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The Messenger

… God speaketh once, yea twice, yet man perceiveth it not. In a dream, in a vision of the night, when deep sleep falleth upon men, in slumberings upon the bed. Then he openeth the ears of men and sealeth their instruction. That he may withdraw man from his purpose… He keepeth back his soul from the pit and his life from perishing… If there be a messenger with him, an interpreter, one among a thousand, to show unto man his uprightness… He will deliver his soul from going down into the pit, and his life shall see the light. Lo, all these things worketh God often times with man. To bring his soul from the pit, to be enlightened with the light of the living.

Holy Bible, Job, Chapter 33

Much silence makes a mighty noise.

African Proverb
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Preface

When our earlier book Much Silence appeared in 1974, there were already in print a great many books dealing with the life and work of Meher Baba, some of them of the highest importance. But among them was no reasonably short record of Baba’s earthly life, conveying also some impression of his teaching, written in language everyone could understand and without assuming knowledge most readers would be unlikely to possess.

Such a plain man’s introduction to Meher Baba, Much Silence sought to provide, and since its first appearance in Britain, it has been published also in the US; reprinted several times in India as a paperback; published as a paperback in Australia; translated into French and Spanish, as well as into German to be brought out at their own expense by Meher Baba devotees in Switzerland.

During recent years, however, there has been a fresh outpouring of books about Meher Baba, among them some by close companions, men and women who had spent their whole lives in Baba’s service. These not only provide a wealth of new information, but also many delightful anecdotes and stories which bring his presence vividly before us.

Meanwhile in the external world, events are happening and changes taking place which appear to threaten not only the existing order but the future of the world itself, so emphasising the supreme importance of the message Meher Baba brought.

Faced with this fact and with the wealth of new material available, we have found it impossible simply to reprint our earlier book or to make only minor alterations. We decided therefore to write it afresh under a new title, retaining what was valid, but making use of the devoted work done by others, and of the further understanding we feel we have gained through study and discussion over the past fifteen years.

Rather than confront readers with a long list of book titles before meeting the subject of them – Meher Baba himself – we have transferred the bibliography to the back pages.

T. and D. H. 1989

Dorothy once explained that she and Tom wanted to bring the relevance of Baba’s life and message into the present, for the future and everybody. The Silent Messenger was their answer to this, involving years of discussion and study, and seven years of writing. Some of Tom and Dorothy Hopkinson’s research for the book was actually first hand, as over the years they travelled to India and spent much time listening, learning and talking to Baba’s closest companions. This rich experience, along with their personal relationship with Baba and how he touched and changed their life, runs through the writing itself. In the narrative Tom and Dorothy also share the extraordinary story of how they came to meet and were drawn to follow Meher Baba.

The main body of the text had been finished by Tom in 1989, not long before he passed away in 1990. Dorothy received the manuscript in 1992 and she asked me to annotate her input directly onto it. This task took months of reading, discussion and working together several times a week – quite a feat at her age and with her visual impairment. It was touching to see her responding to the text as if Tom had freshly written it and they were composing it together. Dorothy passed peacefully away aged 90 in August 1993. The eventual compiling of the materials I received from Dorothy started from 2014.

In acting as editorial compiler I have done my utmost to respect the integrity and quality of Tom and Dorothy’s original work. The compiling process involved checking for accuracy and consistency throughout, in both text and quotes, and verifying sources used. It was also necessary to assemble and to some extent create the front and back sections of the book including a bibliography of similar ilk to that in Much Silence, and source a suitable map that is also mentioned.

Tom’s style of narrating draws together many resources not all of which are footnoted. The Bibliography and Acknowledgements, however, are comprehensive in showing his written source materials. Tom’s skilful condensing of quoted extracts, including his use of English over American spelling in some places, has been left untouched to give flow and consistency as a whole.

The passage of time from the writing till now has been of notable significance. Many of Baba’s close companions have passed away, and Tom’s own footnotes on this have been supplemented to update the record.

Other changes over time, such as to Indian place names, have been left as in the original text, preserving Tom’s writing and literary authority. Here too, extra references extend Tom’s notes and are marked with the ‘Ed.’ abbreviation.

There are occasional instances where Tom uses words and expressions that might seem rather uncomfortable or dated, such as using masculine terms of reference. These place the book in its time. Only a few adjustments, for the sake of consistency, have therefore been made.

Happily many of the messages and writings drawn on and listed in the bibliography are today accessible online – a resource that Tom and Dorothy would have embraced wholeheartedly.

Since this book was written, many new Meher Baba works have been published and can be found listed on Baba-dedicated websites.

Shelagh Rowling, 2016






Foreword


The Silent Messenger is Tom and Dorothy Hopkinson’s final book together, a searching and profound work for a world in turmoil. With biographies of these two extraordinary people, Sir Tom and Lady Dorothy, available online it remains to say that anyone privileged to have met or known them holds them in the highest and warmest regard.

Tom, knighted for services to journalism and a distinguished author, has been described as the most truthful editor and journalist in the twentieth century, encapsulating transparency and honesty. A pioneer of photo-journalism, he went on to expose the Sharpeville massacre in South Africa; and he once told me, cup of tea in hand, how he had interviewed Nelson Mandela in prison and how he had overwhelmingly felt that if anybody could lead South Africa out of the apartheid mess it was in, it would be Mandela.

Dorothy was a strong, practical (eldest of ten) yet deeply spiritual person with remarkable powers of insight. She gave many a profound talk on a whole range of psychological and spiritual matters. She lovingly encouraged so many people to find their way through life and its problems, and to open their hearts.

An incident that Dorothy used to relate during her final year was how Tom once returned from work upset, having had a disagreement and treated a colleague unfairly. He felt guilty and could not shake the incident off. That night he dreamt he was standing, holding a dirty handkerchief when he saw Meher Baba coming towards him. He could not find a pocket or anywhere to hide the handkerchief. Baba came right up to him and said, “I am not interested in your sins. Is your heart open?”

Tom and Dorothy never talk down to their readers, impose their beliefs or make assumptions. With this as a foundation, The Silent Messenger is a remarkable and thought-provoking book, but the reader may judge for themselves.

Shelagh Rowling 2016






Part I: The Life of Meher Baba







Introduction


In the life of each one of us come moments when we ask ourselves –

Who am I? Where did I come from? What is the purpose of my life? What will happen to me when I die?

Each of us assumes happiness to be the aim of life; we are all, in our own ways, pursuing happiness throughout our lives – why, then, do we never overtake it? Which of us, in our secret heart, considers him or herself happy? Which of us believes that those about us – partner, children, parents – are truly happy? How many of us, looking honestly around, can say we know one truly happy man or happy woman?

In every age men and women are haunted by these questions. No access to power or accumulation of possessions, neither absorption in work nor abandonment to pleasure, ever entirely drives them from mind. And when we are old, sick, poor, impotent or deserted, the unanswered questions rise up like ghosts – and we realise, when it seems too late to do anything about them, that they were of deeper concern to us than all the activities on which we are spending and have spent our lives.

At such moments the thoughts of most men and women turn to religion. And in their essential message all the great religions speak as one. They tell us that the aim of life is to love and serve God, and that the way to achieve this is to love and serve our fellow beings, putting their happiness and well-being before our own.

People judge religions, however, more by what their followers do than by what they say, their actions rather than their words. And we see that religious bodies which praise poverty have amassed vast wealth, and while preaching humility exercise worldly power. We see too that, while all proclaim the ‘brotherhood of man’, their followers wage wars and kill each other for material and political advantage, or simply for belonging to a different creed. Sometimes indeed for belonging to a different branch of the same creed, so justifying Jonathan Swift’s bitter words that “we have just enough religion to make us hate, but not enough to make us love one another”.

Whether a person were born a Jew, a Muslim, a Buddhist, or a Christian would make no difference: if they lived their religion they would find it impossible to kill their fellow beings, or to enrich themselves through others’ ignorance or weakness. Holding fast to the same truths, in whatever language or form of words expressed, they would pass their life without surrendering to hate or worldly values, but equally without retiring into monasteries or caves. They would not escape suffering, but would learn to understand it and to grow by means of it. Through understanding, and through serving their fellow beings – without expecting reward or gratitude for doing so – they would find, first, tranquillity of heart and mind and, later, the glow of inner happiness.

Lasting truths, however, if we are to recognise and accept them, must come to us in contemporary dress, restated in the light of our expanding knowledge of ourselves and of the universe – which itself, we now know, to be continually expanding.

The writers of this book believe that such a restatement of the deepest truths in terms of the contemporary world has been made in our own day by Meher Baba, who was born in 1894 and whose earthly life came to an end in 1969. This conviction is the result, first, of having met Baba and the lasting – indeed the ever-deepening – effect of that experience; and secondly, of a study of his life and writings which has now extended over many years.

Baba said of himself: “I am not come to establish any cult, society or organisation – nor even to establish a new religion.” “I have not come to establish anything new – I have come to put life into the old.” “To affirm religious faiths, to establish societies or to hold conferences will never bring about the feeling of unity and oneness in the life of mankind… I have come to sow the seed of love in your hearts so that, in spite of all superficial diversity… the feeling of oneness, through love, is brought about amongst all the nations, creeds, sects and castes of the world.”

What kind of being was Meher Baba? And what was his effect upon those who came into his presence?
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Chapter 1

Meeting Meher Baba

Meher Baba was of medium height. As a young man he was of slender build, and films show him moving with a graceful, floating walk – with which he would often cover thirty miles a day for days on end, so that even the strongest of his companions found it hard to stand the pace. Later, following two severe car accidents, any form of movement became painful and his body grew thick. But when you put your arms around him – for Baba would often embrace his followers or allow them to embrace him – he appeared to be at the same time firm and insubstantial, as though having solidity but little weight.

As a rule Baba wore Indian dress, with sandals or else with his feet bare and, since they were never confined in shoes, his toes stood out separate and strong. His hands looked powerful enough to crack stones, but he moved his fingers with astonishing delicacy, as though playing some invisible musical instrument, to convey his unspoken message. While doing so he would often look up at his interpreter with a humorous, trustful glance. His expression changed continually, but it was through his eyes that the pattern of thought and feeling was conveyed. Intensely black, they would in a few seconds lovingly greet his audience, sparkle with laughter, or contemplate some situation with a sternness there was no escaping or resisting. At different periods Baba wore his black hair at varying lengths, down to his shoulders and below in early life; later, short and brushed back from his high square forehead, or else braided into a pigtail. He had a powerful hooked nose, giving him in one or two photographs the look of a ‘Kurdish brigand’. His skin – which was neither dark nor fair but something in between, as might be expected from his Persian origins – was unusually sensitive.

Simply to come into Baba’s presence was for most people a profound experience. Some, on first seeing him, burst into tears. Some flung or tried to fling themselves at his feet, an attempt which those about him were always ready to forestall. One or two laughed hysterically. Many found themselves smiling with a happiness they could not explain, but which to their own astonishment they did not try to hide. Almost all, whatever the anticipations with which they had approached him, found it difficult, even painful, to leave his presence.

What made the experience memorable, and any description of it difficult, is that Baba had not – like royalty or most political and religious leaders – a set reaction, even a gracious and dignified reaction. He responded to every individual afresh, giving himself in immediate contact. So it was as if, to each man or woman who approached him, he embodied something that person had been waiting for throughout a lifetime. What is it we have all, each one of us, been waiting for throughout our lives? An intense experience of love. Meher Baba radiated love, so that it appeared to even a casual visitor as though Baba loved him or her in some quite special way.

Once over the first reaction to his presence, it was noticeable that Baba seemed far more alive than anybody else. In a crowd, however large, he was invariably the centre, and everyone in it was governed by the same impulse, to draw close enough to make contact with him. A film, made in the 1950s in the USA, shows Baba in a crowded dining room of men and women seated at small tables. Moving from group to group, he has the effect of a lamp carried round a darkened room. As he approaches a table, the sitters raise their heads, gaze up, animate, smile – and then, as Baba moves on, they dwindle down, relapsing after he has passed, into the zombie-like condition normal to us human beings.

Mani (Manija S. Irani), Baba’s younger sister, has described the reaction of Indian villagers to Baba’s presence, though they had no idea who he was:


When we were on the road walking, mile after weary mile, sometimes passing through villages and towns on the way, or walking on lonely stretches of country roads, passers-by would somehow not be unduly distracted by the rest of the party in robes and turbans, but when their eyes fell on Baba they would stop their chatting and stand quite still, just looking at Baba as he went by, then turn round and follow him with their eyes till he was out of sight.1

(And of his effect on children Mani related:) Wherever Baba was and where there were any children they somehow always came to Him. I remember in 1952 on the plane to the US – of course, nobody knew who Baba was – the children would walk down the aisle and constantly stop where Baba was sitting and caress his coat or look up at Him. And their mothers would be after them, “Don’t disturb that gentleman!” Then Baba would smile, the mothers would relax and forget to scold.



Baba was never frivolous or flippant, but he disliked needless solemnity and loved jokes and entertaining stories which those about him would save up for his enjoyment. At the 1958 gathering of his followers at Myrtle Beach in the US, following some profound discourses, Baba said: “Now, what do you want? One more discourse, or music and jokes? Personally, I want jokes, but let’s keep your wish. I want you all to be happy…” And among those close to him, Baba kept a special place for one Kaka Baria2 whose flow of inconsequential chatter, expressed in a confusion of languages created by himself, provided entertainment and distraction.

An aspect many found surprising was Baba’s utter absence of self-importance and refusal of special treatment. He lived austerely, took only the plainest food, invariably travelled by the cheapest class. Except on the rarest occasions, he would never allow outward signs of reverence such as bowing or kissing his feet. In November 1962, when the whole mandali,3 or group of close companions, bowed solemnly before him, they recalled with astonishment that this was the first time for twenty-two years they had been permitted to do this. Baba himself, however, frequently bowed down, and those he bowed to were the poor, the afflicted such as lepers, and the unappreciated. During a visit to the United States in 1952, it was noticed that Baba remained seated as he always did when people were brought to meet him. But each time a black family or person entered, he stood up.4

An immense dignity surrounded Baba, and an authority which could in a moment overawe aggression or hostility, but in general his manner was disarming, and even while remaining seated, he came out to welcome you. Unlike those spiritual leaders who cultivate aloofness and permit contact to be effected through a haze of condescension, Baba would often express a childlike candour and simplicity, against which the armour of the sophisticated offered no protection. “When I am with sadhus” (holy men), he said once, “no one is more serious than I. When I am with children, I play marbles with them. I am in all, and one with all. That is why I can adapt myself to all kinds of people, and meet them where they are.”

Baba’s sister, Mani, in her Family Letters5 tells of a man who came to see Baba with a long list of questions he was determined to have answered. Baba motioned the visitor to sit beside him, and he sat there quietly taking in Baba’s presence – and only on leaving did he confess the reason for his visit which till now he had entirely forgotten.

Quentin Tod, an actor who was one of the first Westerners to attach himself to Baba, described his meeting with him in London in 1931.


What impressed one most was his rather wild quality, as of something untamed, and his truly remarkable eyes. He smiled and motioned me to sit beside him. He took my hand and from time to time patted my shoulder. We sat for several minutes in silence and I was aware of a great feeling of love and peace emanating from him; also a curious feeling of recognition came to me, as if I had found a long-lost friend.6



Before going to meet Baba, Tod said he felt unprepared and shaken, “as though about to undergo a major operation.”

A similar sense of awe was experienced by two young men, a dancer and an artist, living together. They were anxious to meet Baba, but in view of all they had heard about him and the reverence with which he was surrounded, they approached in a state of inner trepidation. As they came towards him, Baba held out his arms and with a twinkle in his eye addressed them through his interpreter with the one-word enquiry, “Chums?”

It was in 1952 that the writers of this book first met Meher Baba. The unlikely venue was the Charing Cross Hotel, just off Trafalgar Square in the middle of London. Baba was on his way back to India after a visit to the United States during which he had suffered severe injuries in a motor car accident he had foretold long before. Dorothy and I (Tom) had only recently settled down together, and though Dorothy had been in contact with Baba for ten years, I knew little more of him than his name and that Dorothy was devoted to him.

After waiting for a while in a corridor, we were called into a room of the kind used for small business meetings. On a settee at the far side of the room sat a figure in loose white clothes, with one leg raised and enclosed in a plaster cast. Behind him and to the sides I was aware of a number of Indian faces, but once we had entered I could look at no one but Baba and Dorothy, and for Dorothy I was soon in deep concern. She had been placed in a chair a few feet from Baba, facing him as he sat sideways on the settee, and I had been motioned into another chair by his feet. I thus found myself in the situation with which every journalist is familiar, that of spectator at someone else’s drama. In the present case it was proving to be a silent drama. Baba, as I knew, never spoke, and Dorothy was so overcome at being finally in his presence, that she was finding it impossible to speak. Her lips opened, her eyes gazed pleadingly at Baba, but not a word came out. She was quite paralysed.

Baba’s hands fluttered in gesture, and a soft voice behind him asked: “Why do you not speak?”

Struggling, Dorothy finally managed to stammer out, “Because I c-can’t s-speak.”

Baba smiled benignly. His hands moved again, and the voice replied, “Neither do I speak.”

Encouraged, Dorothy was able to bring out: “But you, Baba, don’t speak because you don’t want to speak… I’m not speaking because I c-c-can’t speak.”

Baba’s hands moved again, and the voice said reassuringly, “I will help you.”

As I followed the drama, and the effect Baba’s presence had on all about him, I was already trying to find words for the scene and for Baba himself. Sentences were piecing together in my mind, the mind of an observer, interested but not personally involved.

Suddenly Baba turned and looked into my eyes.

“And what have you come here for?” asked the voice in the background.

Caught off my guard, I uttered the first words that came into my head. “I only wanted to see you.”

Baba flung up his arms with a delighted smile, and the voice enquired, “And do you like me?”

The words entered me like a bullet. I found myself struggling to bring out the reply, “I love you, Baba.” For a moment I thought I might achieve it, but, inhibited by nationality, upbringing and journalistic detachment, the most I could manage was, “Yes, Baba, I like you.”
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“And I like you,” came the voice, as Baba smilingly leaned forward.

In these contacts, as in thousands of others, Baba revealed his power to cut through the artificial personality we all create for self-protection in our everyday lives, and to touch that inner self which lives on somewhere in each one. The sense Baba conveyed was of loving acceptance without criticism or reproof. Soothed by such acceptance, the timid cease to feel exposed; the worldly, the resentful and the self-absorbed, instead of guilt, experience relief; the desperate sense a trickle of new hope, because for the first time someone is seeing us, as in our heart we long to be, and as – with the help of such love and understanding – we feel we may yet become.


Notes

1. Tales from the New Life, p. 180

2. Ardeshir S. Baria; Kaka is a term of respect meaning ‘uncle’.

3. A Sanskrit word meaning a group or company. As with other words which he took over, Baba gave this one a special significance.

4. “Memories of ’52” by Filis Frederick, The Awakener Magazine: vol. XIV, no. 2, p. 10

5. Eighty-Two Family Letters

6. The Beloved, p. 28
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Chapter 2

Early Life

Meher Baba means ‘Compassionate Father’, Meher being an adaptation of the name Merwan which formed a part of Baba’s full name – Merwan Sheriar Irani. He was born at Poona1 in India of a Persian family on the 25th February 1894, at 5.15 a.m.

At that time Baba’s father, Sheriar Mundegar Irani, was already in his middle forties. From the age of thirteen Sheriarji had been a seeker after spiritual truth, roaming the country as a monk or dervish, in Persia first, and then in India. Failing to achieve the enlightenment he sought, he visited the home of his sister in Bombay,2 who urged him to marry and bring up a family. It is said that in a dream an inner voice assured him that one of his children would achieve what he had not, by becoming a great spiritual leader. “There was none like him,” Baba said. “It was because of him that I was born as his child.” Sheriarji followed his sister’s advice and took a wife, a girl in her teens, Shireen3 Dorab Irani (also known as Shirinbanoo and later Shirinmai), settled down and set himself to earn a living. As a child he had received no education but he now started to educate himself. Even while working as a gardener, later as an estate manager and teashop owner, he learned to read and write four languages and gained a reputation as a poet and singer.

Shirinmai, unlike her husband, was an educated woman; “as intelligent as she is fair,” said one of her friends. Merwan was her second son, born when she was only sixteen years old.


Before his birth, (it is recorded) Shireen had an unusual dream. She had dreamt being led into a wide open area where she was surrounded by a large number of alien faces, a multitude that extended on all sides to the horizon. The faces stared at her steadily and expectantly till she woke up… The dream was interpreted as symbolising the birth of one who would be loved and esteemed by large multitudes.4



Merwan was born in the Sassoon Hospital in Poona, where a slab in the wall commemorates the event. The house to which Shireen brought her baby was a small one with two main rooms, plus kitchen, bathroom and garret, which her husband had bought and repaired. It was known as the ‘Pumpkin House’ because of a large round stone beside the entrance. For a couple of years the family moved into a flat, but then came back to a larger house in the same street as their first home. This house, visited today by many Baba-lovers, is No. 765 in the section of Poona once known as Butler Mohalla but now renamed Meher Mohalla. Here Baba grew up with an older brother Jamshed; three younger ones – Jal, Behram and Adi; and his sister Manija (Mani), another sister having died at the age of six.

Shirinmai called Baba her “most beautiful child”, and would later talk of her many worries over her precocious son.


Merwan has been my problem even as a child… he was very active and mischievous from the time he was able to toddle, and would walk out of the house when my attention was distracted. This often compelled me, when I was especially busy with housework, or had to go for my bath and there was no one in the house to look after him, to tie one end of my sari to his waist and the other to the bedstead. Even then I could not always keep him out of mischief. Once (this was about January 1895, when Baba was not yet one year old), I had left him playing on the floor. Returning to the room some minutes later I was horrified to see him playing merrily with a big black snake (a cobra)… I rushed forward, but the snake slipped quickly out of the house and was never seen again.5



To English people the name ‘Poona’ suggests an India of garden parties and polo-playing officers, but in fact this city stands on the junction of two rivers and is an important cultural and educational centre. It had been chosen as the seat of the then Bombay government because, though not more than 120 miles distant, it offers a far pleasanter climate during the hot season, being 2,000 feet above sea level. Here from the point of view of schooling, the family was extremely well placed.

Merwan began attending school at the age of five and at fourteen entered what was considered to be the best school in Poona, St Vincent’s High School (Roman Catholic), from which he graduated in 1911 at the age of seventeen.

His childhood was a happy one. Untroubled as yet by a sense of his own destiny, he was lively and mischievous, though naturally gentle and unselfish. He took great pleasure in games, particularly hockey and cricket (he was a batsman and wicket-keeper) and long after he ceased to play would enjoy watching cricket matches. His sister Mani recalls him saying on busy days that there was this and that to be done when he “would much rather be watching a game of good cricket.”

Aptly nicknamed ‘Electricity’ by his friends, the boy was also a good runner and strong walker – as his companions would learn later in life during their immense journeys over the Indian countryside.

In his studies he is said to have been quick to learn, methodical and punctual. This is easy to believe since later in life he was punctual to the minute and insisted that every task had to be tackled in the most practical and economical way. His special interest lay in poetry. Besides reading widely, he wrote poems in English, as well as in Gujerati, Urdu, Persian and Hindustani. Some were printed in a Bombay newspaper, and at the age of fifteen he had a story published by his favourite boy’s adventure magazine – the Union Jack of London. But just as avidly as poetry he would read detective magazines or Edgar Wallace stories, and one of his earliest followers, Ramjoo Abdulla, recalled many years later that what had first drawn him to Baba was a common enthusiasm for Sexton Blake. Merwan was also intensely fond of music, loved singing and had an exceptionally sweet voice. “He had a rich juicy voice” was the description given long afterwards by one of his closest companions, Adi K. Irani.

Once school was over, Merwan’s enjoyments were like those of other boys. A couple of elderly Parsis kept a small shop near St Vincent’s and the old lady often gave cold drinks or handfuls of sweets to Merwan and his friends. The old man, with his eye on the profits, would chase them away from the front of the shop, and the kindly old lady would beckon them round to the back. A photograph of this time (1907) shows a boy with brooding eyes and a full-lipped humorous mouth. He wears a trim dark jacket, with tucks in the sleeves to be let out as he grows taller and what appears to be a school badge pinned to the pocket. His hair, which would later become dark, was at this time reddish-gold.

Merwan had one habit, however, not common among boys of twelve or thirteen: he was fond of solitude and would slip away by himself to sit for hours at the ‘Tower of Silence’. Both his father and grandfather had been keepers of the Zoroastrian Tower of Silence in the Persian village where they lived, and now young Merwan found the tower near Poona his natural retreat for silent contemplation. These towers, on which Zoroastrians expose their dead on gratings to be devoured by vultures, caused horror among early Western travellers brought up to regard burial in the earth as the only proper way to dispose of bodies, even though it meant setting aside large tracts of useful land in which the dead, after a more or less expensive funeral, decay slowly in the dampness of the soil.

The Zoroastrians, however, consider exposure of the dead as the method best suited to their arid climate, in which vultures are the natural scavengers; it is also the one least costly or harmful to the interests of the living. Towers of Silence are built away from towns and villages, but at no great distance, and often in situations whose wide outlook over the countryside, combined with the purpose for which they are constructed, might well induce profound reflection in a meditative mind.

At the age of seventeen a new period opened in the boy’s life. Not far from Poona was Deccan College, at which Sir Edwin Arnold6 and other distinguished men had been professors. The finest educational institution in the province, it was one of the few which already, in the days before the First World War, allowed considerable freedom to its students.

Merwan entered Deccan College in 1911. Here, as at school, it was literature above all which attracted him. He read Shakespeare, Wordsworth, Shelley and many other poets – English, Indian and Persian. But the poet with whom he was enraptured and continued throughout his life to quote – for Baba possessed the faculty of recalling almost everything he had ever read – was Hafiz, one of the greatest of Persian lyric poets, whose work expresses the deepest spiritual experience in the language of passionate love.

During his first year Merwan passed his examinations with credit and was active in social life. Here, as at school, he was accepted as a natural leader to whom others went for advice or called in to arbitrate in their disputes. Outside college, he founded the Cosmopolitan Club. Its rules, which forbade quarrelling, gambling and bad language, might be thought naive. But there was nothing naive about the insistence in its constitution that anyone could belong regardless of community and caste – an attitude rare indeed at that time and place.

In Merwan’s education, therefore, East and West were blended, Western schooling against a background of the East, with studies and fluency in several languages, and this may have helped to evoke early in life the determination to draw people together without regard to race, creed, class or colour. During his second year at Deccan College, however, an event occurred, outwardly of small significance, but which put an end to Merwan’s studies, disrupted what had been hitherto a conventional and happy life, and set on foot the transformation of his whole nature through a period of the most intense suffering. This was an encounter with an aged woman named Hazrat Babajan. At the time of the encounter she was said to have lived already for one hundred and twenty-two years, and in other ways she was no ordinary old woman.

Hazrat Babajan had been born in about the year 1790 in the mountainous country of Baluchistan to the west of India, daughter of one of the chief ministers to the Amir of Afghanistan. Exceptionally beautiful, she was due to be married as a girl of fifteen, but was already overwhelmingly drawn to the spiritual life. Rather than marry, she disappeared from home and had already spent half a century of wandering before she found a Master, through whom at the age of sixty-five she achieved the complete spiritual enlightenment she had always sought – a state to which the term ‘God-realised’ is applied, meaning that she had realised to the full the divine aspects of her nature and now lived continually in the enjoyment of God’s presence. A Muslim by religion, she went in 1903 on a pilgrimage to Mecca, appearing around 1907 in Poona where she made her home under a neem tree in what was known as the Malcolm Tank Road.

It is not uncommon in India to see holy men dwelling underneath trees which they have adapted to form shelters. Babajan, however, built no shelter for herself but simply perched, exposed even to the drenching storms of the monsoon, with merely some sacking as protection. Only ten years before her death, in 1931, did her disciples with great difficulty obtain permission from the authorities to construct a small shelter for her, which since Babajan refused to move had to be built around the tree. Objection was based on the fact that her neem tree stood at a busy crossroads, so that the traffic at times was dislocated by the thousands of pilgrims who came to gaze at her, to kiss her hands, or to escort her on her daily walk to the public gardens in which she would sit for hours looking out over the river.

At the time of the encounter with Merwan, however, there was no such shelter, and Babajan was sitting under her tree on the morning in May 1913, when the boy came riding home from college on his bicycle. As he passed the tree he looked up and their eyes met. He knew quite well who she was, and when she beckoned to him he went over to her and she kissed him between the eyes. No word was spoken, and after sitting with her for a short time, Merwan remounted and rode home. From that day he would go every evening to sit with Babajan, usually without a word exchanged. “I was drawn to her,” he later said, “as steel to a magnet.” And whenever he spoke of her he would use the words “matchless”, “incomparable”. He often also referred to her as ‘Emperor’, and it is noteworthy that she herself took the name Baba (father) Jan, and would flare up if anyone addressed her as Amma (mother) Jan, since women are held to be the weaker sex and God-realisation is not for weaklings.

So their silent meetings continued, and then one night in January 1914, Babajan was in a more talkative mood. As Merwan, having kissed her hands, stood humbly before her, she pointed her little finger at him and uttered the words: “This child of mine will after some years create a great sensation in the world and do immense good to humanity.”

This powerful assertion, following the many hours of silent contact between them, had a shattering effect.

For some moments Merwan remained standing before her and then went home. It was late and he went straight to bed. Hardly had he lain down before he began to suffer alarmingly; through his body passed what seemed to be fierce electric shocks, causing him agony mixed with intense joy. Before long he lapsed into unconsciousness, and when his mother found him on his bed the next morning his eyes were vacant, he was unable to speak or move, and she supposed he had been taken seriously ill. Not until the fourth day did he show any recovery of consciousness and then remained for nine months in a state which amounted to continual trance, showing no interest in his surroundings and no inclination for food or drink. Whatever was put before him he gave away to beggars or dogs, or put into some drawer where it went bad and stank. He appeared never to sleep, and if he embarked on any action would be liable to continue it for hours in complete unawareness of the outside world. Once, leaving his home to go to the Bund Garden, he walked there and back three times without a pause, a distance of fifteen miles. On another occasion he remained for three days lying down near his old haunt, the Zoroastrian Tower of Silence. His parents became desperate. They supposed he had ‘gone out of his mind’ and he was placed under medical treatment, but the sleeping draught and morphia injections given to him had no effect.

Many years later Meher Baba spoke to some of his followers about his experiences at this time:


When I was a boy I did not know anything. I had nothing to do with spirituality… I preferred games and I found myself the leader of others.

One day, when a friend gave me a small booklet on the Buddha, I opened the book to the place that told of the second coming of the Buddha, as Maitreya, the Lord of Mercy, and I realised all of a sudden, “I am that, actually”, and I felt it deep within me. Then I forgot about it, and years passed by. Babajan called me one day as I was cycling past her tree, she kissed me on the forehead; and for nine months, God knows, I was in that state to which very, very few go. I had no consciousness of my body, or of anything else. I roamed about taking no food. My mother thought I was mad, and called the doctor. My father understood, but said nothing. The doctors could not do anything… I took no food but tea, which my elder brother Jamshed, who loved me very much, gave me. One day, all of a sudden, I felt nature’s call. I wanted to move my bowels, but it was impossible because I had not had any food, I sat there and had no stool. Then I saw, with these gross7 eyes of mine, circles and circles, whole universes. From that moment, instead of the Divine Bliss that I was in, for nine months, I was in such tortures that none in the world can understand. I used to bang my head to relieve my pain. I scarred my head on floors and walls.8 I could not contain myself. It was as if the whole universe was on my head. I used to break windows open with my forehead… My sleepless, staring, vacant eyes worried my mother most… In her anguish she could not refrain from going once to Babajan and demanding to know what she had done to me… Babajan indicated to my mother that I was intended to shake the world into wakefulness, but that meant nothing to Shirinmai in her distress.9



This condition of acute suffering persisted until November 1914, when some degree of normal consciousness started to return. Baba later explained that the kiss given him by Babajan had carried him into the bliss of God-realisation, and that the intensity of his sufferings was due to unwillingness to come down into normal consciousness which was essential for the work he had to do. Babajan herself used to quote to Merwan certain Persian lines which mean: ‘Having gained freedom, you have come back as prisoner (to free others)’. Merwan’s eyes now gradually ceased to be vacant and he started to take small quantities of food; he had become, he said, “like an automaton possessing intuition.” At this moment a friend brought along a poor young man, Behramji Irani, who would become one of Baba’s most devoted followers and to whom he offered to teach Persian. Behramji made rapid progress and Merwan’s parents, delighted, tried to get him to accept other pupils, which he refused though continuing to instruct Behramji.

As Merwan’s mind began to focus more directly upon everyday life, his mother insisted that he should take up some employment and in 1916 he joined a theatrical company as manager. But before long when the owner died he was glad to come back to Poona. Here he was put in charge of his father’s teashop, and later of a toddy or palm-wine shop. In neither capacity was Merwan a success, being always more concerned with meeting people’s needs than with taking payment for what they had consumed. And in the toddy bar he would often urge the drinkers, usually among the city’s poorest people, to drink only moderately or give it up altogether. However, he applied himself wholeheartedly to all menial labour, washing up bottles, cups and dishes, sweeping the floor, washing over the tables and benches.

The toddy shop was in a section of Poona known as Kasba Peth, which would become the base for Baba’s work from 1917 to 1921, and it was here that he gathered his earliest disciples and formed the nucleus of his mandali. One of these, Dr Abdul Ghani, a friend of Baba’s from his schooldays, has commented on his choice of Kasba Peth, the fishermen’s locality of Poona, on the banks of the Mula River. It is, he says, “reminiscent of the early association of Jesus Christ with the fishermen of Galilee.” Moreover “the Hindu local populace… though religiously orthodox to an extent, evinced a sort of camaraderie with the Muslim element there, over their common allegiance to the spiritual genius of the place – the shrine of the famous Muslim Saint Khwaja Salauddin.”10

A revealing glimpse of Baba at this period has been given by his sister Mani, known to all Baba followers as Chairman of the Avatar Meher Baba Trust in Ahmednagar.11


In the days when Merwan worked as helper in his father’s toddy shop, there was an old man who used to come there regularly. He was an opium-taker as well as a toddy (palm-wine) drinker, but he was no idler. He worked and supported himself by his own efforts, and if he chose to spend his small resources on opium and toddy, he did no harm to anyone and owed no man anything. The old man made his living partly as a chumpi-wallah (a man who does Indian massage with the fingers), and partly as a ‘waker-up’ – that is he would call round at any time and rouse people for a small fee by rattling on their doors and windows. Among his regular customers were the mullahs who had to be up to summon their followers from the minarets at the hour of early morning prayer.

The chumpi-wallah had one unusual habit. When he had taken a few drinks he would start to doze while still standing up. Once asleep, he would lean forward, and still further forward, till at last he folded up like a penknife and his head was almost resting on his feet.

This old man had taken a great liking to young Merwan.

“Merwanji,” he used to say, “you are the only one I trust, so I want you to make the arrangements for my funeral. I want a good funeral, mind, one that people will talk about and remember for a long time to come. So, Merwanji, you will see I get a good funeral, won’t you?” Then he would hand over to Merwan a coin or two, to be added to the small hoard which was accumulating slowly.

“Don’t worry,” Merwan would reply. “You’ll get your funeral.”

At last a day came when the old man did not wake up from his sleep, and Merwan planned his funeral. Not only all the old man’s friends and fellow drinkers, but everyone who knew Merwan and his family, were asked to come. There were musicians with their instruments, singers, dancers… and the procession winding its jubilant way through the streets attracted bystanders in such numbers that the tail soon lost sight of the head.

Then more and more people tagged on, saying: “What a procession! Anyone can see this is some rich man’s daughter getting married. There’s bound to be a feast. Join in and keep going – we’ll be sure to get a share!”

In the end it seemed that all other activities had been abandoned in Poona for the day, and the whole town was taking part in the funeral which Merwan had organised for his friend the old chumpi-wallah.12



As Merwan’s hold on life strengthened, he felt an impulse to travel and particularly to visit the homes of great saints or Sadgurus. It was in this way that he came in December 1915 to visit the temple of Khandoba where a renowned saint and master, Upasni Maharaj, had been living for three years on water, and had been reduced by his fasting almost to a skeleton. Upasni Maharaj was no less remarkable a being than Hazrat Babajan. By religion he was a Hindu, a tall heavy man, usually naked except for a gunny cloth and sandals when he went out. He had a lowering look and piercing eyes. His behaviour was often strange and he sometimes appeared mad. He once lived for over fourteen months in a bamboo cage, only three by three and a half feet, taking nothing but coffee once a day. Two years after Merwan’s first visit to him he became a Perfect Master, the highest of spiritual states, and on his death in December 1941 the village where he lived became a place of pilgrimage. The part Upasni Maharaj played in Baba’s life was a decisive one, and Baba has left his own account of their first meeting.


When I came near enough to him, Maharaj greeted me, so to speak, with a stone which he threw at me with great force. It struck me on my forehead exactly where Babajan had kissed me, hitting with such force that it drew blood. The mark of that injury is still on my forehead… With that stroke, Maharaj had begun to help me return to ordinary consciousness.13



At all times, Baba has explained, there are in existence five Perfect Masters who carry the burden of responsibility for the world’s spiritual guidance and direction. And in addition to the two, Hazrat Babajan and Upasni Maharaj, who had made Merwan aware of himself as Avatar, there were three others who played a part in his acceptance of the task. Their names were Sai Baba, Tajuddin Baba and Narayan Maharaj.

Sai Baba had arrived, no one knew whence, at the village of Shirdi in the Ahmednagar district sometime in the 1870s, and began to live as an itinerant monk, eventually making his home inside the mosque itself.


When calm he was as gentle as a lamb, but when roused up he was liable to be exceedingly fierce. As the years rolled by the number of his devotees went on increasing. From his rich visitors he asked for money, and there and then gave it away to the poor standing near. Thousands of his devotees were Hindus, and, though he was a Mohammedan, they performed Arti (a ceremony of devotion) in his honour… A stone slab in the mosque used to serve him as a pillow. One day in that year (1918) it was accidentally broken to pieces. Sai Baba, seeing the pieces, said that the breaking of the slab meant that it was to be the last day of his life: and it proved to be so.14



Three years before this, in December 1915, when Merwan was emerging from his period of agonised suffering, he had felt impelled to visit Sai Baba at Shirdi. At that moment a crowd was escorting him in procession, and when Merwan made his way through the throng and prostrated himself before Sai Baba in the road, Sai Baba gazed at him and exclaimed “Parvardigar!” (God Almighty, the Sustainer). He then directed Merwan to visit Upasni Maharaj, who had formerly been his own disciple.

Previous to this Merwan had already visited Tajuddin Baba at Nagpur. For a great spiritual figure Tajuddin Baba had an astonishing background. He had once been a soldier in the service of the British, but on attaining the sublime state known as ‘God-realisation’ had given up the military calling and settled in Nagpur. Here he was so besieged by crowds asking him questions, wanting his blessing and demanding to have their various desires gratified, that he resolved to take refuge where he could be pestered no longer.


One evening he went naked to a tennis court where Europeans were playing, and began to behave like a madman. As a consequence he was sent to a lunatic asylum, where he lived for seventeen years. Even there hundreds of people called upon him with a view to receiving his blessing. In the last year of his life in the lunatic asylum the titular Chief of Kampti, near Nagpur, paid him a visit. The Chief was well aware of the fact that Tajuddin Baba was a Sadguru15 and as sane as himself. He persuaded the saint to leave the asylum and stay as his guest at the palace in Nagpur, where he would not be troubled by worldly people. Tajuddin Baba accepted the invitation, and passed the remainder of his life in the Chief’s palace… He breathed his last in 1924. At his funeral no less than thirty thousand people were said to have been present.



The last of the five, whom Merwan also visited in the year 1915, was Narayan Maharaj. He too was utterly unlike the conventional picture of a great saint or holy man.


Sadguru Narayan Maharaj lives in a large, well-furnished bungalow. He wears costly clothes and adorns his person with jewels. He is a strict vegetarian and eats very little. He plays the role of a great Bhakta, and offers prayer and performs ceremonies regularly. His pilgrims number thousands, and he has built a large inn to accommodate them. He has also built a beautiful temple in honour of the Hindu God Datta, into which he goes twice a day. Though his mode of living is that of a rich man, he is regarded as ‘God-realised’. He is said to have become an itinerant monk as a child and to have become spiritually perfect at the age of twenty-five.16



Of the five Perfect Masters concerned with Baba’s recognition of himself as Avatar, therefore, four were men and one a woman, three were Muslims and two Hindus, while Baba himself had been brought up in the Zoroastrian faith. Baba himself has explained the significance of this:


From the viewpoint of Divine gnosis (knowledge), the Muslims progress from Oneness to Manyness and the Hindus from Manyness to Oneness i.e. the Hindus (who recognise God in many forms) and Muslims (who accept God in only one being, Allah) represent the extreme and opposite points of a diameter of a circle with God as the Centre. Zoroastrianism is mid-way between the two extremes and hence the choice at this juncture of a Zoroastrian Form in me as the vehicle of spirituality derived from Hindu and Muslim sources.



Bal Natu, who quotes the above passage, goes on to remark that “in this Advent, the Avatar of the Age chose the English language to explain spiritual truths. This indicates that Meher Baba is also for the Westerners, among whom a good many are Christians.”17

To this might be added that, coincidental with Baba’s adoption of English as his vehicle for communication, the language has spread from being one among several languages in use over wide areas, to become the accepted means of communication between nations, and seems likely over the next half century to develop into the first ‘world language’ – one which most peoples will know and employ in addition to their own, and which will be understood wherever one goes.

From the day when he had been struck with the stone by Upasni Maharaj, Baba started to revisit Babajan with whom he would sit for about an hour each evening. He went almost daily also to the Parsi Tower of Silence or wandered on into the jungles beyond, where he would repeatedly knock his head against stones, wrapping his brow with a handkerchief to conceal the bruises from his family. Twice a month he visited Upasni Maharaj with whom he also exchanged letters, none of which unhappily have been preserved. Finally in July 1921, Merwan, now three-fourths normal in behaviour, went to live for six months with Upasni Maharaj at Sakori. They would spend a number of hours each day together, and sometimes whole nights behind closed doors which no one was permitted to approach. As a rule they sat in silence, but sometimes Merwan would sing. By the end of that year Merwan had recovered full consciousness and Upasni Maharaj solemnly handed over authority to him. He instructed his own disciples, much as John the Baptist did with Jesus, to leave him and stay with Merwan for the future: “I have given my charge to Merwan. He is the holder of my key.” Later he stated publicly: “This boy will move the world. Humanity at
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large will be benefited at his hands.” He referred to Merwan as the ‘Sadguru of this age’, and told Behramji, “Your friend is God-realised; carry out every command and every desire of his.” Finally he himself addressed Merwan by the title ‘Avatar’.18
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So now, at the age of twenty-seven, Merwan Irani had become Meher Baba and was ready to begin his life’s work for mankind.


Notes

1. Now known under the Indian form of its name ‘Pune’.

2. ‘Mumbai’ (Ed.)

3. Often spelt ‘Shirin’. (Ed.)

4. The Beloved, p. 5

5. Listen, Humanity, pp. 244–5

6. Author of The Light of Asia, the life and teaching of the founder of Buddhism, told in verse. First published in 1879, it made Buddhist thought widely known among educated people in Victorian England.
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7. ‘Gross’ i.e. physical, as distinct from inner perceptions.

8. ‘Baba’s room’, in which he used to hammer his head against walls and floor, can still be seen at the house in Meher Mohalla already described.

9. The God-Man, p. 244

10. Twenty Years with Meher Baba, p. 45

11. Mani passed away on 19th August 1996. Of herself she said: “I was born with just one ambition – to be with Baba.” (Ed.)

12. Told by Mani to a group of Baba-lovers at Meherazad, Christmas 1975, and noted down by the authors.

13. Listen, Humanity, p. 249

14. This and following extracts: The Perfect Master, pp. 24–6

15. A Sadguru is ‘a man or woman who has become one with God, but remains on earth for the help and guidance of others’.

16. For a fuller description of Narayan Maharaj see Glimpses, Vol I, pp. 114–7

17. Glimpses, Vol II, p. 273

18. The Avatar is not man become God, but God become man. The best-known and most accepted earlier manifestations have been Zoroaster, Rama, Krishna, Buddha, Jesus and Mohammed.
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