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  Preface




  

    Ramakrishna’s life enables us to see God face to face.




    —Mahatma Gandhi


  




  BY MEETING RAMAKRISHNA, which is possible here and now, we enter a unique realm of experience where the Wisdom Goddess reigns—the one Ramakrishna calls my blissful Mother. The wonderful nature of this realm cannot be analyzed, yet it describes itself. The present volume contains that mysterious description—not only in words, which are merely instruments, but as the living presence of Ramakrishna Paramahamsa, the Great Swan, the God-intoxicated sage of Bengal.




  We are peacefully gathered together, beyond the reach of philosophy or theology, here in the sage’s room at the Dakshineswar Temple Garden beside the sacred river Ganges. Joyfully we contemplate and participate in his adventuresome life and animated conversations. The details are concrete, cultural, earthly. Yet they achieve the impossible—they transmit the experience of supreme Reality.




  The pages of this book, as well as the actual, historical conversations and events that they depict, are part of a timeless current that embodied itself in India from 1836 to 1886 as Ramakrishna Paramahamsa. Whatever our background may be, we can swim in this refreshing, surprising current of love and wisdom to be awakened and renewed.




  This is not a conventional biography but a workbook. Ramakrishna comes along with these pages—to work side by side with us, clarifying our general understanding of religion as well as initiating or intensifying our particular experience of the mystic path. Ramakrishna laughs and weeps with us. He leads us into ecstasy. This workbook will be useful to every seeker of Truth along every way, because the Paramahamsa accepts and merges with every authentic sacred tradition. The atmosphere that surrounds the sage is intensely Indian, completely non-European, yet Ramakrishna mysteriously provides a master key that opens all cultures and all hearts.




  The author must now step aside, as he attempts to do throughout these conversations and existential encounters, allowing Ramakrishna himself to describe the path and to invoke the Truth with great humor and with palpable initiatory power. This book is not invention, but simply the original diamond, placed in a new linguistic setting for the global civilization of the twenty-first century.




  

    RAMAKRISHNA The sensitive mother presents various preparations of fish to her hungry children—plain and bland or rich and spicy, depending on their tastes and their powers of digestion. Just so, the Mother of the Universe reveals various spiritual practices. This child enjoys every one of Her delicious dishes without exception.




    Whether you follow the ideal of the Personal God or the impersonal Truth, you will certainly realize the One Reality, provided that you experience profound longing. The same cake tastes sweet from every direction.




    Place your devotion whole-heartedly at the service of the ideal most natural to your being, but know with unwavering certainty that all spiritual ideals are expressions of the same supreme Presence. Do not allow the slightest trace of malice to enter your mind toward any manifestation of God or toward any practitioner who attempts to live in harmony with that Divine Manifestation. Kali, Krishna, Buddha, Christ, Allah—these are all full expressions of the same indivisible Consciousness and Bliss. These are revelatory initiatives of Divine Reality, not manmade notions. Blessed is the soul who has known that all is one, that all jackals howl essentially alike.




    The ecstatic lover has burning faith in every Divine Manifestation—as formless Radiance, as various Forms or Attributes, as Divine Incarnations like Rama and Krishna, and as the Goddess of Wisdom, who is beyond form and formlessness, containing both in Her mystic Womb.




    Meet as many adepts from various paths as you can. Love these persons, receive their initiations, and passionately practice their disciplines. But enter your own inner chamber of primordial awareness to enjoy selfless peace and delight.




    Everyone will attain God-consciousness and be liberated. Some receive their meal early in the morning, others at noon, still others not until evening. But none will go hungry. Without any exception, all living beings will eventually know their own true nature to be timeless awareness.


  




  Ramakrishna is the paramahamsa, or Great Swan, who can separate out the milk of Truth which has become diluted by the water of personal and cultural habits, opinions, and conventions. As the blissful sage proclaims: “Some persons have heard about milk, others have seen milk, while others have actually tasted milk. Still others can drink milk whenever they wish and can offer it freely to humankind.” May we ascend together through these four levels of maturity, described so simply by the God-intoxicated child of Bengal.




  Introduction




  

    In the spiritual firmament, Sri Ramakrishna is a waxing crescent.




    —Nikhilananda


  




  AN EYEWITNESS TO the teaching of Ramakrishna reports that his linguistic style was unique, even to those who spoke Bengali. It was not literally translatable into English or any other language. The ecstatic sage communicated in terse, aphoristic phrases, containing only three or four words each—phrases with minimal grammatical or logical structure. Yet these inspired utterances of the Master were rich with meaning. Swami Vivekananda, the successor of Ramakrishna and the transmitter of his universal message, maintained that he could expand for three days upon even a single phrase.




  Adding to the difficulty of translation, Ramakrishna Paramahamsa spoke a colorful village Bengali, replete with obscure local words and idioms. He also interspersed his teachings with technical Sanskrit terms from various strands of Hindu yoga and philosophy. He made extensive references as well to the complex realm of sacred history, as recorded by the Vedas, Puranas, and Tantras.




  The only option in the face of this linguistic situation is to paraphrase the utterances of Ramakrishna, adding selective commentary and explication of the various contexts of meaning through which the sage moved so freely, rapidly, and unpredictably. He never presented a general philosophy or theology, but only specific teachings for specific individuals at specific points in their development. His conversations consisted of quantum leaps between the apparently inexhaustible variety of his ecstatic moods. The term ecstasy, used so frequently in this text, carries its etymological meaning ex-stasis, “standing outside”—beyond the habitual, conventional categories of thought and perception called self and world. Ramakrishna’s life was a constant exploration and expression of various levels and dimensions of ecstasy.




  The attempt to approximate Ramakrishna’s oral transmission in literary form began with the original Kathamrita of Mahendranath Gupta, a beloved disciple of the Master who was expressly chosen for this function. Ramakrishna informed Mahendra, who was trained in the literatures of East and West, that the Divine Mother had granted this young headmaster of a school in Calcutta certain special powers in order to transmit Her Wisdom, flowing so abundantly through the Paramahamsa. Some years before Mahendra encountered Ramakrishna, he began the discipline of daily journal keeping, sharpening his memory, his powers of observation, his gift for verbal expression. The Paramahamsa used to review key points with Mahendra, requesting the young scholar to repeat certain teaching-stories and correcting him on subtle shades of interpretation. For example, Ramakrishna asked Mahendra whether he thought his master was completely egoless. Mahendra replied: “Sir, you purposely keep a trace of ego so that you can enjoy the company and conversation of the lovers of God.” Ramakrishna corrected him: “No. It is Divine Mother alone who keeps this provisional ego in me.”




  Mahendra was trained and prepared on many levels to write his Kathamrita, or Ocean of Nectar, as he entitled this multivolume diary of encounters and conversations with Ramakrishna which he personally witnessed. According to Sarada Devi, Ramakrishna’s wife and spiritual consort, the Kathamrita genuinely reflects the atmosphere and content of the Paramahamsa’s teaching. But it is only a reflection, a translation into literary Bengali of condensed and often enigmatic phrases which were not delivered in a linear manner but depended for their meaning and emotional impact on the Master’s subtle gestures and powerful spiritual presence. Mahendra had to provide certain logical links and contextual descriptions—including the appearance of the Paramahamsa, the nature of his ecstasy, the atmosphere of the Temple Garden, the mood of the visitors. This task the author of the Kathamrita, who refers to himself humbly as M, performed with beauty and subtlety. This root text of Ramakrishna’s oral teaching is not a dry stenographic report but a contemplative reconstruction by a sensitive eyewitness.




  The next step in the history of this challenging literary project—recording in prose the divine epiphany called Ramakrishna—was the translation of M’s Kathamrita from Bengali into English. The resulting masterwork, The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna, was published in the United States in 1942 by its author, Swami Nikhilananda of the Ramakrishna Order of Monks. This gifted and affable Swami, who lived and taught for more than forty years in New York City, was a direct disciple of Sarada Devi and a monastic disciple of Swami Saradananda. Saradananda was intimate as a young man with Ramakrishna and authored the other classic Bengali work in this tradition, the definitive spiritual biography of the God-man, Lilaprasanga, translated into English as The Great Master.




  Swami Nikhilananda possessed literary as well as spiritual gifts. A journalist in his premonastic days, he had already written the first full-length English biography of Ramakrishna when he began work on the translation of M’s account with Margaret Wilson, daughter of President Woodrow Wilson. She helped the Swami refine his somewhat Victorian literary style into flowing American English. The mystic hymns that abound in the text were put into free verse by the Swami’s close friend and disciple, the American poet John Moffitt. The scholar Joseph Campbell helped with the editing of the manuscript. This open spirit of collaboration between East and West produced an excellent literary result, with Swami Nikhilananda himself making the important spiritual decisions behind the translation.




  For example, Ramakrishna constantly used the Bengali phrase kamini kanchan to indicate the habitual drives of sexuality and possessiveness. This phrase became his shorthand description for the entire conventional world. To suggest the atmosphere of Ramakrishna’s colorful language, Swami Nikhilananda chose to retain this phrase in its literal translation as “woman and gold.” As a result, almost every page of the thousand-page Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna mentions “renunciation of woman and gold.” Through footnotes, the Swami explained that Ramakrishna taught his female disciples to renounce “man and gold,” assuring the reading public that the Paramahamsa worshiped woman rather than rejecting or denigrating her. In any work of translation, particularly of such rich and subtle teaching, one is faced with many difficult literary and spiritual decisions. A different approach is taken by the present work. There is no single correct answer.




  Mature practitioners, knowledgeable about the Ramakrishna lineage, have deeply appreciated Nikhilananda’s Gospel, as it is called for short. It is widely regarded as a spiritually authentic and powerful rendering of the Kathamrita into dignified English. English-speaking readers from all over the world have found the Gospel stylistically satisfying as well as spiritually inspiring. But the Gospel certainly does not represent Ramakrishna speaking in terse, enigmatic, ungrammatical phrases. The blissful sage speaks highly intelligible and intelligent English.




  Mahendra tried his hand at a brief English version of his own Bengali diaries, now available as The Condensed Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna. The literary atmosphere of this book is charming but less universal than the Gospel produced by Swami Nikhilananda and his American collaborators. Mahendra was very fond of Nikhilananda and blessed him heartily when the young monk was sent to America by his Order in 1930, proclaiming: “Wherever you go, you will be victorious!” Perhaps Mahendra intuited that the gifted young Swami would someday present his Kathamrita to the entire English-speaking world.




  Nikhilananda deleted some of M’s original commentary in his version, perhaps in order to reduce the five Bengali volumes to a single volume in English, but also because M was writing for Bengal and Nikhilananda was writing for Western culture.




  The next step in this historical process will be taken by authors who attempt to bring the conversations and encounters with Ramakrishna into their own native languages. These efforts will involve numerous literary and spiritual decisions about presentation, commentary, contextualization, translation. These authors will write from different levels of contemplative maturity and scholarly knowledge. They will each espouse a different understanding of the spiritual needs of their own culture and the way that Ramakrishna’s teachings speak to these needs.




  Neither the Kathamrita nor the Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna will be outmoded or replaced by ongoing efforts at transcribing and assimilating the Master’s powerful words, whether into English or into any other language. Each generation will produce its own versions of the root text. Some will be more successful than others, but each will be useful in awakening sincere minds and hearts to the universal message of the blissful sage of Bengal—a message of love, harmony, and freedom.




  While composing this present version, Great Swan: Meetings with Ramakrishna, I have worked not from M’s Bengali text but from certain passages in the Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna, enriching them further with references to the entire Ramakrishna literature, including more detailed descriptions of the Paramahamsa and his environment. For example, neither the Kathamrita nor the Gospel presents a conversation with Sarada Devi, the enlightened wife of Ramakrishna who remained, after his death in 1886, as the spiritual guide of his movement for thirty-four years until her passing in 1920. I have included in this book the sense of her essential and prominent although subtle presence at the side of her husband, synthesizing a conversation with her from teachings recorded in Holy Mother, the standard English biography by Swami Nikhilananda. This gives a wider scope to the present version of Ramakrishna’s conversations. There are many other aspects and events of the Paramahamsa’s holy life, however, which I have barely been able to touch, because my intention was to write a three-hundred-page book, not one of a thousand pages or more. Great Swan can be regarded as a contemporary commentary on The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna and The Great Master, the root texts of this fruitful spiritual lineage.




  Through my study and practice of Islamic Sufism and Tibetan Buddhism, I have been able to understand the teachings of Ramakrishna on bhakti and tantra from a wider perspective. My study of Sanskrit and my doctoral dissertation at Columbia University on the Advaita Vedanta of Gaudapada, has enabled me to appreciate more deeply the Master’s universal Vedantic approach. But far more precious than these studies were my years of friendship with Swami Nikhilananda himself.




  For seven years until his passing away, I associated closely with the Swami, having received formal initiation from him in 1965. I was blessed to hear his oral commentary on both the Gospel and The Great Master. I also received many corrections and scoldings from him, which I now cherish, as he firmly predicted I would. He was the person who insisted I study for the doctorate, remarking simply: “You will have to read very widely.” Initiatory instructions from other Ramakrishna Order monks, Swami Prabhavananda and Swami Asheshananda, as well as Mother Gayatri Devi, who represents the line of Swami Paramananda, have been important for the development of my understanding.




  Twenty-five years of personal meditation on Ramakrishna Paramahamsa and on the entire mandala of remarkable souls who incarnated with him has given me the insight and courage to write this book. I have not departed in essence from any of the teachings I received through the kindness of Swami Nikhilananda. My interpretation of Ramakrishna is not my own.




  Great Swan presents a dramatized first-person portrait of the Goddess-worshiping sage for the twenty-first European century, the second century of Ramakrishna’s Descent. Its content is not controversial, remaining firmly grounded in published eyewitness accounts. Particularly useful is Ramakrishna as We Saw Him by Swami Chetanananda, a recent compendium of authentic reminiscences, many available before only in Bengali sources or in obscure English-language journals.




  What may be controversial, however, is the literary style in which Ramakrishna’s words are expressed. He speaks a language in some ways similar to that of a contemporary, highly educated person. I made the decision not to attempt to reproduce the terse, enigmatic Paramahamsa, but to unfold some of the rich meanings intended by his original words. Ramakrishna’s words were not really simple after all. His teachings abound with technical terms that refer to advanced philosophical understanding as well as parables that condense a vast amount of subtlety and sophistication.




  For example, the God-intoxicated sage used to proclaim: “Brahman is shakti and manifests as Gauranga.” Here is the sense and spirit of this utterance: “The transparent Ground of Being manifests as the primordial Divine Energy—creating, sustaining, and dissolving all worlds—and also condenses completely into human form as various Divine Incarnations.” In this paraphrase, we have lost some of the charm of his words, but we have the clear meaning of his teaching.




  I have tried to convey, through my chosen literary form, a spiritual atmosphere which is authentically that of the Paramahamsa, who was emphatically not an unsophisticated village man, although he may have sometimes appeared that way. Ramakrishna was constantly operating at the highest level of philosophical and religious refinement and universality. He remembered every Sanskrit scripture he heard chanted, even once, as well as every mystic hymn in Bengali and Hindi. In secular Western terms, he was a genius. Thus, even the most advanced literary expression of which I am capable is inadequate to express the subtlety of insight hinted at by his words. And herein lies the relevance of this book. Ramakrishna is not a quaint person from an ancient culture, representing a particular religious background, but an Einstein of the planetary civilization of the near future.




  What or who Ramakrishna is can only be intimated by his own startling words, actions, and experiences. This is what Great Swan is all about. It is not a volume of philosophy, theology, or anthropology. Nor is it a book about Ramakrishna, but simply is Ramakrishna at play, continuing to express nondual Reality spontaneously, offering guidance, inspiration, and initiation to subsequent generations of Truth seekers and lovers of God. To immerse mind and heart in these selected conversations provides a vivid experience—sweet, astonishing, spiritually intoxicating. Welcome to Ramakrishna’s unmistakable, inimitable presence.




  Great Swan




  
[image: image] 1 Initial Encounter





  Visiting Dakshineswar Garden on the Ganges Near Calcutta




  

    Is Dakshineswar an ordinary place? It is heaven on earth.




    –Shivananda




    Ramakrishna’s life is a breathing, blazing Upanishad.




    –Premananda




    Here all the doors are open.




    –Ramakrishna Paramahamsa


  




  APARAMAHAMSA, or great swan, is a true human being: one who has realized the timeless nature of awareness, one who has awakened with relaxed delight to the indescribable, the inconceivable, the inexpressible, one who has attained the goal of spiritual evolution. To meet and communicate with a paramahamsa is to perceive through the eyes of every sacred scripture revealed during the long history of humanity. To breathe the healing atmosphere of bliss and illumination that surrounds such a person and to hear the resonant words of a paramahamsa in intimate conversation is to commune with every saint of love, every wise sage, every mystic poet. This fully awakened being is a confluence of all the lineages of sacramental power—initiatory successions that have been cherished and carefully transmitted by generations of disciplined practitioners.




  Where can we encounter a true human being? The Great Swan, Ramakrishna Paramahamsa, abides in a sacred garden dedicated to Goddess Kali, Great Mother of the Universe. Hidden within the perennially ancient realm of India, he lives peacefully, roaming and dancing through twenty acres of consecrated land along the Ganges River, just north of modern Calcutta. He converses for hours on end with his spiritual friends, who remain fascinated by the luminous flow of words and silences. Shall we visit these hallowed grounds to meet with the Great Swan?




  Ramakrishna teaches that the closer one comes to Mother Ganga, the river of transcendent peace, the more one experiences Her delicious tranquillity, Her subtle coolness that alleviates disease, suffering, and anxiety. As we now approach Dakshineswar Garden, we begin to intone spontaneously SHANTI SHANTI SHANTI—peace, peace, peace. May the perfect peace of knowing the one Presence permeate us, through and through, pervading all space and illuminating conscious beings everywhere!




  Arriving at the impressive main gate of the Temple Garden along the dusty highway from the conventional world, the crowded city of Calcutta, we proceed directly to the chamber of Ramakrishna, moving through exalted architecture and beside abundantly flowering gardens—a natural offering of the earth to the sublime Wisdom Goddess enshrined here. Even the nine domes of the Kali Temple seem to bloom from this rich, sacred soil.




  The Paramahamsa’s room is always open. He cherishes no sense of separate, private, personal space. We find him seated comfortably on a common wood-frame bed facing east, his wonderful eyes gazing into the perpetual dawn of Divine Wisdom. Smiling with delight, experiencing only the innate bliss of primordial awareness, Ramakrishna Paramahamsa is conversing with his friends about Divine Reality—its play as the universe, its compassionate manifestation through various traditional religious forms, its nature as formless radiance that shines at the heart of every conscious being, and its essence that can never be touched by speech or mind. This is the sage’s only subject of conversation, yet his approach to it is constantly new and unpredictable.




  Welcoming and treating all visitors as messengers from his Divine Beloved, or even as direct manifestations of the Beloved, Ramakrishna talks and laughs with them—communing as well in radiant silence—for more than twenty hours every day. He feasts with these forms of his Beloved, dances and sings with them, rests with them on white cloths spread over the cool stone floor during the heat of the afternoon, keeps vigil with them at the mystic midnight hour, worships with them in the Temple of the Universal Mother, withdrawing alone to the pine grove only to answer the call of nature.




  In the delicate early morning light and again at twilight, the Paramahamsa burns incense in his room, bowing humbly and devotedly before sacred images and symbols from the diverse religious traditions of humanity. After chanting various beautiful Divine Names in a melodious voice and dancing gracefully, he sits at ease in his natural state of total illumination, radiating a mother’s tender concern for all conscious beings, with whom he identifies his own being constantly and completely. His blessed wife, Mother Sarada, who lives almost invisibly in the small music pavilion just north of the Master’s room, has experienced her husband’s blissful presence even in the ants that abound in the Temple Garden. She treats all sentient beings with loving respect, for to her they manifest the indivisible Consciousness that she and Ramakrishna simply call Ma, Mother. At this Temple Garden of the Great Goddess, a timeless festival is blossoming, night and day, around these enlightened twin souls, Ramakrishna and Sarada.




  Ramakrishna’s room is immediately familiar to us. Even our childhood homes seem strange and foreign by comparison. This mysterious chamber of the Great Swan, though physically small, appears vast to the eyes of the heart—a palace of the highest realization, a paradise of ecstasy where the Paramahamsa ceaselessly sings:




  

    Become drunk, O mind,


    with the wine of bliss.




    Fall upon the sacred earth


    weeping and chanting the holy Name.




    Fill space with your lion’s roar,


    whirling round and round,


    both arms raised high,


    giving away the mahamantra


    to all conscious beings.




    Transform limited desire


    into the radiance of Krishna,


    and swim night and day


    in the wild sea of rapture.




    The universe is now submerged


    beneath waves of ecstatic love.


  




  The dozen people we find seated here on the floor, raptly listening to the Paramahamsa as he sings traditional hymns of mystic union, represent the millions of sincere aspirants among humanity. The place is swept so clean by the sage that one can eat grapes from the floor that are scattered from the wooden throne of this humble sovereign of Divine Love. As Ramakrishna remarks: “I cherish only two desires—to be the king of ecstatic lovers and never to become a cross, dry ascetic.”




  Some visitors tumble on this hallowed floor as they laugh with abandon at the Master’s unconventional humor, which transcends every proper boundary. Others sink down upon this heavenly floor, lost in ecstasy, during the intoxicating chanting of Divine Names or the absorbing rendition of mystic hymns. Ramakrishna requests some of his visitors to spread mats and sleep for an hour on this peaceful floor when they arrive at the Temple Garden in the evening after a long working day. Many devotees bow and touch their foreheads to this fragrant floor, impregnated over the years by incense, when greeting or taking leave of the Great Swan. This holy floor is also blessed by the touch of Ramakrishna’s own forehead as he prostrates before his visitors, whom he worships as part of one encompassing Divine Manifestation. He also prostrates spontaneously in the direction of the Kali Temple, expressing the overwhelming attraction of a divine child for its Divine Mother.




  Scholars, philosophers, social leaders, artists, and revolutionaries sit on this floor for hours, temporarily free from their limited responsibilities and thirstily drinking in the surprising responses of the sage to their most burning questions. Ramakrishna serves his visitors with sweets that he orders from a local shop or that have been ceremonially offered in the Kali Temple. Mother Sarada feeds them meals that she prepares with her own hands and brings from her residence in the Nahabat, silently walking the garden path. To refresh his visitors, the Paramahamsa humbly and graciously pours Ganges water from a large earthenware jar kept in the corner of the bare room. He opens his umbrella and places it in the western door to shield the eyes of his visitors from the harsh glare of the afternoon sun. He stands respectfully whenever his visitors leave, fervently repeating: “Divine Mother will bless you!” Again and again, the childlike sage teaches: “One cannot recognize God, the Simple One, unless one is simple.”




  Medical doctors, lawyers, magistrates and other Europeanized professionals lose their disciplined sense of time in the timeless precinct of this chamber overlooking the holy river, this heaven for the lovers of God, this vast ocean for the knowers of Oneness. Simple villagers feel completely at ease here beside wealthy aristrocrats, university professors, government officials. Radical young persons unusually gifted in music, vision, or insight also gather here, vowing in the presence of this great fire of consecration, Ramakrishna Paramahamsa, to renounce the conventional world and devote their entire lives, breath by breath, to the expression of the highest spiritual ideals—whether as contemplatives retired from social responsibility or as loving revolutionaries, active in renewing the fabric of social and religious institutions. In his charming, playful manner, which bears no resemblance to preaching, Ramakrishna teaches these avid young students never to compromise their high aspirations—whatever they may be, springing from whatever sacred tradition.




  In the midst of animated conversation and debate, when the minds of his companions are overheated, Ramakrishna bursts into song like a bird whose entire being transforms into melody. The atmosphere of the room is suddenly cooled and refreshed, plunged into the perpetual springtime of the Paramahamsa’s own realization—spiritual completeness, here and now, without the slightest need for pressure or manipulation. Ramakrishna is an ocean of pure love without the slightest motive for personal gain. Into this shoreless sea our streams of limited desire flow and are released, without disturbing the perfect stillness of its depths. Yet the surface of this ocean continues to manifest gigantic waves of ecstasy, and brilliant teachings emerge from its silence. Often Ramakrishna sings:




  

    Dive deep, O mind,


    into the ocean of Divine Beauty.




    You will discover a new gem


    instant after instant.


  




  Longing to plunge into this profundity, we now enter together the country fair of sheer delight which is Ramakrishna’s room at Dakshineswar. Today the sage wears a yellow cloth, enhancing the golden color of his complexion. We prostrate ourselves at his feet or greet him with palms joined, whatever is most natural for us. The Paramahamsa accepts his visitors completely, even more so than a mother who loves her children no matter what they do. Gazing for just a moment into his serene face and shining eyes, our minds become calm and we experience an explosive sensation at the center of our chest.




  We are enjoying simultaneously every powerful place of pilgrimage, right here in the Master’s room. We are in Jerusalem, Mecca, Benares, Lhasa. We are on every holy mountain: Kailash, Koyasan, Sinai, Tabor, Carmel, Hira. We are visiting the Virgin of Guadalupe in Mexico and other shrines to the Virgin Mother which proliferate throughout the world. We are also receiving blessings from every temple dedicated to the Goddess. Her Wisdom-energy flows through the strong feminine presence of Ramakrishna, who calls himself a child of the Mother but who often manifests during ecstasy as mysterious Mahakali, Great Mother of the Universe.




  We are miraculously surrounded here by heavenly realms and transcendent Pure Lands, where illumined souls hear Divine Words and travel through mystic environments that far surpass in beauty and power the life-bearing planets scattered throughout space.




  The illusory barrier to the past drops away in this wonderful room. We become the blessed earthly companions of Lord Buddha, Lord Kirshna, the noble Prophets Abraham, Moses, and Muhammad, the divinely transfigured Jesus of Nazareth. We are hearing with our own ears the electrifying discourses of the exalted saints and sages of human history.




  A profound silence blossoms as we sit before the radiant figure of the Paramahamsa, the silence of total receptivity. To attain even a moment of this inner silence, practitioners persevere for years in their disciplines of prayer and meditation. We now receive this precious gift in abundance as Divine Grace, streaming through the presence of Ramakrishna. Although enfolded entirely within this embracing holy presence, we still hear birds calling from the flower gardens and the songs of boatmen drifting across the waters of the Ganges. Our senses are functioning with greater range, depth, and clarity. Even the murmuring of the sacred river can be discerned.




  The communication that occurs in this mystic room of Divine Presence is intimate. Each question feels like our own. Every inspired response of the Paramahamsa enters into the very depth of our mind and heart, resolving our pressing problems, as well as those we have ignored or forgotten. Following this compassionate clearing away of our poisonous doubt, this skillful dissolution of our concealed skepticism concerning the infinite significance of human life, we experience indescribable peace. Shanti, shanti, shanti.




  The sage suddenly leaps to his feet and sprinkles us with Ganges water from his blessed hands. He is laughing like a child. We are purified and sanctified. Our subtle nervous system becomes the holy sanctuary where God manifests, appearing vividly on the twelve-petal lotus of the heart in whatever Divine Form attracts us most, or as formless radiance. The healing tone of the Paramahamsa’s voice is more familiar than we could have imagined. Our comprehension of his unexpected words is instantaneous.




  

    RAMAKRISHNA My dear friends, when you hear one of the glorious Divine Names—be it Allah, Tara, Krishna, or whichever revealed Name is closest to your heart—if tears of ecstasy come spontaneously to your eyes or if the sensation of weeping springs forth secretly in your heart, if your skin tingles and your breath catches, this is authentic confirmation that you are awakening. Then you no longer need to emphasize religious ceremonies or contemplative exercises, because what they exist to generate will remain constantly vibrant in the depth of your awareness. You will not have to renounce the formalities of religion. Formality of every kind will simply disappear from your being. The beautiful Divine Names will become your breath, heartbeat, sustenance, and joy—whether or not you are receiving sacraments or engaging in disciplines. Even the Divine Name most intimate to you will eventually disappear, and you will commune directly with the One Reality, which precedes and which emanates all names and forms. You will experience then only a subtle resonance or a delicate radiance. The world of conventional thought and perception will either disappear entirely or become transparent to Divine Light.




    Beloved companions, consider how the process of awakening matures. During early phases, the practices one engages in are more elaborate, the passages one chants from the scriptures more extensive. Gradually yet inexorably, one is drawn into the living heart of worship. Simplification and intensification occur. Finally, the practice of religion merges into the source of religion. One abides blissfully in the supreme Source, even as this infinite fountain continues to flow with all the precious sacraments, all the powerful forms of worship and meditation ever revealed to humankind.


  




  An entire afternoon has unaccountably disappeared enjoying discourses, hymns, and silence in the Master’s holy company. The mystic thunder of conch shells, gongs, bells, drums, and cymbals now emerges from the Temple of the Great Mother, Mahakali, as the evening service to Her begins. A warm spring wind spreads fragrance everywhere. At the southern end of the Temple Garden, from a gracefully constructed circular music pavilion, crystalline melodic forms are arising from the vina, the many-stringed instrument of Goddess Saraswati, who embodies knowledge and harmony. The easy-flowing words of the Paramahamsa, steady and powerful as the Ganges, are simply Her Divine Words. Her tender speech, flowing through the honey-colored form of Ramakrishna, blends with the beauty of all manifest Being, pervading heart and mind like a musical wind. Ramakrishna’s sweet voice is imbued with the spirit of universal worship, the integrity of complete consecration, the freedom of transcendent insight. We continue to listen and to become absorbed.




  Here at Dakshineswar, the One Reality is honored and adored not only as the awesome Mother Kali, whose mysterious Divine Blackness illuminates the universe, as Ramakrishna often sings. Dakshineswar Garden also contains a temple dedicated to the incarnation of Divine Love as Radha and Krishna. These sublime lovers later manifested through a single body as Chaitanya, the ecstatic Krishna-dancer of Bengal, who ignited this entire land into flames of love. With Chaitanya, Ramakrishna experiences mystic identity. Joined with the Kali Temple and the Radha-Krishna Temple, there are also twelve Shiva shrines, which celebrate transcendent vision and absorption in the Absolute. This aspect of the Temple Garden invokes the spirit of renunciation that leaves behind every conventional social and religious context.




  These three life-giving streams of spirituality at Dakshineswar can be perceived flowing from the living temple, the radiant body of the Paramahamsa—a body so tender that it can be cut by a sharp piece of bread, a body so sensitive that it manifests the pain of someone being beaten or even of new grass being trampled, a body so refined that it experiences a strange burning sensation at the touch of conventional objects such as coins or newspapers, a body so pure that it cannot even drink water drawn by someone of negative character, a body so beautiful that its intense amber color cannot be distinguished from the golden amulet that Ramakrishna wears around his upper arm.




  Dakshineswar Temple Garden was founded by the revolutionary woman Rani Rasmani, who became a devoted disciple of Ramakrishna when he dedicated the Kali Temple as a young priest of nineteen. In this garden of Rani Rasmani, wandering practitioners representing every spiritual way, men and women of rare mystic attainment, are respectfully offered sanctuary and sustenance, their various other needs being generously met from the rich storehouses of the Temple.




  As Divine Mother wills, these advanced practitioners meet the Paramahamsa—sharing with him their own initiatory streams and receiving in return mysterious blessings that accelerate their development, freeing them from subtle obstacles and attachments, including attachment to their own form of religious discipline or their own occult powers. The skillful sage simply steals away the powers of certain practitioners, explaining to them later: “If you manifest supernatural powers, people will consciously or unconsciously seek to exploit you and ruin your spiritual life.”




  During the thirty years of the Master’s residence here, the Temple Garden has become an extended family of saints, sages, and aspirants. This is the Ramakrishna mandala, a model and seed for global spirituality—plurivalent and harmonious. Dakshineswar Garden is a greenhouse for the future evolution of humanity.




  Early in this revelatory drama at Dakshineswar, Ramakrishna encountered his original woman teacher, Bhairavi Brahmani, who opened to him the full range of mystical relationships between the soul and its Lord—as Divine Friend, Divine Child, Divine Lover—and who led him as well through the intricate ceremonial practices of Tantra. Soon afterward, he encountered his principal male guide, Totapuri, who taught the Paramahamsa to wield the sword of unitive wisdom, which cuts away the veils called “soul” and “Lord” and which leaves esoteric ceremony behind. Both these advanced adepts, from opposite ends of the spiritual spectrum, received radical new awakening through companionship and communion with the blissful sage, who was then simply called the mad priest of Dakshineswar.




  Ramakrishna moves spontaneously, like a young child. He never manifests as stern ascetic or respectable teacher, although his renunciation of self is flawless and his oral knowledge of scripture and tradition is encyclopedic. When the great woman practitioner, the Brahmani, convened the most highly regarded religious scholars and adepts of the day to consider the astounding realization of Ramakrishna, the childlike Paramahamsa sat naked among them on the sacred earth, chewing spices from his pouch and replying calmly to their affirmations about his unprecedented spiritual stature: “You may well be correct, respected mothers and fathers, but I know nothing about it.”




  These were disciplined, critical persons, not emotional disciples. They concluded unanimously that Ramakrishna is an avatara—a direct, fully conscious manifestation of Divine Reality in human form. One of the pandits, who was also a tantric master, became absorbed in ecstasy while contemplating the variety and depth of Ramakrishna’s realizations, including the nineteen modes of devotional ecstasy and the siddhis, or attainments, of the sixty-four Tantras. This pandit proclaimed Ramakrishna to be the distillation and manifestation within a single body of every holy being from sacred history, both earthly and heavenly. To this assertion, the Paramahamsa simply replied: “I am the dust on the feet of the servant of your servant.”




  The Great Swan now turns to us individually, as we sit with remarkable comfort on a thin palm mat that he tenderly spread for us on the stone floor. With great frankness, he questions us about our cultural and religious background, our marital status, our mode of livelihood. He even closely examines the features of our faces, the lines on our hands, the shape of our feet. He whispers to us with surprising intimacy.




  

    RAMAKRISHNA You see, there are some good signs about you. I know them by looking at the eyes and the forehead. Those persons who in previous incarnations passed their time in communion with God often appear to have just left their seat of contemplation. During the first intensity of falling in love, the meetings between the lovers come more frequently than at later times. You should now visit this place very often.


  




  Throughout these inquiries, we can feel the Master’s compassionate gaze probing and evaluating our previous experiences and clearly envisioning our destiny in this lifetime, extending his vision as well into the future, when we will reach the culmination, however we may understand this final goal in terms of the revelatory traditions most compelling for us.




  During this process—our replies coming forth effortlessly, without the slightest sense of nervousness or embarassment, without feeling any need for hesitation or concealment—the Paramahamsa appears to be engaging in conversations on several planes of awareness as he briefly closes his eyes or gazes into the distance. But when the focus of his attention returns to us again after one of these mysterious journeys, which may take only a few seconds, his eyes are clear, sparkling, responsive—nothing of our interchange has been forgotten. The alertness and concentration of the sage are extremely sharp, like those of an experienced fisherman, craftsman, or athlete. Occasionally he becomes lost in ecstasy. He speaks to an invisible presence, stammering slightly in a charming manner, appearing like someone rather drunk on strong wine. These more extended moods also succeed one another with astonishing rapidity. We receive the impression of a secret inner richness of experience beyond our comprehension.




  Sometimes, as if to propel himself toward the earthly plane of awareness, the God-drunken lover before us requests a glass of water or draws once or twice on a hubble-bubble, a water pipe that burns an aromatic mixture of tobacco. We wonder at first whether it contains some intoxicating herb, particularly since the Paramahamsa jokes that lovers of God are like hemp-smokers, who can always recognize one another. But we soon discover that the sage’s radically purified and sensitized nervous system makes it difficult for him to digest plain food and that any use of intoxicating substances is impossible. When the blissful Paramahamsa sits, as he loves to do, in a circle of the esoteric worshipers of Goddess Kali, who pass around a skull cup filled with sanctified wine, he simply repeats the word for wine, which also means Great Cause, and immediately attains the sublime absorption which is the goal of this particular practice. The sacred wine bowl never even touches his lips. The same is true for sacramental sexual union, practiced among certain authentically initiated tantric adepts whom the Master never disdains, always insisting: “Divine Reality is infinite, and infinite are the ways to realize it.” Ramakrishna needs simply to envision within his own subtle body the blissful union of Shiva and Shakti, the masculine and feminine energies of transcendence and immanence, in order to enter samadhi, the total absorption of body, mind, heart, soul, and spirit in the One Reality that he calls akhanda satchidananda—indivisible Being, Consciousness, and Bliss. When anyone asks Ramakrishna to become his or her religious guide, or guru, he invariably replies: “Satchidananda is the one and only guru.”




  Ramakrishna and his consecrated wife, Mother Sarada, have never engaged in the marital sacrament of sexual union, simply because of the intensity and fullness of their mystical union as Shiva and Shakti. When the young wife once playfully complained to her God-intoxicated husband about not bearing physical children, he laughed and replied: “Saradamani, you are the jewel of universal motherhood. You will have so many spiritual children that your ears will burn with the constant cry Mother, Mother, Mother.” This prophecy has been fulfilled. Sarada is fervently addressed as Holy Mother by countless lovers of Truth who discover their eternal companionship with Ramakrishna—a relationship not definable in terms of social or religious structures, a relationship not contained within time or linear history, a relationship which is not characterized by any sense of duality.




  Near midnight, we finally leave this miraculous room where conventional time disappears—where past, present and future manifest together as an indivisible transparency, clear in every direction. The sage addresses us warmly: “Come again! Come again!” This open invitation continues to vibrate with great initiatory power at the center of our consciousness, whether we are awake or sleeping. We experience intense restlessness, thirst, and longing until we do indeed return to the oasis of the Temple Garden—whether the journey appears as a carriage ride from Calcutta or a steamer trip up the Ganges, or whether it appears as an internal act of prayer or meditation. The laughing Paramahamsa likens this process of Divine Attraction to the practice of feeding small pills of opium to peacocks so that they will return every evening at the auspicious twilight hour to display their heavenly plumage. The plumage of the lovers is ecstasy.




  Yet the desperate longing of the awakened human lover for the Divine Beloved is incomparably more powerful than the addictions of the egocentric world. Ramakrishna teaches that such true longing—cherished by the most refined saints of every tradition and beautifully expressed by the yearning of the milkmaid Radha for her beloved Lord Krishna—is more powerful than the combined forces of the miser’s love for gold, the obsession of an illicit love affair, and the loyal attraction between consecrated husband and wife.




  A few fortunate persons have experienced the very yearning of Radha, running several miles to the Temple Garden from the worldly metropolis of Calcutta, their eyes blinded with tears, their sandals abandoned somewhere along the way, their clothes covered with straw from scrambling through haystacks as they cut directly across open fields, not willing to follow the circuitous route of the ordinary road. Other elevated souls have experienced deep renunciation of limited goals and selfish desires, accompanied by nondiscriminating love for humanity and Divinity, arise within them—at home, at school, at places of business or service—simply when envisioning this miraculous Temple Garden and the Paramahamsa of Divine Love and Divine Knowledge waiting ardently and joyously for them within its innermost precincts.




  Some aspirants shed tears so copiously that the words or numbers being inscribed by them with the ink of obsession on the ledger of convention are washed away, never to reappear.




  “Come again! Come again!” The lilting tone, the unsuspected power, the infinite attractiveness of these simple words from the bearded lips of Ramakrishna Paramahamsa now pervade our entire being. We have come to the lotus feet of our Master. We have tasted intimacy with Divine Mystery. As the playful sage often remarks, smiling: “If you bite into a hot pepper, whether knowingly or unknowingly, your tongue will burn.”
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  AS WE ENTER the Paramahamsa’s bare yet comfortable room today, the lovers are immersed in the joyful uproar of sacred dance, accompanied by singers and musicians playing expertly upon drums, cymbals, harmonium, violin, and other instruments from both East and West. Suddenly, the God-intoxicated sage—seated entranced within the circle of dancers, a smile playing across his sweet bearded countenance—leaps to his feet and moves with incredible vigor and grace, like a golden fish released from a bowl into the great waters of the Ganges. Sometimes he dances powerfully, like a whirling lion, at other times with the delicacy of a plume of incense in a windless place. He has unusually long arms and tapered fingers. Their movements are expressive beyond words. There seems to be no spatial or spiritual direction in which he cannot move at any given moment.




  Ramakrishna is now improvising lines of mystic poetry, which he sings with flawless rhythm and perfect pitch—metaphors that further illuminate the traditional hymns about Radha and Krishna, lifting these teachings to an even higher level of purity and intensity. Tears of ecstasy stream from his half-closed eyes, literally soaking the white cloth he wears casually draped about his torso. Suddenly, his wearing-cloth falls away entirely, leaving him naked until a companion binds the cloth about the Master’s waist again. His chest, wet with tears, is reddened by the uprush of spiritual emotion. His body appears to be floating and glowing.




  The Divine Dancer is standing perfectly still now. The devotees, circling around him with enraptured minds like bees around a flower, are not able to contain their emotion and also begin to weep, singing for more than thirty minutes a single line: “Behold the Lord, bestower of infinite love!” The companions of Divine Love are now entering various states of ecstasy. One young man is lying on the floor in full trance, and all the participants have forgotten their limited selves and their limited worlds. Some are laughing and embracing each other with overflowing joy.




  Our Master begins to attend to the beautiful young man, named Rakhal, with a mother’s sense of tender concern, returning him to relative awareness by placing his right hand upon the heart chakra of the supine youth and softly repeating, “Shanti, shanti, shanti” Then the Great Swan plunges back into the circle of dancers.




  The music falls from its crescendo and suddenly concludes, leaving the atmosphere throbbing and accentuating the stillness of the Temple Garden. These intimate companions—some of whom are leaders of society, bearing heavy practical responsibility—humbly serve each other with refreshments. The Paramahamsa, still in ecstasy, is speaking aloud with the Mother of the Universe. His words are living poetry. Her Presence is palpable.




  

    RAMAKRISHNA Ma, Ma, Ma—Mother, Mother, Mother! Everyone foolishly assumes that his clock alone tells correct time. Christians claim to possess exclusive truth, and even modern liberal thinkers reiterate the same claim to exclusivity. Countless varieties of Hindus insist that their sect, no matter how small and insignificant, expresses the ultimate position. Devout Muslims maintain that Koranic revelation supersedes all others. The entire world is being driven insane by this single phrase: “My religion alone is true.” O Mother, you have shown me that no clock is entirely accurate. Only the transcendent sun of knowledge remains on time. Who can make a system from Divine Mystery? But if any sincere practitioner, within whatever culture or religion, prays and meditates with great devotion and commitment to Truth alone, Your Grace will flood his mind and heart, O Mother. His particular sacred tradition will be opened and illuminated. He will reach the one goal of spiritual evolution. Mother, Mother, Mother! How I long to pray with sincere Christians in their churches and to bow and prostrate with devoted Muslims in their mosques! All religions are glorious! Yet if I display too much freedom, every religious community will become angry with me. I might even be forbidden to enter Your Temple again, O blissful Kali. Therefore take me secretly into the sanctuary of every tradition without exception, and I will worship ceaselessly with all humanity, night and day.


  




  Following this conversation between the endearing divine child and his awesome Divine Mother—punctuated by silences, during which he listens attentively to Her voice in his secret heart—Ramakrishna bursts into a song from his most beloved poet, Ramprasad:




  

    Who in this world


    can understand what


    Mother Kali really is?




    The six systems of philosophy


    remain powerless to describe Her.




    She is the inmost awareness


    of the sage who realizes


    that Consciousness alone exists.




    She is the life blossoming within


    the creatures of the universe.




    Both macrocosm and microcosm


    are lost within Mother’s Womb.




    Now can you sense


    how indescribable She is?




    The yogi meditates upon Her


    in the six subtle nerve centers


    as She sports with delight


    through the lotus wilderness


    of the pristine human body,


    playing with Her Consort,


    Shiva, the Great Swan.




    When anyone attempts to know Her,


    the singer of this song laughs.


    Can you swim across


    a shoreless ocean?




    Yet the child in me still


    reaches out to touch the moon.


  




  As the verses flow on and on, the sweet tenor voice, the enthralling melody with its quarter tones, and the glowing eyes of the singer—dark embers of supreme devotion, direct acquaintance with Divine Mystery—bring the poetry of Ramprasad alive in every cell of our being. We are experiencing this small room as the entire universe, which has become a honeycomb of ecstasy.




  The Paramahamsa often teaches: “When one awakens into the direct presence of Divine Mother, the revealed scriptures of the Vedas and the sublime philosophy of the Vedanta remain far below.” No systematic treatment of spirituality—no theology, no theosophy, not even the dialectic of Shankara or Nagarjuna—can possibly match reality. Yet here is supreme Reality, openly manifested through and as Ramakrishna Paramahamsa. How blessed we are! How auspicious is this day in the drama of our accelerated awakening and the gradual spiritual evolution of all conscious beings!




  The unpredictable sage suddenly flashes into crystal-clear awareness of this earthly plane. He gazes at us directly and speaks gently.




  

    RAMAKRISHNA I borrow one-sixteenth of my mind back again from Mother to talk and laugh with all of you. Fifteen parts remain totally merged in meditation on Her Essence, which is akhanda satchidananda—indivisible Reality, Awareness, and Delight.




    O beloved friends, please listen to my words! The sole purpose and goal for human life, the supreme ideal of which all other ideals are simply an expression, is to cultivate love—the most pure, passionate, intimate love that the milkmaids and cowherd boys in the green groves of Vrindavan cherished for the captivating, dark blue Krishna, the very incarnation of Divine Love. There is no boundary whatsoever to pure love—it embraces humanity and Divinity equally. In this most intense love, no sense of duality can remain. When Lord Krishna traveled to the city of Mathura to fulfill his administrative duty, his companions roamed the fragrant countryside, weeping with ecstatic love, their outward separation from Krishna’s beloved form further intensifying their inward union with him as Divine Presence, as Love.


  




  The dark eyes of the Paramahamsa turn upward as he directly enters those timeless glades of Pure Consciousness, where the mystic drama of separation and union is eternally displayed. This time, as our Master sings, his sweet voice trembles delicately in the ecstatic mood of prema, unalloyed love. The song depicts one of the young male companions of Lord Krishna, who stands beneath an ancient tree, holding a limb for support and attempting to call out the name of his Beloved. So lost in rapture, the lover remains unable to form words.




  Upon hearing the special timbre of the sage’s voice, tears instantly spring forth from the eyes and hearts of every companion in the room. Beneath the surface meaning of his words flow powerful currents of initiatory energy. The intensity of Ramprasad’s hymn to Warrior Goddess Kali now melts into a river of clarified honey—the mystic union of Radha and Krishna, lover and Beloved. Our body and every atom in the universe have melted as well. As Ramkrishna often proclaims: “To someone who has actually perceived transcendent beauty, even the position of Lord Brahma, the ruler of existence, seems insignificant indeed.”
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  Ramakrishna and Vidyasagar




  THE RADIANT ATMOSPHERE of Ramakrishna’s room and its alchemical power move with him, creating the spaciousness and tranquillity of the Dakshineswar Temple Garden wherever the Paramahamsa travels to meet with lovers of God and other persons of integrity, consecrated to Truth, wherever they may be. With all such persons, our Master feels intense affinity and solidarity.




  Today we are delighted to be in his blissful company, riding in the cab of a horse-drawn carriage through the colorful streets of Calcutta—a city of cultural and intellectual ferment and creativity, where ancient and modern currents meet, colliding and blending. The Paramahamsa is seated cross-legged in the noisy, bouncing vehicle, immersed in the profound silence which arises as his mental and perceptual faculties become aligned and are drawn like iron filings to the powerful magnet of the Absolute.




  Unexpectedly, the God-intoxicated sage enters another mood. He is now leaning dangerously far out of the carriage window, embracing with ecstasy every passing detail of the city, crying out drunkenly to the patrons of wine shops and perfume stalls: “Yes! You are experiencing a drop of Divine Bliss. But go further!” This admonition and encouragement to go further continuously along whatever path presents itself is the essential teaching of Ramakrishna. “There are an infinite number of perspectives,” he passionately proclaims, “and each one of them is a path to God.” He often tells the story of the woodcutter who, journeying further and further into a forest to find suitable trees, happens upon a precious grove of sandalwood. As the impoverished man stands in astonishment, contemplating his exceeding good fortune, a wandering sage appears and counsels him with the simple words: “Go further! Go further!” The woodcutter ponders this pithy instruction and ventures further into the wilderness, where he dicovers a rich vein of gold. The initiatory words of the sage spring up spontaneously in his mind and he continues his quest, eventually discovering a cave filled with diamonds. Some practitioners are still ordinary brushwood, others sandalwood, still others gold, while the mature of the mature have become clear diamond. Ramakrishna’s only function is to accelerate this alchemical process. He often remarks: “I would sacrifice twenty thousand incarnations to encourage even a single seeker of Truth.”




  The morning is bright. We are traversing the six miles from the Kali Temple to the mansion of Pandit Vidyasagar, who lives at the fragrant spiritual level of the sandalwood grove but who has not yet reached the vein of gold. Though born in the pristine environment of a remote village, rather near the birthplace of Ramakrishna, this brilliant man chose to enter the Europeanized environment of Calcutta. Here he has become renowned as a scholar, educator, and philanthropist. He is at once well versed in classical Sanskrit and elegant modern Bengali. Far before the advent of Mahatma Gandhi, the morally sensitive Pandit Vidyasagar has given up drinking cow’s milk in order to protest the lack of compassion toward these animals by dairy farmers. Nor will the Pandit even ride in a carriage because of the slavish conditions under which horses are kept. Uncompromising about ethical principle, Vidyasagar resigned his influential post as chancellor of the Calcutta Sanskrit College because he disagreed with its moral stance. His personal tenderness and loyalty are demonstrated by his profound affection for his mother. Once he swam a flood-swelled river, risking his life to fulfill his mother’s wish that he should attend the wedding of his brother. Though wealthy, his mode of living is one of unpretentious simplicity, and his name—vidyasagar, “ocean of learning”—is richly confirmed by his careful studies in various ancient and modern fields of knowledge.




  To such persons of unique spiritual, moral, and intellectual quality, Ramakrishna is drawn with the very fervor that attracts him to worship the One Reality in various temples and through diverse sacred traditions. The human being itself, to the illumined eyes of the Paramahamsa, is the most vivid and exalted manifestation of Divinity. Therefore he undertakes humble pilgrimage to persons of ecstatic love or encompassing knowledge, spontaneously accelerating their development by his very presence, crying out to them with his entire being: “Go further! Go further!”




  Today’s historic meeting on the fifth day of August has been arranged, at the repeated request of the God-intoxicated sage, by Mahendra, an intimate companion within the Paramahamsa’s inner circle and the headmaster of a school founded by Pandit Vidyasagar. The Pandit initially inquired of the headmaster: “Is this sage of yours just another world-renouncing monk who escapes from responsibility by wearing an ocher cloth?”




  Mahendra humbly replied: “No, no, my dear sir. This sage, as you call him, is far beyond all such categories. He wears the red-bordered cloth of a tantric practitioner and the polished black slippers of a gentleman. He lives in a beautiful room overlooking the Ganges in the palatial Temple Garden of Kali, built by the widow Rani Rasmani, who adores and protects him, allowing him complete freedom of experimentation and expression. Ramakrishna Paramahamsa keeps his lovely young wife and his ninety-year-old mother near him in the Temple Garden. He explains that the black basalt image of Goddess Kali, his venerable mother, and his radiant wife manifest the very same Divine Reality, and he makes no fundamental distinctions between these three holy forms. He went without sleep for twelve years during the period of his sadhana, his intense spiritual disciplines to generate evolutionary energy for all humanity, but now he displays no outward asceticism, sleeping instead on a comfortable bed and using mosquito netting. He walks in the rain with a distinguished English umbrella, yet his native-spun wearing-cloth falls from his body when he dances in ecstasy. Although a devout brahmin priest, he openly disregards various rules of caste and ritual purity. He vehemently repudiates the title of guru. Indeed, the Paramahamsa displays no recognizable, traditional forms of holiness, yet twenty-four hours a day he thinks, speaks, and sings only of the Divine, to the Divine, through the Divine, and from the Divine. He is so completely immersed in Divine Presence that no one can discover exactly who or what he is.”




  Vidyasagar’s interest was piqued by these words, and his invitation to Ramakrishna Paramahamsa was strong, respectful, and sincere.




  As our carriage gradually approaches the residence of this great man of learning and servant of humanity, the level of ecstasy radiating from the very pores of the Paramahamsa intensifies moment by moment. Someone in our party points to the historic home that belonged to one of India’s most important modern cultural and religious leaders. Ramakrishna evinces total indifference, remarking with the sharpness of Kali’s Sword of Wisdom: “How can precious attention be placed on something secondary? What do I care for famous men who have lived and acted in the external dimensions of history? We are now being drawn into the very core of timeless awareness.”




  Our carriage approaches elaborate gates, and the Master steps forth, reeling slightly with holy inebriation, gently and unobtrusively supported by his companion, Mahendra. The sage moves lightly and unpredictably, like a feather on a breeze. We stroll through a large courtyard filled with flowering plants, which obviously receive much tender care, perhaps from the hands of the Pandit himself. Ramakrishna enters a childlike mood as he nears the goal of his pilgrimage. His shirt is not properly buttoned, his wearing-cloth awry. He asks Mahendra repeatedly if this important man will be offended by his disheveled appearance. This disciple humbly reassures his Master: “Sir, there is absolutely nothing offensive about you.” Ramakrishna accepts the words like an obedient child, comforted by his mother’s voice.




  Guided by a servant to the second floor, we see Pandit Vidyasagar seated at the far end of a reception hall in European fashion on a carved wooden chair behind a polished wooden table strewn with books and papers. Various friends and admirers are gathered around him on chairs and benches. This is an entirely different world from the Temple Garden, but the Paramahamsa is now completely relaxed and walks toward his noble host without the slightest awkwardness or hesitation. Vidyasagar rises to honor his unusual visitor, and the Paramahamsa stands perfectly still, right hand resting easily on the table, gazing deep into the eyes of the handsome, white-haired man as though they were the dearest of friends, meeting again after a long absence.




  This vibrant moment is prolonged into several minutes of communion. The accepted form of polite interchange melts entirely. The Paramahamsa, attempting to keep his mind at least minimally engaged in the world of space and time, remarks, as he continues to gaze: “I think I would take a glass of cool water.” At this point, various family members and even the servants of the household have gathered and are gazing in astonishment at the sage, sensing a spacious and peaceful presence, as if they were looking out over the sacred waters of the Ganges.




  Suddenly, our Master takes his seat on a bench where a young man of seventeen is sitting, having come to the wealthy Vidyasagar to seek financial assistance for his education. Before any conventional conversation can begin, the Paramahamsa, still plunged in the ecstasy of communion with Truth, calls out to Goddess Kali: “O Great Mother of the Universe, You are clearly revealing that the young man beside me, earnest as he may appear on the surface, is narrowly focused on material gain and belongs entirely to Your projected realm of delusion.” Although startled whispers spread like ripples through the gathering, Vidyasagar himself remains undisturbed and gracious, calling for cool water and courteously asking Mahendra whether the revered visitor would take some other refreshments. Without waiting for an answer, the dignified Pandit, a man in his middle sixties, eagerly rushes into another room and returns, carrying a round silver tray of sweets with his own hands, much to the amazement of everyone present. Servants bring more trays, and the atmosphere of shock, surprise, and power is somewhat lightened. The Great Swan sips delicately from a glass of water and enters a more accessible state of consciousness. He remarks jovially to Vidyasagar about another young man in the room: “That person is someone of excellence and purity. Very sound at his center. Yet his spiritual qualities remain somewhat hidden. He is a desert stream that appears to be merely a dry wash, but if one digs just below the surface, clear water will spring forth.”




  Ramakrishna now begins sampling sweets at random, just like a child. The large reception hall has gradually filled with interested observers, some sitting cross-legged on the floor, others standing with their backs against the walls. As Ramakrishna often remarks: "When the fragrant lotus blooms in the jungle, bees appear spontaneously, as if from nowhere, to sip its sweet nectar.”




  Exclaiming, “Ah, ah,” the Paramahamsa finally addresses his host, crying out with enthusiasm: “Today, at long last, I have come to the sagar, the ocean. Up until now, I have only witnessed smaller bodies of water—mere canals or marshes, perhaps a river or two.”




  The Pandit responds playfully: “Then, sir, please take home some salt water from this bitter ocean so that it can be purified in the sunlight of your presence.”




  A warm wave of laughter spreads through the room at this humble and humorous reply. Discomfort and nervousness are released. Ramakrishna immediately cries out in response: “Oh no! Oh no! I can never regard you as a sagar of salt water, Pandit Vidyasagar. You are the ocean of vidya, spiritual knowledge, the ocean of milk. In fact, dear sir, you are an ocean of milk which has been boiled over the fire and richly concentrated.” The beautiful, loving tones of the Paramahamsa and the subtle humor of his dismay causes delighted laughter to break forth, and this rather sedate room is transformed into the dynamic bazaar of joy that always surrounds Ramakrishna.




  At this touching remark, Pandit Vidyasagar stops bantering and becomes mysteriously silent. The dignified, imposing figure, eyes shining with unshed tears, inclines his head before an eccentric, unlettered man twenty years his junior. Paying no heed to the presence of the Pandit’s friends and household, our Master now launches into a frank evaluation of Vidyasagar’s spiritual life. They are like intimate friends, seated together in solitude.




  

    RAMAKRISHNA O noble Vidyasagar, your various activities in the fields of education, relief of human and animal suffering, literature and scholarship are authentically inspired by purity of mind and heart. These kinds of action are usually generated by ambition, but in your case there is genuinely selfless motivation. The primordial purity of selfless awareness is the only source of true compassion. Various good works can appear to be generous and compassionate on the surface, but very few, such as yours, actually spring from selflessness. Any action selflessly undertaken for the good of others is not harmful to spiritual development. However, public good works are usually a reinforcement of the conventional self and the conventional world, hence detrimental to spiritual progress.




    The great sages have always been motivated by sheer compassion alone, but their action most often takes the form of ceaselessly transmitting spiritual teaching and initiatory energy to the people, rather than remaining satisfied with providing food and shelter. My dear Pandit, you are distributing material assistance as well as intellectual learning. This is good but not yet sufficient. Your generous actions will lead you—and others who are inspired by these actions—in the direction of the spiritual path, but can never bring about the awakening into God which is the true goal of human existence. Good works that spring from the motive to gain worldly renown or even to enter Paradise cannot lead in the correct direction, which is absolute selflessness. But why am I telling you all this? You are already complete, already a siddha.


  




  The Pandit answers in a serious tone: “Revered sir, I cannot accept such an exalted tide as siddha. I am far from being a perfected one.”




  “Of course you can,” the Master replies, smiling brilliantly, “because siddha also means ‘boiled.’ When vegetables or potatoes are well cooked, they become tender and delicious. This is your compassionate nature, Panditji—tender and delicious.” Fresh waves of laughter spread through the room, which has indeed become the ocean of love, always at play.




  Once more deferential, but now with delicate self-irony, the Pandit replies: “Dear Paramahamsa, certain beans, when they are boiled, become all the harder.” Both the ancient paramahamsa and the modern pandit are now laughing unrestrainedly.




  Ramakrishna flashes again into a mood of serious penetration, decisively changing the atmosphere of the entire room.




  

    RAMAKRISHNA Pandit Vidyasagar, you are definitely not a bean of that category. Self-interested scholars who use their learning—even their precious sacred learning—to accumulate fame, wealth, and power over the lives of others are like diseased fruit that remains hard and can never ripen. Such fruit possesses neither the fresh tartness of green fruit nor the sweetness of ripe fruit. Consider the vultures who soar to such astonishing altitude, yet whose sharp eyes are always scanning the ground for dead or dying creatures. Merely intellectual, egocentric scholars and philosophers engage in great flights of reasoning, pretending that the perennial wisdom is their own, but they remain fixated on selfish enjoyment and personal aggrandizement. The glorious qualities of true scholars and philosophers include the renunciation of conventional conceptuality and emotionality, selfless compassion, ecstatic love for God, and dispassionate insight into the nature of Reality.


  




  Vidyasagar and the whole company now remain totally still, transfixed by the power of Truth tangibly flowing through the Master’s words, as well as through his subtle expressions, the graceful movements of his hands, the musical tones of his voice.




  Although very knowledgeable, the Pandit is a person of reticence, always reluctant to offer religious instruction, even to those who request it sincerely, much less to preach or lecture publicly about religion or philosophy. Once Vidyasagar remarked to Mahendra: “I think philosophers, even the most advanced religious thinkers, are incapable of really explaining what is in their minds.” But the daily life of the Pandit is imbued with the sacred traditions and rhythms of Hinduism, permeated by the fragrance of an ancient ceremonial way. Whenever he is asked about knowledge of God, this good man invariably responds: “It is utterly impossible to know the Divine Essence; therefore we should abstain from speculation and put all our energy into living a life which, if everyone followed our example, would transform this earth into Paradise. Doing good is the only authentic religion.”




  Unerringly, the Paramahamsa now turns the conversation to precisely this issue—the knowledge of supreme Reality, or brahman—thus going to the root of Vidyasagar’s thinking and indeed to the root of all possible thought.




  

    RAMAKRISHNA O Vidyasagar, Reality is beyond vidya, or knowledge, no less than it is beyond avidya, or ignorance. Reality is beyond maya, beyond any appearance of duality or multiplicity. What conventional consciousness habitually regards as real—including both the complex social world and the religious world of creeds and visionary experiences—is simply the surface play of knowledge and ignorance. Brahman is not only beyond the drama of sexual attraction and the drive to possess, brahman is also beyond the most subtle philosophical knowledge and the most tender religious devotion. Reality is beyond ethical categories of right and wrong and beyond metaphysical categories of good and evil, no matter how important these considerations may be for our relative experience as responsible individuals.




    Brahman is simply not touched by any considerations whatsoever. Brahman is the principle of illumination by which all phenomena without exception are made manifest. By the light of a lamp, one can read the sacred scripture of Hinduism that contains the noble words of Lord Krishna, or one can forge false documents by the very same light. The lamp, or principle of illumination, is not involved and is not affected either way. The great sun sheds its abundant, life-giving rays equally upon the righteous and upon the wicked. You may ask: “How, then, can we arrive at any explanation of naturally caused misery, human viciousness, pervasive unhappiness?” The answer is that these forms of suffering, which one sincerely struggles to overcome, are experienced by individual awareness but not by the very principle of awareness, which remains ever-free, ever-blissful. There is venom in the snake that may cause others to die or which may be used as a healing medicine, but this substance is neither poison nor medicine to the snake.




    What Reality is can never be imagined or described in any way. Even the most exalted revelations and profound philosophies—including the Vedas, the Puranas, the Tantras, and the six traditional systems of reasoning—have become distorted and polluted by the limited mind of man. Only supreme Reality can never be grasped or even touched by the mind, and hence can never be defiled by those who are hungry for personal power. That is brahman—the inconceivable, the inexpressable, the indescribable. No being on any plane of being will ever be able to say what Reality is.


  

OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png





