papa says that the greatest treasure of a living being is freedom,’ Jashan continued in a sad voice. ‘You have deprived the parrot of its freedom. I cannot believe that he is truly happy.’


Gopaldas was taken aback by what Jashan had just told him. Eager to humour the boy, Gopaldas said, ‘Alright, Jashan, if it makes you happy, I permit you to set it free. But make sure that it is able to fly and that it does not get harmed by any other bird or creature.’


With bated breath, Jashan opened the door of the cage, his hands trembling with excitement. He had thought the parrot would rush out with joy. Instead, it seemed to cower in one corner, reluctant to come close to the door that had just been thrown open for him. Jashan put his hand inside the cage and brought out the bird gently. He lifted it lovingly and placed it outside of the cage, thinking it would finally flap its wings and fly. The little boy was disappointed again. The bird could not fly. Jashan began stroking its wings, hoping to infuse energy into them. The poor creature hopped around but was unable to fly. The parrot tried to spread its wings but after making a few attempts got tired and gave up.


Jashan was discouraged to see the bird in such a state. He stared at it disappointedly. After a while, when he had least expected it, the parrot summoned all its strength to hop onto the parapet. Just then, a flock of parrots flew by. The sight and sweet sound of these parrots gave the bird new hope. With one upward surge, away it flew into the blue skies that had been beckoning it all along. Jashan smiled and ran towards the neighbour to give him the good news.


All of us can be likened to the parrot except that his cage was made of steel, while ours has been built block by block with desires and attachment. Dada would later ask, ‘Aren’t we all like the caged parrot in the story? Why have we imprisoned ourselves when we are meant to soar higher and higher?’


Even as a child, Jashan subjected himself to acts of self-discipline and service. He vowed to perform at least one good deed every day which helped strengthen his character. Once, after a very hectic day at school, he returned home rather late. Completely exhausted, he slipped into his cosy bed, his mind recounting the happenings of the day. To his utter shock, he realized that he had not done a single, selfless, good act the whole day.


Up sprang young Jashan and ventured out of the house in search of an opportunity to serve someone or the other. Weary and tired, he could not find anyone to serve. But he had to show loyalty to the vow he had taken. So, he picked up an ant very carefully, put it into a puddle of water. What happened next is rather amusing. Very benevolently, the young boy placed his finger under the struggling ant and rescued it. It was just a mock situation, but he managed to keep his word. Jashan went back home happy and relieved.


Jashan’s carefree childhood came to an abrupt end when he was just ten years old. On 17 April 1929, on the auspicious day of Ram Navami, his beloved father, Pahlajrai, passed away. His mother was bereft, inconsolable, with seven young children: sons Jashan, Ram, Hiro, and Harkrishin, and daughters Shakuntala, Hari, and Sundri. The youngest child, Harkrishin, was only six months old.


The children kept asking their mother why she had told them that their father would never return. To console them, Krishnadevi would say, ‘If you stay awake the whole night and repeat the Holy Name “Rama! Rama! Rama!” then your father will come.’ Innocently believing what she said, the children would resolve to do that. But sleep would invariably overtake them, try as they did to resist it.


It was not without reason that Krishnadevi had chosen the name of Sri Rama. Shortly before his sudden death, Pahlajrai had started writing the Ramayana in Sindhi especially for the youth. It was a project very dear to his heart. Therefore, Sri Rama had figured constantly in his conversations at home. For that reason, Krishnadevi could think of no better way of keeping her children connected with their father.


Thus, at a very early age, little Jashan came to understand the transience of human life. Only an year before his father's death, a very dear friend, Prem, had died unexpectedly. Now, his beloved father was no more. All that he had taken for granted – his father’s loving presence, a sense of security and well-being and a happy family atmosphere – were snatched away in one moment. Several questions began to recur in the little boy’s mind. He would often awaken at night, pondering over these questions endlessly: What was life all about? Was it only pain and suffering? What was man expected to achieve in the short lifespan given to him?




TWO


The Years of Loss and Learnings


‘We cannot always build the future for our youth, but we can build our youth for the future.’


– Franklin D. Roosevelt, Great Speeches


In the years that followed the death of his father, every disappointment turned into a heartache for Jashan. The father’s sudden departure from the world put a strain on the family’s finances. Pahlajrai’s altruistic life meant that he left behind very little for the family. Silently, but with deep concern, Jashan observed how his mother put up a brave front at the time of such a severe financial crisis, struggling to make ends meet. He realized how every penny counted.


Jashan also discovered that others outside the family held his beloved father’s memory in great reverence and appreciation because Pahlajrai had touched many lives with his generosity and selfless service. Ram Prasad, who was a peon, was one of his father’s most sincere students. He diligently attended the night school and eventually became a teacher himself. Jashan was imbued with pride. His father deserved every ounce of respect and admiration that people continued to keep alive in them even after his demise.


Pahlajrai’s friends in the education department went all out to offer help to the family. They created a post for Krishnadevi in one of the best primary schools in Karachi. She had no specific qualification, making her ineligible for any teaching post. To counter the inadequacy, a new subject of cookery was introduced, in which she had an expertise. Gradually and painfully, the family began to limp back to normalcy. Jashan soon began to practise austerities that were nothing short of incredible for someone so young. He was consumed by an intense yearning for God and his desire to realize him, speak to him, feel his ever-living presence prevailed over all other desires, although there weren’t many.


Once, in school, he experienced a deep longing to envision God. He went up to his teacher and asked her innocently, ‘What should I do in order to see the radiant form of God?’


The teacher, a sensitive and understanding lady, was quite touched by Jashan’s sincerity. ‘If you want a vision of God so earnestly, I will tell you a sadhana,’ she told him. ‘It is difficult, Jashan, but I want you to try it sincerely. You have to keep a vigil. You must keep awake for three nights and recite the mantra, Om Namo Bhagavate Vasudevaya.’


With sheer devotion, Jashan chanted the hymn for about 108 times when he fell into a sound sleep. But there were two more nights to make up for the first one. The next night, he managed to repeat the mantra for a much longer period of time. But much to his chagrin, he fell asleep soon after. ‘Jashan, this is not as simple as you thought it was.’ the little boy told himself.


Jashan attempted to still his wandering mind by way of tapasya. Not just that, he practised the panch agni tapasya by lighting fire on all four sides and seating himself in the middle, under the scorching heat of the sun. At times he wrapped a blanket around himself. He did everything he could to walk the path of spirituality.


At school, Jashan avoided looking at girls – a favourite pastime of most young boys. He handled money with caution, as he feared it would ensnare him. Whenever an undesirable thought crept into his mind, he would immediately slap himself and drive away the evil thought. ‘It was a mosquito!’ he would tell his friends who were confounded by this act of his. Every impure thought is indeed a mosquito, which must be driven away at once, he would say.


As he grew in years, Jashan got a nail fixed in his shoes. The nail served the purpose of punishing him by piercing the sole of his foot when an undesirable thought would enter his mind.


Krishnadevi began to see her son questioning everything in life and well understood the struggle that her son was going through as part of adolescence. In all fairness, Jashan had never brought anxiety to his mother. But now, she had to be mindful of the fact that her son was fatherless, at a time when he most needed a father. She could see him develop a strong determination and the ability to hold steadfast to his convictions.


Jashan’s mind was flooded with questions on life and its purpose. He had received a modern education and was not really familiar with the traditional rites and rituals. When time came for the youngster to undergo the sacred-thread ceremony (janeu), Jashan demanded to be told the reason behind it. When he was provided the explanation of the three threads symbolizing the threefold ideals of compassion, truthfulness and purity, he announced that he would not take the janeu until he was sure of his ability to live up to the high ideals. The distraught mother did her best to persuade him to comply with the family tradition that had been followed through several generations. She remonstrated and pleaded, but Jashan refused to wear the thread. Krishnadevi gave up. Consequently, the ceremony was organized only for the younger brothers.


Jashan enjoyed solitude and was always pining for it. The unwavering desire would often send him in a frantic search of peaceful and quiet communion with nature, which was his constant companion. The Clifton Beach in Karachi was his favourite haunt, where he spent long hours by the waves, watching the sun rise and set in all its glory. The waves that rushed to touch his feet vigorously would withdraw noiselessly. Their boundless, ceaseless ebb and flow enchanted him. For hours, he would stare at the huge steamers and ships sail past him in the Karachi harbour.


On weekends, he would go out to the Manora Islands (a group of small islands to the south of Karachi, forming a protective barrier between the Karachi harbour and the Arabian Sea), where he would watch the rolling waves of the deep blue sea crash against the shore tumultuously. At times, the waves seemed to be as turbulent and stormy in nature as the thoughts that occupied his mind – ‘What do I want? Where would I like to go?’ How he wished to find the answer to these questions! But as he gazed at the waves, he also realized that the tumult and turbulence was only on the surface; the deeper you delve, the more silent, clear and calm the waters grow. He saw a reflection of himself in the sea. Deep within him too, there was a reservoir of stillness and silence. The million-dollar question was: How could he touch that point of stillness?


He would never grow tired of gazing at the sea and wondering about its depth. ‘Life is like the sea. Its treasures lie deep within, not solely on the tempestuous surface,’ he felt.


Jashan was lucky to have a couple of like-minded friends, not attracted by frivolous pleasures. The three friends would often set out on long walks to Clifton Beach, whenever they had the time and opportunity to do so.


As they walked, they would discuss various interpretations of passages from the Sukhmani Sahib and other holy scriptures. The friends developed an analytical attitude to life and learnt to question everything. They came from Hindu families, but instinctively questioned the rituals and practices of organized religion.


One day, Jashan visited a gurdwara. The old man who stood at the entrance would not allow him in.


‘Where is your cap?’ he demanded. ‘Don’t you know that you cannot come in here with your head uncovered?’


Jashan had to return that day without being admitted to the gurdwara. The old man had won that round, but it was not the end of the episode.


Few days later, Jashan returned to the same gurdwara, head still uncovered. The same old man was at the entrance and cast a sour glance at the recalcitrant youth.


‘Where is your cap?’ he demanded, as usual.


‘I’m wearing my cap,’ answered Jashan coolly.


The old man blinked. ‘I don’t see any cap on your head,’ he said suspiciously.


‘Kakaji (uncle), I am wearing a cap. How could I be here without my cap?’ Jashan persisted.


‘Do you take me for a blind man? Do I need some special spectacles to see your cap? You are not wearing it and you cannot enter! And that’s final,’ snapped the old man.


‘Kakaji, you may not see it, but I am wearing the cap of faith. I would not come here without it, and you must let me in without any hindrance,’ Jashan explained to him patiently.


The old man was nonplussed. Wordlessly, he let the young lad pass through, muttering under his breath, ‘Cap of faith! What cap of faith?’


The strong pull of mysticism and yearning for the Divine was conspicuous in Jashan’s life. It is no coincidence, therefore, that several holy men crossed his path.


Men of god and seekers often pass through a period of intense quest. During this evolutionary phase of their spiritual growth, perhaps, they do not even know for certain what it is that they seek, but remain undeterred and steadfast in their pursuit. Jashan was no stranger to this phase either.


One year, during his vacations, Jashan left home quietly to wander into the villages in and around Karachi. As his feet walked one step after the other, a million thoughts travelling at the speed of light raced in his mind.


He slept in the open, had just one simple meal a day, served at a langar in a temple or a gurdwara. He sought solitude and communed with the Eternal. What questions he asked, what answers he found, no one knows. But he returned home a different person – more mature, more evolved and more certain now about what he wanted from life. He would resume his studies and continue to be the brilliant scholar that he always was. Yet a gradual but certain transformation had already begun within his heart. He had seen the light, and it beckoned him in a new direction.


Jashan’s zealous search for God could win over any saint. There was one such man of God, who showered his grace generously on the young man. He would often say to him, ‘Pyare (dear one), if you wish to walk the path of an aspirant, follow the way of utter and complete obedience.’


However, with Jashan’s temperament of questioning everything he saw and heard, his arguments were fervent. But the holy man’s words set him thinking. He had made up his mind that the path of the seeker was to be his chosen path. Now, it was incumbent upon him to practise the virtue of obedience, no matter how difficult it was.


After a few days of struggle, Jashan made up his mind to follow the saint’s advice in letter and spirit. He went to the saint straightaway, sat at his feet and told him in all eagerness, ‘I am ready to walk the path of obedience.’


The holy man smiled and said, ‘May I put your obedience to test?’


‘I am waiting to carry out your every behest,’ Jashan replied in all honesty.


The saint told his disciple, ‘Pyare, go to this young man (a fellow disciple) and tell him a few harsh truths. Reveal his misdoings to him. Tell him to mend his ways.’ The gentleman in question was a good friend and much older than Jashan. How could he, still a teenager, go to him and utter such a warning?


Instinctively, Jashan shrank from the task. His courage and resolution failed him utterly. He despaired: Was it so tough to walk the path of obedience? Nonetheless, he had promised the saint to walk the path of obedience and he was determined to keep his word. His mind still in turmoil, but his determination indomitable, the seeker made his way to the friend’s house.


It was the longest, hardest walk that Jashan had ever taken. For every step he took forward, he took back two steps in his mind. As he drew close to his destination, his reluctance grew manifold. Soon enough, he was knocking at the friend’s door, his hands trembling.


The door opened and Jashan was face to face with his friend’s mother. She greeted him graciously and invited him in.


Jashan inquired about her son nervously. ‘He left for Shikarpur last evening. But at least I got to see you.’ The mother responded warmly.


Ah! Jashan was relieved upon hearing these words. It seemed as though a huge burden had been lifted off his shoulders. He offered gratitude to the Lord, ‘God! You have saved me!’


After making some polite conversation with the mother and her family members, Jashan returned to the holy man and said to him, ‘I went to meet the friend as you had suggested. But he was away at Shikarpur.’ Jashan paused, swallowed his reluctance and continued in a small voice, ‘Tomorrow, when he gets back, I shall call upon him again and convey your message.’


‘There is no need for that now,’ said the saint nonchalantly. ‘There is something else I want you to do.’ And Jashan was assigned a simple, routine task, which he carried out meticulously.


It was indeed a lucky escape for the young aspirant.


This incident more or less set the tone for the trying duties which the holy man assigned for Jashan to perform. The tender stage of life that he was in made each of them seem insurmountable. At the same time, while being administered another challenging test at the hands of the saint, Jashan perceived life through the prism of reason and common sense.


Once, the holy man sent for Jashan and told him, ‘I want you to go to the press which is printing this series on the lives of saints. I am currently reading it. Their next edition is to be printed shortly. I want you to meet the printer, who is also the publisher of the series and request him to use a better quality of paper. And here is something more important; they should also use larger fonts.’


Jashan felt daunted by the task before him: how could an unknown young student go to a well-known press and tell the printers how to do their job?


Firm as he was to keep his vow of obedience, he set out for the press, where he was requested to wait for the manager in his office.


Jashan’s heart was pounding against his chest, his hands trembling at the thought of what he was about to do. He conjured up an image of what was to come: the manager giving him a piece of his mind using the choicest of words to reprimand him and then showing him the door.


Maybe, Jashan thought miserably, the entire test of obedience was to teach him to bear praise and abuse with equanimity.


Shortly afterward, the manager entered the cabin and took his seat. ‘What can we do for you, young man?’ he enquired affably.


Jashan cleared his throat and began on a diffident note, ‘Actually sir, it is about the next edition of your series the Lives of Saints,’ he dropped a clue.


‘Ah yes, our new edition,’ the manager beamed. ‘Here is a brand new copy of the book, fresh out from the press. Would you like to take a look?’ And he offered a hardbound copy of the book lying on his table.


‘Do … do you mean to say the book has already been printed?’ Jashan stammered.


‘Yes, indeed!’ the manager said happily, flashing a wide grin. ‘We are ahead of schedule, for a change. Oh, please do keep a copy with our best compliments. It is nice to know that youngsters like you are taking an interest in our series.’


Much to his relief, the latest edition had already been published. Politely, he thanked the manager for the book and left the press in haste.


He felt indebted to God, ‘God, you have saved me yet again! I could not have gone a step further on the path of obedience, without your grace.’


He returned to the holy man’s abode and recounted the entire episode.


‘Should I have passed on your suggestions to him despite the fact that the edition had already been printed?’ Jashan asked, very humbly.


The saint radiated warmth. He sat Jashan down by his side and patted his head with affection, ‘My son, you worry too much; you take things easily to heart. You have done all that was required. You obeyed me implicitly. This was meant to help you destroy your ego, your personal pride. You have, indeed, passed the test. You readily agreed to do things you did not like, carried out instructions you found difficult or unpleasant. This is all I expected of you.’


Once, Jashan was visiting a nearby town. The train was busy chugging along and Jashan was, as always, lost in contemplation. The train pulled over at a small station. The boy looked dreamily out of the window when a sadhu caught his eye. Several devotees and disciples had come to see the holy man off. Baskets and cartons of food, fruits and mithai were loaded onto the compartment. Jashan was astonished! How in the world could a man eat so much food, all by himself, he wondered.


Shortly thereafter, the train halted at another station that was brimming with people. As always, a host of beggars gathered at the windows of the compartment. They knocked on the window panes, with hopeful eyes, for food or money. The saint opened his heavy basket laden with fruits and distributed it all to the beggars. Jashan was astounded. The big basket was emptied in a jiffy. Jashan looked at the beggars. They were relishing the bananas and apples happily and bowing in gratitude to the holy man. The man had not kept any fruits for himself and had generously given it all away.


‘Maybe he doesn’t like fruits,’ Jashan thought to himself, in his childlike innocence.


The train stopped at another station once again. It was a passenger train and moved slowly, stopping at every station. The beggars swarmed around the windows once again. This time too, the sadhu did not turn them away empty-handed. He opened a box of sweets and gave them out to the poor folk. The train kept halting every few minutes and each time the sadhu had something to give out to the hungry and poor ones. The ascetic did not treat himself to a single morsel of food; he gave it all away to the starving, poor and needy before they had crossed half a dozen stations!


Now, the holy man sat cross-legged near the window, with his eyes closed in meditation. Jashan was amazed by the sight. He swiftly moved to sit right opposite the sadhu. He had heard that when men of God went into meditation, a great power akin to electricity came into their being. When they opened their eyes after meditation, they emanated electric power, which was transmitted to those who gazed into them. So, Jashan sat there patiently, waiting to receive the great flow of current that would change his life. At last, the sadhu opened his eyes. He smiled at the expectant boy.


The hours flew by in the blink of an eye and soon, it was time for the saint to alight from the train. How Jashan longed to accompany him! But the best he could do was get off the train and bid adieu to the wise man and touch his feet one last time. In a flash, the saint touched Jashan’s feet too. Jashan reluctantly boarded the train, still watching him, transfixed. A porter approached the saint and offered to carry his bag. He gave the porter some money but carried the bag himself.


Suddenly, Jashan remembered a piece of advice given to him by his revered father, ‘Whenever you meet a man of God, you must never, ever forget to take a teaching from him.’


‘Sadhuji,’ Jashan called out to him hastily. Without a trace of hesitation, the holy man came near the compartment and stood before the young boy, ‘Tell me, my child, what can I do for you?’


‘Sadhuji, I would like to take a teaching from you, which I can treasure in my heart and bear witness to in daily life,’ Jashan said, folding his hands in veneration.


‘But I am not a sadhu!’ laughed the holy man. ‘I am but a simple soul. However, I am touched by your sincerity and reverence, and so, I shall share with you a simple teaching that my guru gave me.’


‘Your guru!’ Jashan exclaimed. ‘You are so wonderful yourself. Your guru must be a truly great soul!’. ‘Far from it,’ the saint said. ‘My guru was a humble peasant and this is the teaching he gave me: “Seek only to please God.” I try to live by this teaching, and if you do likewise, you will be richly blessed.’


Jashan’s keenness to learn from holy men was growing by the day. There were periods when his mother would go out of town and Jashan would make the most of these opportunities to visit the villages that formed the rural hinterland of Karachi. He would venture out in search of fakirs and yogis. He would carry no luggage, trusting himself wholly to the loving care of God. He would sleep under a tree and eat a meal at the home of the village headman. It was the custom that any visitor to the village would be treated as a guest by the village mukhiya.


Once, while walking down a country lane, Jashan saw a man seated by the side of the road. The man observed him carefully as Jashan approached him. Jashan was eager to learn from him too. ‘Please give me some teaching,’ he said to the fakir.


‘Be a lion and not a dog,’ the man replied promptly.


Jashan was quite taken aback. What could such a statement mean? Jashan ventured, ‘I am a lion already. My zodiac sign is Leo.’


The man smiled patiently and explained, ‘The difference between a dog and a lion is that if you throw a ball or a stone at the dog it will run after the ball or the stone. But, if you throw something at the lion, the lion will come and pounce on you. He will not pay attention to what you have thrown.’


‘I’m not sure that I understand what you mean, Baba,’ said Jashan.


‘It means that you don’t have to think of all the balls and stones that come your way. In other words, you don’t have to flinch at the worries and difficulties that come to you and weigh you down. You have to ask yourself, “Where are they coming from?” You will realize that everything comes from the holy hands of the Lord. If you become a lion, you will go and catch hold of the holy feet of the lord. You will not look anywhere else.’


Once, Jashan was convalescing from typhoid. He was yearning to retreat to a quiet place, for a change of climate always did him good. But he had his reservations since he felt reluctant to seek others’ hospitality.


One fine day, out of nowhere, he received a letter from a strange baba: ‘My son, if you would care to come to me, I shall gladly share my roof and simple meals with you. I will serve you and be blessed!’ He was confused yet pleased to read the words written in the letter.


True, Jashan was flabbergasted to have received a letter from a stranger, who wanted to invite him over to his abode without knowing him. But the still, small voice whispered to him that the writer of the letter was a long-lost friend, perhaps an older brother from his previous birth. He could not resist the simple invitation and decided to accept it.


The train steamed into the platform of a small town. Jashan had arrived at his destination. He looked around for the friend whom he had never met before. There he was, unfamiliar yet familiar. Jashan instinctively knew it was him. One look at the baba kindled a flame within him. Within no time, one kindred spirit had recognized another.


The two met not as strangers, but as long-lost friends, who had chanced upon one another one fine afternoon. When he first saw him, Jashan spontaneously addressed him as ‘Baba’. During his brief stay, Jashan practised many spiritual disciplines and was enriched with many spiritual experiences.


On one occasion, the two kindred souls sat together in a meditative mood, when Baba said to Jashan, ‘Remember that you are a pilgrim here, a wayfarer in quest of your lost homeland. Your home is in eternity. Be patient in the midst of the difficulties and dangers of life. Remind yourself again and again, “This too shall pass!”’ After a momentary pause, Baba added, ‘Meditate each day on death, as death approaches with each passing moment; give your service of love to all, and seek fellowship with saints and holy men so that the tiny drop that you are, may become a mighty ocean, vast enough to hold within it a thousand oceans.’ Baba’s voice trailed off as he closed his eyes to ponder over life.


By no means was Baba a wealthy man, but many counted on him when in need of material help as the kind-hearted man was always willing to part with whatever little he had. He kept nothing to himself. The more he received, the more he gave. He emptied himself over and over again. Only God filled him. He ate but once in twenty-four hours. Often some hungry people would drop in at his doorstep during mealtime and he would joyfully share his food with them. On the days that no one showed up, the street dogs claimed their share and baba had no qualms about it.


‘You eat only once a day,’ Jashan said to him on one occasion, ‘and if you do not eat your fill, you must be feeling hungry!’


Baba’s answer was enigmatic. ‘What I share with others,’ he said, ‘comes back to me tenfold and I feel full!’


Baba kept awake for the greater part of the night, at times, reading aloud from the sant-bani (the words of the saints); at other times, communing, in silence, with the Beloved. Jashan tried to keep up with him, but his weak state after the illness would not permit him. Ultimately, sleep would always overpower him. But the small, still voice was always up to serve as a reminder, ‘Wake up! O ye, who are lost in the slumber of the senses!’ It wouldn’t die down, ‘The night hath come to an end. Do you not realize that with each passing moment, someone or the other, is passing out of the body and starting upon the inevitable journey? Whose turn will come next, who knows? Wake up! Beware of the temptations of this transient life, and direct your mind and heart to God!’


‘It is so difficult to keep awake,’ Jashan confessed to baba, who went into a fit of rage and fumed, ‘If you cannot keep awake, why don’t you put on black clothes as a mark of mourning? Is it befitting for you to spend your time in feasts and festivals, in foolish merriment and vain rejoicings? It will do you good to hide your face in shame. For I tell you, until you have reached the stage of union with the Beloved, you can only weep without ceasing!’


His words touched the core of Jashan’s being. ‘If you attain the Beloved, be asleep even when you seem to be awake! In our waking hours, we are absorbed in the affairs of the world. Be asleep to the world,’ baba stormed. ‘Be asleep to all that the world stands for. In this sleep, the soul is released from the snare of the body. In this sleep, memory is lost and attachments and enmities cast themselves off. In this sleep, the poor man forgets his broken cottage and the rich man, his luxurious couch. In this sleep, there is no fear of the future, no burden of the past, no thought of selfish gain or loss. Live and move in the world as if you are asleep!’


‘Give me some simple, realistic guidelines,’ Jashan said to him at once, ‘whereby I may regulate my daily living and enrich my inner being.’


Calm descended over Baba. ‘I will pass on three simple rules to you. If you will live up to them, your life will bloom as a garden in spring, blessing all who cross your pilgrim-path.’ Jashan was all ears as the devout man spoke, ‘Talk little or not at all. And when you open your lips, see that your talk concerns God.’


Jashan was intrigued by what the Baba had to offer him. ‘Judge no one! Behold the good in all! Everyone you see or meet has something good to teach you. Learn from them in all humility. Criticize no one. Give the service of love to all. And, even in your secret thoughts, send your goodwill and good wishes to all.’ Baba’s voice became deeper, ‘Do not depart from the truth. Even when caught in tumultuous times, do not flinch in your loyalty to truth.’


While at Baba’s house, Jashan appeared engrossed in reading a book. But in reality, he was just reading the same page over and over again. The words failed to penetrate his mind, and he seemed clueless.


Sensing his discomfort, Baba finally asked Jashan, ‘What are you reading?’


Jashan responded honestly, ‘I do not know. I cannot remember what I have read. There are thoughts and questions welling up within me. I am wondering about situations such as floods, robberies, famine, poverty and wealth. What is their cause? Why do they occur? I ponder over why I have come here. I cannot understand what it is that I want.’


Patting him on his back, baba told him, ‘Son, you already know what you want and why you have come here. You want Allah. You also know that until you don’t attain God, you will keep wandering, you will be haunted by the question “What for?”’ Baba paused as Jashan soaked in his words.


Baba said, ‘In this world, if you get everything, but you don’t attain God, then what? Nothing can give you peace. You receive this precious gem only when you attain God.’


‘If I really and truly want Allah, why don’t I get him?’ asked Jashan, growing impatient.


Baba explained, ‘You have put up a block, a barrier between you and him. My dear son, remove the veil which is obstructing you, so that you can meet the Beloved.’


Jashan probed further, ‘What is the sign of one who has become one with Allah?’


Baba answered, ‘He is fortunate that he is dead to the world and has killed his ego. He is free from the shackles of the ego. We are ensnared by it. The ego is a tyrant, like a hooded snake guarding a treasure it sits on us, overpowering all. It strangles and chokes everyone. Fortunate is he who can sublimate his ego. Then for him the world is dead. There is no attachment to anyone or anything.’


‘Be dead to the world,’ Baba emphasized. ‘We have to be able to walk through the cemetery, unaffected by dualities such as likes and dislikes, joy and sorrow, praise and censure and victory and defeat. We often talk about not being attached. But the minute we are deprived of something, we become sad. When our rights are denied and we are not accorded our due, we are miserable. We are only happy when we are satisfied with the way things are around us,’ he said. ‘Don’t let the ego dictate its terms to you! Detach from the ego!’


Jashan reflected on these words. The Bhagavad Gita too mentions that when you are not affected by the dwandas (binaries of life), then you are like a calm ocean. In such an ocean, the waves lap gently. You are steadfast like a mountain, even in a storm. You are the same, in sorrow and in joy. Blessed is the one who has risen above the ego. He repeats constantly, ‘Shukur’, gratitude to the Lord. The rest of us, the unfortunate ones, are still in slumber.


Jashan felt that his good fortune had led him to Baba. He valued immensely the fortnight spent with him. Baba, on the other hand, served the young guest as only a mother can serve her child. He blessed Jashan as a mother would bless her only child, giving him all the love he could draw from his pious heart. He taught Jashan how to contemplate in silence and by entering into the depths within, rise above time and space to be absorbed in the One Name of the Beloved. ‘Repetition of the Name,’ he emphasized, ‘is perhaps the simplest and the most effective sadhana you can practice.’ And he asked all who came to him to repeat, again and again, the Name of God, the Holy Name. He himself spent several hours of the day and night in repeating the Name of God and in reading aloud the sant-bani and the gurbani, the inspired utterances of the saints and the gurus of humanity.


When the time came for Jashan to take leave from him, he was mired in grief. He bowed and clung to Baba’s feet as tears rolled out of his eyes in an unending stream. He softly whispered to him through his tears, ‘My heart is sad, as the time has come when I must leave you. For fifteen days, your grace has been a shining light upon my life. And now I must go …’


The memory of this man, whom Jashan refers to in all love and reverence as the ‘Unknown Baba’, continued to be a source of ceaseless blessing to him, lighting up his path.


Whenever the unknown Baba visited Karachi, he would send word to Jashan of his arrival and Jashan would, unfailingly, walk from home to the distant Soldier Bazaar to seek his blessings and gain from his words of wisdom.


Jashan offered to bring whatever Baba needed. One day, Baba said, ‘You could bring a bowl of curd for me every day.’ But he set a prerequisite for Jashan, ‘However, you should fulfil one condition.’


‘I will do anything that you command me to do,’ said Jashan, eager to be of service to Baba.


‘I want you to repeat the Name of God with every step that you take towards me whilst you bring me the curd. And if, perchance, you forget to do so, retrace your steps to the last point where you positively remember to have repeated the Name of God. From there, start afresh,’ he added. Jashan readily agreed.


The next day, Jashan walked three miles to Soldier Bazaar in the merciless heat of the afternoon sun. He dedicatedly kept repeating the Name of God. Of course, sometimes he had to retrace his steps to the point where he felt he had forgotten to repeat the Holy Name.


So, far from imposing his rules on the young seeker, Baba invested tremendous faith in young Jashan. The simple act of carrying curd impressed the Name Divine on the young lad’s mind and heart.


Another saint to have a bearing on Jashan’s early life was a homeless yogi, whom Jashan met on the streets of Karachi. The young boy would meet him every now and then. The saint had no permanent residence and Jashan could never be sure where he would meet him next. But when he did see the holy man and sat at his feet, he was filled with peace.


The holy man carried a parrot with him. The bird would go on talking as the yogi went about his work.


One day, as Jashan sat at his feet, the yogi turned to him and said loudly, ‘Who do you think you are? What gives you the right to criticize others?’ Jashan was taken aback at this sudden outburst, but he sat there quietly. The holy man softened his voice a few moments later, ‘Be cordial. Be amicable. Be friendly with everyone.’ The advice of the yogi was an eye-opener for Jashan. He now consciously worked on himself and treated everyone he met with love and reverence.


The next day, when Jashan went to see the saint, he asked him out of sheer love, ‘Dearest Jashan, did you feel I was angry with you yesterday?’


‘Yes,’ replied Jashan in a soft voice. ‘You shouted at me.’


‘You are mistaken. I did not shout at you. I shouted at the little devil who was inside you – a little devil who was disrespectful and critical of everyone.’ The yogi enlightened Jashan with a simple sadhana.


Jashan also spent some time in the company of a wandering dervish. The dervish, for his part, would always greet the seeker with love and share insights and wisdom with him. It seemed to Jashan that the dervish had a special affection for him; if perchance Jashan was unable to meet him for a few days, the dervish would send for him and inquire about his well-being.


One day, when Jashan turned up for his usual evening meeting, the dervish greeted him rather coldly. When Jashan attempted to talk to him, he seemed to turn away; when Jashan tried to draw his attention, he brusquely commanded him to leave and come another time.


Jashan, still very young, felt both hurt and humiliated at this. Though the dervish’s abrupt and rude behaviour was very difficult to accept, Jashan obeyed him implicitly. He rose from the front row where he was seated and left at once.


Jashan was deeply concerned over what had happened. He instinctively realized that the dervish was not a volatile man of moods, given to kindness and love one day, and pouring out hatred and indifference the next. ‘Why did he behave with me in such an unusual manner?’ Jashan wondered, ‘And in public? How could someone who has treated me with such love and affection all these days suddenly turn hostile towards me?’ He dwelt on the questions for a while and began looking inward for the answers, ‘What have I done, knowingly or unknowingly, to deserve such treatment from my mentor?’


The moment of reflection supplied an answer. He recalled that he had been nursing strong feelings of bitterness and resentment against a friend who had behaved badly towards him. He was in the grip of wrath when he had gone to see the dervish that day, deliberately suppressing his anger, so that it did not show on his face or eyes. But the dervish had sensed the resentment and negative force that he was emanating.


As soon as he found the answer, Jashan struggled to quell the tumultuous storm in his mind. He made a valiant effort to understand himself and remove all traces of bitterness against the friend who had angered him. At last, he was able to still his raging mind, and in the reflection and introspection that ensued, he realized how to make amends. Though reconciliation was far from easy, Jashan did not shy away from it.


The following day, Jashan approached the brother who had caused him so much anguish and exchanged loving greetings with him. Perhaps the friend had realized that he had offended Jashan in some way, for he ventured an explanation for his earlier behaviour. Jashan, however, was over the incident. He had already buried the hatchet and the two parted amicably.


Having overcome the animosity that he had been nursing in his heart, Jashan went to meet the dervish, who greeted him with great warmth and affection and asked him, as usual, why he had not come to see him earlier. He gestured towards Jashan to come and sit at his feet and spoke to him as lovingly and kindly as before.


On that unforgettable day, the dervish spoke to the gathering on empathy, ‘The path of the aspirant,’ he told the seekers, ‘is the path of detachment. When one walks this path, there should be no room for enmity or hatred in one’s heart. If we are God’s children, how can we entertain negative feelings against each other? If we practise hatred, envy and malice, how can we claim to love God? The genuine aspirant understands and empathizes with the pain of another. Your brother’s suffering is your own; your sister’s joy is your own.’


‘All we need to do,’ he said, radiating warmth, ‘is open the door of our hearts and feel the pain and joy of others as if it were our own.’


The dervish’s noble advice struck a chord with Jashan. Even today, Dada tells us: ‘Hatred corrodes. It does not merely poison your relationship with the people you choose to hate; it corrodes you from within. This hatred is like an unseen virus that infects the whole environment around us. It is not merely destructive, but a severe form of self-punishment. Very often, our ill-will and resentment cannot touch the other person, but we are poisoned by our negative feelings. We lose our inner peace and this leads to anguish and misery all around.’


The words of an enlightened one never go in vain: like an archer’s arrow, they hit the bullseye.


When Jashan was a college student, he would frequent the Adam Soomar confectionery shop in Sadar. The shop was famous for its delicious pastries and other desserts. He was particularly fond of the scrumptious eggless pastries sold there. Considering Jashan had the habit of walking long distances, the shop particularly came in handy as a snack stop, where he could refuel, recharge his energy and continue his pursuits.


One evening, as he headed towards Adam Soomar, in the pleasant anticipation of relishing the fancy pastries, the striking figure of a fakir wearing a fez cap arrested his attention. He wondered why the dervish stood outside the shop. At this hour, when the evening was about to give way to a starlit night, the man should have been at the mosque for his prayers.


Jashan was dumbfounded when the fakir called out to him, his eyes aglow, ‘Life is not meant to eat and make merry, to consume pastries and devour sweets. Control your palate!’


Jashan stood there, mesmerized by the sharp injunction.


The young collegian was listening intently, so the sage continued, ‘Listen, my child, he who wishes to serve the Lord must not seek things of the world. He must not hanker after delicacies.’ In his soft voice he sang a couplet:




Be ever awake, ever watchful, ever vigilant,


Nor unmindful remain


Even for a single moment.





Even before he could realize it, Jashan struck a conversation with the holy man. The exchange turned out to be both engaging and enriching. ‘Are you eager to tread the spiritual path?’ asked the fakir. Jashan nodded his head in eager assent. The fakir passed on a treasure trove of wisdom to the hopeful seeker, ‘Never live a life of indolence and indulgence. These can be likened to thieves that rob you of your spiritual treasures. They are waiting to pounce on you and overpower you. It is, therefore, very important that you remain alert every single moment.’ The sound advice of the fakir was etched on Jashan’s mind. He continued with his hand on his chest, ‘Build your life in constant remembrance of God.’


Jashan never met the fakir again. He disappeared as mysteriously as he had appeared. He would pass by the spot every day, hoping against hope to catch a glimpse of the strange and majestic figure, but it was not to be.


But the words had done their magic. Never again would he walk all the way from Gadikhatta to Sadar Bazaar merely to indulge in a pastry.


There was another instance which Jashan holds dear to his heart; it was the memory of a dervish, who left behind a valuable message for him, even when he could not meet him personally.


Jashan first met him when he was in college. The dervish had given him a locket and told him to wear it around his neck. The locket had a special message for Jashan, but the dervish extracted a promise out of the young man, ‘Promise that you will not open the locket as long as I am alive.’


Though Jashan was sorely tempted to open the locket and take a sneak peek into what was inside, he paid loyal obeisance to the promise and chose not to open it. However, he did not wear the locket around his neck, but guarded it by keeping it safely among his books.


Years flew by and one day, the unthinkable happened. India was partitioned and the Sindhis lost their homeland to political divisions and man-made borders. Many of them were compelled to flee the land of their birth, which was now a part of Pakistan. Left with no alternative, they moved to India in hordes. Jashan too had to move out. But the holy man continued to stay in Pakistan.


One day Jashan received the sad news of his demise. He was heartbroken.


Almost instantly, his mind wandered to the locket. With mixed emotions, he opened the locket, and found inscribed in it, the following message:




Beloved, this is also good.


Beloved, that is also good.





Jashan was profoundly moved. The saint had indeed gifted him the most priceless lesson. To this day, this belief of Dada is asserted firmly at the Mission: that all that the Divine Providence sends to us is for our own good.


All holy men seemed to develop a fondness for Jashan. The look in his luminous eyes was a mirror of his profound spiritual aspirations.


During those days, Jashan was given to keeping a fast on Thursdays. He went to meet a holy man who, at that time, happened to be in Karachi. The fakir received him with great warmth and affection and offered him something to eat. Jashan was torn between the two choices before him: refusing the prasad in order to keep his fast or having it, thereby accepting blessings but breaking his fast. The holy man noticed Jashan’s hesitancy in accepting his offering and enquired gently, ‘What is it, dear one? Will you not accept this little offering from my humble abode?’


‘No, no,’ responded Jashan hastily. ‘It is a blessing to receive anything from you! I only hesitated because, you see, I am fasting today, as it is a Thursday,’ he mumbled.


The holy man nodded and put away the food he had offered Jashan. They spoke on other things for a while, and then the old fakir asked Jashan, ‘Son, do you really know what a fast is?’


‘It is to abstain from food for a certain length of time, or during the whole day. It is a discipline of the tongue and the appetite,’ replied Jashan.


‘Do you know which fast is the most arduous to keep?’ the fakir asked a question which Jashan had not anticipated. Confused, Jashan shook his head. ‘The real fast, the most arduous fast is not just abstaining from food or water, but to abstain from falsehood! Real fasting is pledging to tread the path of truth, no matter how tough it is. All of us should undertake this fast, and anchor our lives on the rock of truth.’


‘Baba, why do you say that adhering to the truth is challenging and arduous?’ Jashan was curious.


‘All truth is not the perfect truth,’ smiled the fakir. ‘You have to tamper the truth with compassion and love! Of what use is truth if it hurts or wounds others? It is like a raw mango, so sour, it brings tears to the eyes and a grimace to your face. Truth should be ripened with sweetness and understanding. It is only then that it will taste like the ripe mango that everyone loves!’


‘And shall I tell you what is the best truth?’ he asked Jashan, with a twinkle in his eyes.


‘Please tell me,’ begged the young boy.


‘The best truth is silence! That is why, when Jesus was asked by the Roman governor to state his case and speak in his own defence, he was silent.’


Strangely enough, from that day on, fasting never appealed to Jashan.


Despite following spiritual sadhana, Jashan’s mind was plagued by constant doubts. He wished to excel at academics; he knew it all too well that his mother had pinned great hopes on the eldest son of the family. Jashan was thus conscious of all that he owed her. He was also well aware of his obligations to his family. But did that mean he could not nurture higher aspirations or attain self-realization? How would he ever have the much-longed-for vision of God if he were to entangle himself with familial responsibilities?


Once, he had the opportunity to meet a man of God whom he promptly asked, ‘I want both God and the world. What must I do to balance the two?’


The holy one smiled and replied, ‘Dear Jashan, go to the bazaar and buy some sugarcane. Tonight, when you have your dinner, do eat the sugarcane with your meal. You will surely get the answer to your question.’


Jashan was surprised by the suggestion. Sugarcane was in no way connected to his question even remotely. Yet being the obedient devotee that he was, Jashan implicitly followed the holy man’s bidding. He bought some sugarcane on his way home. At dinner, he took alternate bites of the sugarcane along with the simple rotisabzi that his mother had cooked. He would take one bite of the sugarcane, and follow it with a bit of the chapatti. While the sweet juice of the sugarcane went down with ease, the remainder, the unchewable fibres, stayed back in his mouth. They mingled with the roti and the result was dreadful! Neither could Jashan swallow the fibres nor the roti! The peculiar blend of textures and flavours was unpleasant to say the least. Jashan realized that sugarcane and roti do not go well together! But the lesson learnt from the experience was more profound than that.


The next day, Jashan promptly reported his experience to the holy man. The saint smiled and nodded, ‘You wanted to have both God and the world. Well, dear Jashan, you have seen what it is to eat sugarcane and roti at the same time. When you take both together, you relish neither. Was it not Jesus who said, “You cannot follow two masters at the same time!” You must choose either the world or God. These are two flavours that do not go well with each other.’


One balmy evening, Jashan was out for a walk, becoming one with nature. He was soaking in the cool breeze, marveling at the trees swaying with joy, enjoying the luxury of solitude and silence. Suddenly, the melodious music of the flute fell on his ears. He was drawn irresistibly in the direction of the heavenly music. His steps led him to a man who, oblivious of his surroundings, was lost in playing notes on a simple reed flute. Jashan stood absolutely still, careful not to disturb the flautist. He was content to drink in the Divine melody that flowed out of the flute!


All of a sudden, the flautist opened his eyes. Upon seeing Jashan standing by, he smiled warmly. Jashan sat down beside him and soon enough, the two were engaged in a conversation.


‘How is it that you draw out such divine music from this simple instrument?’ asked Jashan, his curiosity piqued.


‘The gift of music was bestowed on me by a divine power,’ said the man. ‘It was something very special and peerless. And, let me tell you, I am incapable of playing the flute by my will alone. I can do so only when the spirit within me is stirred!’


He gazed at the sky as though he could see beyond the canopy of clouds into the heavens above. ‘One beautiful day,’ he said dreamily, ‘as I sat in silence near a bubbling brook, I heard the sweet tinkle of a little bell. It filled my entire being with its resonance and a voice within me said it was bestowing a gift upon me, “Dear one, from now on, music shall flow from your flute!” Since then, all I do is place the flute to my lips and music just streams from it.’
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