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Here, at our centre in Los Angeles, I must also thank Swam: Vanda-
nananda, Ursula Bond (Pravrajika Anandaprana) and the many other
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Preface

This new Life of Sr1 Ramakrishna by Mr. Christopher Isherwood, a
writer of world-wide repute, enjoys certain advantages over the other
two biographies of Sr1 Ramakrishna, written by the great Western
savants Max Muller in 1898 and Romain Rolland in 1929. In the first
place, both of them wrote as distant admirers, whereas Mr. Isherwood
has an intimate knowledge of Vedanta and Hindu ways of life and has
to his credit a number of books and articles on these subjects. He
approaches Sr1 Ramakrishna with love and devotion just like any
Hindu, and at the same ume deals with lus subject in the scientific
spirtt of a Western invesugator. He has taken the active help and
guidance of two senior monks of the Ramakrishna Order for collecting
his matersals and venfying their authenticity. And his two visits to
Indsa placed him mentally in the actual atmosphere and surroundings in
which Sr1 Ramakrishna lived.

Secondly, he had the complete advantage of possessing the two
source books in translaton — Swami Saradananda’s Sri Ramakrishna
Lilaprasanga and M’s Sri Ramakrishna Kathamrita, which were not
available at the time of Max Muller and only partially available to
Rolland.

Thirdly, the smpact of the spiritual genius of Sri Ramakrishna on the
modern world is better understood today than when the earlier two
wrote on him. Added to these 1s Mr. Isherwood’s inimitably arresting
yet simple style and a great number of illustrations, some of them
hitherto unpublished, which make the biography really vivid.

We do hope that this new publication will receive from the public
the enthusiastic welcome 1t deserves.

Sr1 Ramakrishna’s Birthday
March 1965 Publisher
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I

The Story Begins

This is the story of a phenomenon.

I will begin by calling him simply that, rather than ‘holy man’,
‘mystic’, ‘saint’, or ‘avatar’; all emotive words with mixed associations
which may attract some readers, repel others.

A phenomenon is often something extraordinary and mysterious.
Ramakrishna was extraordinary and mysterious; most of all to those
who were best fitted to understand him. A phenomenon is always a
fact, an object of experience. That is how I shall try to approach
Ramakrishna.

Modern advertising has inflated our value-judgements until they
are nearly worthless. Every product and person is said by its publicist
to be the best. I want to avoid the competitive note here so I will say
only this: Ramakrishna’s life, being comparatively recent history, is
well documented. In this respect, 1t has the advantage over the lives
of ‘other, earlier phenomena of a like nature. We do not have to rely,
here, on fragmentary or glossed manuscripts, dubious witnesses, pious
legends. What Ramakrishna was or was not the reader must decide
for himself; but at least his decision can be based on words and deeds
Ramakrishna indubaitably spoke and did.

You will find a full bibliography at the end of the book. But I must
also mention here the two gteat works which provide almost all of
my source material. This book is really no more than an introduction
to them, and I shall quote from them and paraphrase them throughout
it. One is The Gospel of Srt Ramakrishna by M.; the other is S
Ramakrishna the Great Master by Swami Saradananda. M. 1s the
pseudonym of Mahendra Nath Gupta, the headmaster of a Calcutta
high school, who first met Ramakrishna 1n 1882 and thereafter visited
him regularly during the remaining four years of Ramakrishna’s life.
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RAMAKRISHNA AND HIS DISCIPLES

After each visit, M. noted down everything which had been said and
done 1 his presence by Ramakrishna and those who were with him.
The result is a very big book, which is probably close to totally
accurate reporting. Saradananda was sull in his teens when he met
Ramakrishna and became his disciple. It was not until many years
later that he began to write the articles which accumulated to form
Sri Ramaknishna the Great Master, a biography which covers all of
Ramakrishna’s hife except its last few months. Although Saradananda
did not begin his work unuil more than twenty years after Rama-
krishna’s death, there 1s no doubt of its authenticity. Many of those
who had known Ramakrishna were then still alive, and Saradananda
carefully compared his memories with theirs. 74e Great Master has
also the value of having been written by a monastic disciple, who has
actually shared the extraordinary experiences he describes. ‘Nothing
beyond my spiritual experience has been recorded in the book,
Saradananda once told a questioner. This seemingly cautious answer is
in fact a claim so tremendous that it silences all suspicion of boastful-
ness; a man like Saradananda could not have made it unless it was
literally true.

As for myself, 1t would be dishonest to pretend I am addressing
you as an impartial biographer. I myself am a devotee of Ramakrishna;
Ibelieve, or am at least strongly inclined to believe, that he was what his
disciples declared thar he was: an incarnation of God upon earth.
Nevertheless, I am not writing this book primarily for confirmed
belevers or unbelievers. The sort of reader I am writing for 15 the one
who is not afrard to recognize the marvellous, no matter where he
finds it; the sort of reader who is always on the lookout for a phe-
nomenon.

I only ask you approach Ramaknishna with the same open-minded
curiosity you might feel about any highly unusual human being: a
Juls Caesar, a Catherine of Siena, a Leonardo da Vinci, an Arthur
Rimbaud. Dismiss from your muind, as far as you are able, such
categories as holy-unholy, sane-insane, wise-foolish, pure-impure,
positive-negative, useful-useless. Just say to yourself as you read: this,
t0o, is humanly possible. Then later, if you like, consider the implica-
tions of that possibility for the rest of the human species.

If you leave Calcutta atrport early one morning on a west-bound flight,
2



THE STORY BEGINS

you will be able to have supper that night in Rome. If, instead, you
take a car to Kamarpukur, Ramakrishna’s birthplace, you will easily
arrive in time for lunch. In the first case, you will have travelled well
over four thousand miles; in the second, about seventy. Yet in one
sense the shorter journey can be said to be the longer, because it takes
you backward in time. Many of these Bengal villages have changed
little in appearance during the last hundred years. Add if Kamarpukur
has changed more than its neighbours, it is in having become an inter-
national centre of pilgrimage with a modern temple dedicated to
Ramakrishna. That is to say, it is less concerned with the possibilities
of its future than with the great event of its past.

The houses of these villages are still mostly built of mud with roofs
of straw thatch. Between them run narrow;, winding lanes, unpaved,
with open gutters on either side. There is still no plumbing, no electric
light, no gas. Water must be carried into the houses from a well or
tank. Washing of one’s self and one’s clothes is also done in a tank -
which in India means an artificial reservoir or pond, fed by rain-water
and, sometimes, springs, and kept clean by fish. Many of the villagers,
like their ancestors, are rice-farmers, and they still use the ox or water
buffalo for ploughing and as their beast of draught or burden. Trousers
and other articles of city clothing are stiltunusual among them, but
the men, and more particularly the boys, now often wear shorts
because they are cheaper than the dhoti, the cloth which is wrapped
around the waist like a skirt or looped between the legs. And the
older girls now no longer veil their faces when in the presence of
strangers.

Kamarpukur is larger than its neighbours, being in fact a group of
three adjoining hamlets, Sripur, Kamarpukur, and Mukundapur; but
it is not large enough to be marked on the map of India in any ordinary
atlas. If you look northwest of Calcutta for Burdwan and then
measure off a point thirty miles due south of that city, you will have
Kamarpukur’s approximate location. The villages of this district are
scattered over a gently undulating plain. It is usual for a village to be
protected by a grove of palms, banyans, or mangoes; so that in
autumn, when the rice-shoots are green, it is a tropical island in a
vegetable sea. In winter, when the paddy-fields are stubbly and dry
and the dust of the red earth blows over the eroded landscape, it is an
oasis in a semi-desert.

3



RAMAKRISHNA AND HIS DISCIPLES

If you have never been in India, it may be difficult for you to
picture such a village; as you must do in order to set the scene in your
imagination for the first act of this story. When an American pictures
to himself an old-fashioned village, he probably thinks of the ones
which are still to be found in remote parts of England. He sees
stone or brick cottages surrounding a church and a village green, on
which there is also an inn. It is a congregational group; private homes
arranged around the centres of communal worship, business, gossip,
and sport.

The Bengal village does not present, like the English village, an
outward appearance of order. It will contain'a number of temples and
small shrines, but these are not meeting-places as Christian churches
are, because Hinduism is primarily a household religion and its rites
of daily worship are mostly practised in each individual home. There
is no inn or public eating-house here, because of the problems which
arise from the caste-rules forbidding some people to eat in the prox-
imity of others. The Bengal village has no central green or square;
its meeting-places are the wells and the tanks, and only occasionally
the temple precincts. Nevertheless, it has its own pattern of social
order; a pattern more complex but more clearly defined than that of
the English village. This pattern is based upon the caste-system. The
members of each caste share the village between them, respecting each
other’s separateness yet living in interdependence.

The Western visitor to a Bengal village may be too polite to
criticize, but he will probably think it dirty and primitive. He will
object to the wanton exposure of garbage in the gutters. He will be
shocked by the bareness of the houses, which are often furnished
only with a single cot, a pile of sleeping-mats, and a trunk for storing
valuables. He will be disgusted when he discovers that the kitchen
floors are habitually rubbed with cow-dung.

The Bengal villager would not understand the Westerner’s reaction
to his method of garbage-disposal. Where else are you to put it, if
not on the street? That, surely, is better than keeping it inside the
house? If he could see the chamber-pots in old-fashioned English
cottages, he might well be shocked. And he would certainly be dis-
gusted to learn that the cottagers usually took only one bath a week
and wore the same clothes for a week before they washed them. As
for the bareness of his own house, he would prefer it to the clutter of

4



THE STORY BEGINS

their parlours; crammed with useless furniture and dust-catching
draperies ~ yet without a single shrine! He would perhaps advise them
to try cow-dung on their floors; it is an excellent antiseptic.

Tt must not be supposed from what I have written above that these
Bengali villages are mere relics of an earlier age. Even when their
appearance is unchanged, change /as touched them, below the surface.
The effects of closer contact with the cities, with the life of India as an
independent nation, with public education and social medicine, are
being felt, of course. Schools have come to the villages, and immuniza-
tion shots. Nowadays, family ties are not quite as strong as they were;
caste-rules, especially with regard to eating in mixed company, are
rather less strictly observed. The slogans of democracy are beginning
to be heard even in these intensely conservative communities; although,
as yet, they do not sound very convincing in face of the villagers’
profound inborn respect for hierarchy and tradition.

So much for the present. It 1s not our concern here. The question
now to be answered is: what was Kamarpukur like in 1836, the year
of Ramakrishna’s birth?

In some respects it was more prosperous than it is today. The popula-
tion was large and steadily growing, but everybody had enough to
eat. More than sixty years had passed since the last major famine, which
had kalled nearly one-third of the people of Bengal. The health of the
villagers was generally excellent; it was only later to be seriously
undermined by the great malaria epidemic of 1867.

In addition to agriculture, they carried on various small industries.
They made sweetmeats and ebony hookah pipes. On their handlooms
they wove dhotis and towels, some of which were sold as far away as
Calcutta. Passing close to the village, there is a road which runs south
to the city of Puri and its famous Jagannath shrine; in those days,
before the railroads, great numbers of pilgrims used it and these were
potential customers at Kamarpukur’s markets.

On the whole, life in such a village was happy. Poverty is a relative
evll; dnd in this case 1t was widely shared, and prevented from becom-
ing extreme by the helpfulness of your neighbours. As a community,
Kamarpukur met one of the most important demands of the modern
social psychologist; no one could feel rejected there. Everybody had
his or her place in the caste-structure. The family recognized total
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RAMAKRISHNA AND HIS DISCIPLES

responsibility for all its members, even the most distant. The old
were honoured. Women were treated with respect. Children were
indulged and petted by all. As we study the personality of Rama-
krishna, we see in him the sublimation of the village child he once was;
innocently secure in his love for his mother and his certainty of being
loved. You cannot imagine a less frustrated childhood than his, or one
less likely to produce conflicts and neuroses in later years. It will be
important to bear this in mind when we consider the psychological
states which Ramakrishna afterwards passed through.

The villager’s sense of belonging was strengthened by his acceptance
of Caste. This statement may sound paradoxical, since the caste-system
implies a degree of rejection of certain individuals by others. But it
must be remembered that the castes are not merely exclusive; they are
also interdependent. They provide for a division of labour. Without
each other’s assistance, they could not exist.

The four main castes are: the brakmins, the kshatriyas, the vaishyas
and the sudras — the priests, the warriors, the merchants, and the
servants, to name them by their original functions. When the system
was first established in India by its Aryan invaders, many thousands
of years ago, a man’s caste was probably determined by his occupation
in nearly every case. But, with the passing of the centuries, Caste
became a matter of hereditary social status, rigidly respected, and
surrounded by a mass of restrictions and regulations designed to
prevent caste-mixture. No amount of wealth could buy you member-
ship in a higher caste, and intermarriage was absolutely forbidden.
Meanwhile, the main castes were divided into sub-castes, corresponding
to various trades and professions; but even these smaller and more
precise categories have been broken down by the economic forces of
modern hfe. Nowadays, a member of the blacksmith’s caste is not
necessarily a blacksmith,

The so-called untouchables are sometimes spoken of as a caste;
but actually they are outside Caste altogether. When the Aryans
settled in India they had to deal with various groups of people much
less civilized than themselves; some were their own camp followers,
others the local aborigines. If these people were exceedingly primitive ~
in their religious beliefs, their sexual habits, and their choice of food —
then the Aryans did not admit them even to the lowest of their castes.
And this state of exclusion, like caste-membership, becamé'hereditary.
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When the Christian missionaries came to India, they converted and
educated many untouchables, and these converts could then enjoy
social recognition, provided they moved to places where their back-
ground was not known. For this reason, many were to be found in the
larger cities, including Calcutta. But untouchables, as a general rule,
were rarer in Bengal than elsewhere; and it is possible that there were
none at all in the Kamarpukur district in Ramakrishna’s day.

From the standpoint of our democratic thinking, Caste is an evil
since it makes men unequal. The present Government of India takes
this view, as did the Hindu reformers of the nineteenth century, such
as Keshab Chandra Sen, about whom I shall have much to write later.
The Government's present policy 1s to abolish Caste by degrees, as
public opinion permits; and the levelling process of industrialism 1s
helping to do this quickly among the urban populations. It would be
worse than reactionary — it would be ridiculous — to try to defend the
caste-system as it is today. It has no future in our world. But we must
understand what Caste meant to Ramakrishna and his contemporaries;
and, to do this, we must consider its virtues. Its defects are uninterest-
ingly obvious.

To understand Caste as an idea rather than as a system, we have
to go back to the Bhagavad-Gita, which dates from about the fifth
century B.C. and is still the most widely read work of Hindu religious
literature. In the eighteenth chapter of the Gita,we find Caste presented
as a kind of natural order. The four castes are described in relation to
théir duties and responsibilities, without any mention of their privileges.
The typical member of each caste 1s presented as a certain kind of
human being with certain capacities; and his capacities determine his
duties. In Sanskrit (in which the Gita is written) the word used is
dharma, meaning the particular duties, the way of life, which a man’s
nature imposes upon him. Great stress is laid upon the importance of
following your own dharma and not trying to follow the dharma of
another.

Considering the castes from this standpoint, the Gita tells us far
more about their functions than we could learn from merely hearing
their names.

The brahmin is much more than just a priest. According to the
Gita, he must be the seer of the community; the man through whom its
contact with the life of the spirit is maintained. In India, the religious
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RAMAKRISHNA AND HIS DISCIPLES

1deal has always been to obtain knowledge of the Atman, the divine
nature within man, through direct experience; revelation has never
been the property of a Church, as in the West. It 1s not towards any
religious body but towards the idividual seer, the knower of the
Atman, that the community looks for an example to sustain it 1 its
own struggles to gain enlightenment. That this enlightenment can
actually be obtained by any individual - that the Atman can really be
known in the sense of self-knowledge — is the fundamental proposition
of th» Hindu religion. Hindursm accepts the revelations obtained by
mystics of other faiths ~ including those which recognize the authority
of a Church or ruling body. And it accepts these revelations even when,
as sometimes happens, they have been declared heretical by the ruling
Church simply because they were not received through that Church’s
mediation.

How can the Atman beknown? By meditation, and by self-disciplines
which open the eye of the spirit. Therefore the brahmin must be chaste,
austere, scrupulously truthful, compassionate towards all lving
creatures. His faith in the Atman must be based on direct self-know-
ledge, not credulity. He may be a scholar and interpreter of the sacred
books; but his interpretations must be drawn from lus own experience,
not merely from academic knowledge of former commentators.

The kshatriya is much more than just a warrior. The Gita expects
him to lead the community in peace as well as in war. He must be a
man of determination and courage; farsighted, generous, and com-
petent to carry out his administrative duties.

The vaishya is not a mere merchant in the modern sense; in business
to enrich himself. He is the provider for the community. He farms. He
breeds cattle. It follows that he must not engage 1n activities which
squeeze profits from others without really benefiting them. There 1s
no doubt that the Gita would condemn much of what is considered
legitimate business practice today.

The sudra is to serve the community, but not as its sullen slave.
Hxs service is an act of self-dedication. His reward is in the knowledge
6F his indispensability. Without his co-operation, the other three castes
could not exist.

Having defined the respective duties of the castes, the Gita con-
tinues: ‘All mankind is born for perfection, and each man can reach
1t if he will only follow his own dharma.” Elsewhere in the Gita, this

8 .
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statement is amplified: It is not enough just to do your duty, you must
do it in the spirit of non-attachment. To quote from the second
chapter: “You have the right to work, but for the work’s sake only.
You have no right to the fruits of work. . . . Perform every action with
your heart fixed on the Supreme Lord. Renounce attachment to the
fruits. . . . In the calm of self-surrender, the seers renounce the fruits
of their actions, and so reach enlightenment.’

To act without attachment to the fruits of an act is to act without
fear or desire; desire that a certain result may be obtained, fear that it
may not — or vice versa, when it is a question of doing one’s duty in
the face of possibly unpleasant consequences. We are to perform every
action as though it were a ritual, of which the value is symbolic. We
perform this nitual to the very best of our ability, but without anxiety
as to what its consequences may be. The consequences — the fruits of
the act — we dedicate to God.

Ramakrishna was fond of saying that you could get the essential
message of the Gira by repeating the word several times. ‘Gita, Gita,
Gita,” you begin, but then find yourself saying ‘ta-Gi, ta-Gi, ta-Gi'.
Tagi means one who has renounced everything for God.

Since the work proper to any kind of dharma can be done in this
spirit, it follows that Caste is no barrier to equal spiritual opportunity
for all. Actually, seven of the best-known saints of southern India
were untouchables. Ramakrishna was himself a brahmin, but he had
disciples from each of the four castes. In any case, when a man takes
monastic vows, his caste-membership automatically ceases.

Caste is meaningless and indeed intolerable unless it is related to
the ideal of spiritual self-development. Throughout the centuries when
Caste was a vital force in Indian life, it appeared to everyone, high and
low alike, to be an outward manifestation of the natural order of things
—an order which existed in and by the will of God. To live your life 1n
accordance with your caste-dharma was to evolve towards knowledge
of Him. If your spiritual evolution went far enough, you would not
be reborn after death but united with the impersonal consciousness of
His being. If you merely accumulated good karma — that is, the merit
of good actions — you would be reborn under more favourable con-
ditions for reaching enlightenment in the next incarnation; into a
pious brahmin family, for example. But, whatever sins you committed,
however degraded the births which you consequently passed through,

9
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you would always ultimately get another chance to work your way
upward. You did not fear permanent damnation, and njustice was
unthinkable to you, since you did not believe in a judge, even a divine
judge. Your reward or punishment was simply your karma, good or
bad; and your karma was the direct result of your actions, in this or in
previous lives. In either case, you had nobody but yourself to blame or
thank.

Such was the religion which the British conquerors of India dis-
missed as the basest paganism! If you had asked them to be a Iittle
more specific 1n their condemnation of it, they would have replied
contemptuously that Hindus are polytheists. T shall deal with the
British and their prejudices later. This question of polythersm I must
discuss right away.

A Christian believes in God in three persons — God the Father,
God the Son, and GGod the Holy Ghost. He will hotly deny that he is
polytheist, explaining that his three persons are really one God, the
Holy Trinity The Hindu also denies that he 1s a polytheist, and for a
srmilar though not identical reason. He sees the many gods as aspects
of one central Reality or Godhead, which he calls Brakman. Brahman
cannot possibly be described because 1t has no attributes, being the
substratum of all attributes. Brahman does not act, being the substratum
of all action; it simply is. Brahman is omnipresent. When it is spoken
of as dwelling within any particular creature or object, 1t is called the
Atman. But this 1s simply a matter of linguistic convenience: Atman and
Brahman are one and the same.

In the West, most of us equate ‘religion’ with the cult of Jesus of
Nazareth. Christianity offers us no alternatives. But the Hindu has a
number of cults to choose from, he is at liberty to worship Shiva rather
than Mother Kali, or Krishna rather than Rama. Or he may turn aside
from all of them and prefer to meditate upon the absolute attributeless
Brahman. Since he knows that Brahman’s aspects may be infinite 1n
number, he is obliged to recognize the gods of other religions also. The
first Christian missionaries to India were disconcerted when therr
hearers readily agreed to accept Jesus as a divine incarnation but firmly
refused to regard him as unique and give up their own gods m con-
sequence.

The peasants of Bengal in Ramakrishna’s day were no subtle
theologians. They would have been incapable of formulating these
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beliefs 1n words, but they understood them perfectly in spirit. Kamar-
pukur was full of shrines to various deities, to one or other of which
everybody paid homage. The life of the village revolved around the
annual religious festivals and performances of sacred plays. Even the
children in their games pretended to be wandering monks, imitated
the holy rituals, and acted out scenes from the tales of the gods.
These people were certainly not a community of saints; but religion
entered into everything they did and gave them a sense of order
and trust amidst the hardships of their lives. They trusted in God,
they were not afraid of life or unduly anxious abour the future.
Much that we 1 our sophistication make complex seemed simple to

them.

Lest what I have just written should sound a little too sweet to be
true, I must now admit that the Bengal village sometimes suffered
under a most shameful kind of tyranny: that of the (comparatively)
big landowner. Such petty tyrants, when they arose, were all-powerful
in these remote places; the local law-officers were merely their tools.
It was not unknown for one of them to get away, literally, with
murder. Such a landowner was Ramananda Roy, a mean and vengeful
man who ruled over the village of Derepur, two miles west of Kamar-
pukur.

About 1814, this Ramananda was persecuting a poorer neighbour
and needed someone to testify falsely against his victim in the local
court. Ramananda wanted this false witness to be a man whom the
villagers respected and whose word would therefore be believed. So
he approached Khudiram Chatterjee.

Khudiram came of a brahmin family which was relatively well-to-
do; he had inherited nearly fifty acres of land in the neighbourhood.
He and his wife Chandra were pious people, ardent devotees of the
divine incarnation Sr1 Rama. (Sri, when applied to spiritual exemplars,
is a Hindu title of reverence, such as ‘Lord’ or ‘Master’; it is also the
equivalent of “Mr’ in modern Indsan social life.)

Khudiram knew very well the danger of refusing to perjure himself.
But — being the kind of man that he was — he did refuse; and Raman-
anda’s vindictiveness was aroused against him. Soon afterwards,
Ramananda brought some altogether baseless charge against Khudiram,
and this time false witnesses were not Jacking. Khudiram lost his case
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and had to sacrifice all of his landholdings in consequence. He was
ruined.

As it turned out, the story did not have a tragic ending. For Khu-
diram had a good friend in Sukhlal Goswami of Kamarpukur. Hearing
with sympathy and indignation of the way in which Khudiram had
been mistreated, Sukhlal now offered him a group of huts on his own
property and nearly half an acre of rice-field as an unconditional gift.
Nor did Sukhlal give away his worst land. Indeed this field was so
fertile that it was known as Lakshmi-jala, the Meadow of the Goddess
of Good Fortune. So it came about that Khudiram, Chandra, and their
two children were able to leave Derepur and settle in Kamarpukur.

Thus, within a short space of time, Khudiram experienced two
extremes of human conduct: Ramananda’s vileness, Sukhlal’s noble
generosity. His reaction to both was characteristic. He nursed no hatred
against Ramananda; he never forgot to be grateful to Sukhlal. But,
though he was now among friends and though his family’s subsistence
was fairly assured, he was mindful for the rest of his life of the lesson
he had learned. He did not lapse into false optimism. He remained
keenly aware of the uncertainty and transience of the world’s hopes
and goods. More and more he mirned his mind towards what is eternal
and unchanging. He devoted himself mcreasmgly to the cult of Sri
Rama, hus chosen deity.

As for Ramananda, he died without leaving any children. His land
passed into the possession of strangers. And all the result of his greed
and scheming was just this ~ that today the name of Derepur is still

merely another name, known only to a very few, among all the villages
of India.
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The Birth of Ramakrishna

Soon after the move to Kamarpukur, Khudiram had the first of a
series of spiritual experiences which were to be granted to him and to
his wife Chandra during the years that followed. Since such experi-
ences, 1n all their variety, are to be a recurring theme in this story, I
will make some general remarks about them now. .

When we use the word ‘experience’ in 1ts primary sense, we mean
~ to quote the dictionary — ‘the process or fact of personally observing,
encountering or undergoing something’. That is to say, experience is
valued because it is personal; being contrasted favourably with
hearsay or the information got from newspapers and books. Experi-
ences are held to be more or less important according to the intensity
of their effect on the experiencer.

These two factors — the personal nature of experience and its
measurement by intensity — are most significant when we come to
consider the kind of experience called spiritual.

If someone tells me about an experience he has had in the world
of ordinary sense-perception, I shall usually be able to decide whether
he is speaking the truth or lying. I can do this because I can almost
always relate the experience he describes to similar experiences of my
own. And so his experience is of value to me. But if someone tells me
about an experience in the spiritual world I shall probably be in doubt,
because I have no similar experiences to which I can relate his. Un-
less, for other reasons, I have become convinced that this person will
never lie to me, his experience will therefore be of no value to me.
Many of my readers will know that sense of sad frustration with which
one listens to some spiritual testimony one longs to believe in but
can’t, because the witness is so obviously dishonest. It 1s human
nature to pretend to know a little more than you really do. But, alas,
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how many pupils have lost faith because they caught their teacher
exaggerating !

So — a little spiritual experience of your own is of more value to
you than all the recorded experiences of the greatest saints. And,
indeed, without that minimum of personal experience, you cannot
possibly begin to guess at the magnitude of theirs.

A sprritual experience can only be properly judged by its intensity;
the intensity, that is, of its after-effect on the experiencer. It is no use
trying to decide whether or not a certain experience was spiritual by
analysing its circumstances; these may have been produced by some
quite external cause, such as sickness or the use of certain drugs. One
should not ask oneself ‘was my experience an hallucination or not?”’
but rather “what has my experience left with me, now that it is over?’
A true spiritual experience, even one of lesser intensity, must at least
slightly affect the experiencer for the rest of his life.

But now I must try to answer the question: what is a spiritual
experience?

The difficulty here is that the average reader’s mind is apt to be
confused by various ill-defined terms he has met with in books — such
as vision, trance, psychic phenomenon, revelation, spirit message, etc.
(Even such an authority as Roget's Thesaurus gives ‘vision’ as a
synonym for ‘hallucination’.) As the result of these vague definitions,
the reader gradually comes to rely on Matter as the only reality and to
think of Spirit as a shadowy and dangerous hinterland of deceptions
and illusions. True, the modern physicist keeps telling him that
Matter itself is a deception; the table is utterly unlike the thing we
think we see and feel. But even this warning does nothing to alter his
concept of Spirit. For, according to his mental filing system, what the
clergyman tells him about Spirit is “religion’, and the findings of science
and religion can never, he thinks, be reconciled with each other.

The Hindu religious philosophers of thousands of years ago were
much more truly scientific in their outlook than most of us are today;
and'they drew no such crude dividing-line between Matter and Spirit.
They explained the evolution of the universe as a projection’ of a
series of coverings around the Reality which is Brahman. Brahman
itself is pure undifferentiated consciousness; but each of these coverings

represents a stage in progressive differensation, by which the One
becomes seemingly many.
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This evolutionary process is said to be mouvated by /shwara.
Ishwara is what most of us mean when we say ‘God’ - that 1s, God
with attributes; loving, merciful, and just. Brahman, being the Abso-
lute, 1s beyond all attributes and all action. It 1s Ishwara, Brahman
united with 1ts power, who creates a universe, sustains it, and in due
course dissolves 1t again — for the process of evolution and mnvolution
is said to operate 1n an eternal cycle. To say that Ishwara is the creator
is not to 1mply a dualism. For the power of Brahman can no more be
separated from Brahman than the heat of fire can be separated from
fire tself.

The power of Brahman is the basis of all mind and matter. It 1s
called Prakriti or Maya; the terms are interchangeable. Maya 1s
popularly supposed to mean ‘llusion’, but this is a loose and mis-
leading translation. Maya (or Prakrit1) can only be called illusory in a
relative sense; namely that the universe which is made of it 1s imper-
manent and other than Brahman, the Reality.

According to Hindu philosophy, the evolutionary sequence is as
follows. Prakrit: projects makat, the basis of the individual mtelligence.
Mahat projects buddhi, the faculty by which the nature of objects is
distinguished and their functions are classified. Buddhi projects
ahamkara, the ego-sense. Ahamkara projects the powers of perception
and also the objects of perception; the subtle and gross elements, and
the subtle and gross faculties with which we perceive them.

These coverings are therefore coverings of ignorance; they hide
Brahman from us. The matersal universe which is known to our
physical senses is the grossest manifestation of this ignorance, since
it is the most outward covering, farthest from Brahman.

Matter and Spirit are not divided; they are interrelated. The former
is evolved from the latter, and the difference between them is only
one of degree. When the meditative mind turns in upon iself, following
a line of involution in its attempt to reach Brahman, 1t becomes aware
of thi; truth. Beneath the gross elements of the material world 1t
encounters the subtle elements which are their essences. This 1s what 1s
called the psychic world. Within the psychic world, we possess subtle
bodies which are the essences of our gross elements. The psycluc world
exists superimposed upon the material world; but it does not normally
make 1tself apparent to us or concern itself with our doings. It 1s, as
you might say in the jargon of nowadays, on a different wave-length
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Our experience of the material world is obtained only while we
are awake. Our experience of the psychic world may be obtained
while we are awake or dreaming, and it may be produced by means of
concentration or austerities or drugs. Beyond the material and the
psychic worlds, the mind enters the world of spiritual experience. Such
experience differs altogether from psychic experience. It can be
recognized by its lasting effect upon the experiencer; psychic visions
cannot transform a man’s nature, no matter how startling and vivid
they may be. Unlike psychic visions, spiritual visions are not generally
variable. If you have a vision of Jesus, for example, he will appear to
you just as he has appeared to other devotees; he will not necessarily
resemble any picture of him you have made for yourself in your
imagination. A psychic experience may cause you no particular emo-
tion, or 1t may depress or tetrify you; a spiritual experience will always
be accompanied by great joy. During a spiritual vision, the experiencer
loses awareness of his material surroundings; they become merged in
light. During a psychic vision, the experiencer often remains fully
aware of his material surroundings; and indeed the apparition itself
is apt to appear 1n such a natural manner that it is at first mistaken for
an ordinary human being or animal.

"The highest spiritual experiences can only be known in that state of
consciousness which in Sanskrit is called samadhi. Samadhi is a state
quite other than that of waking, dreaming or dreamless sleep; it has
been described as superconsciousness. In samadhi, a man knows his
absolute 1dentity with the Atman, which is his real nature.

The first of Khudiram’s visions took place in the following manner.

One day, Khudiram had to go to a neighbouring village. On the
way home, he felt tired and stopped to rest in the shade of a tree. It
was a quiet place, and a soft breeze was blowing; he became relaxed
in body and mind, lay down and fell asleep.

Spiritual visions which come to us in sleep are not like ordinary
dreams; they can be better described as visitations, for they are much
more vivid and memorable than the encounters of our waking life.
In this vision, Khudiram saw Sri Rama, his chosen deity, in the form of
a celestial boy whose body was green like a blade of young grass.
‘T've been there a long time,’ the Boy said, pointing to a particular spot
in the middle distance. ‘T had nothing to eat and no one to look after
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me. Take me back to your house. I want very much to be served by
you.” At this Khudiram was greatly moved; he prostrated again and
again before the Boy. ‘Oh, my Lord,’ he said, ‘I am a poor man, and
my devotion is weak. How could I possibly serve you in my hut?
And if my service 1s unworthy of you, I shall lose your grace. Why do
you make such a hard demand of me?’ But the Boy reassured Khudiram,
saying graciously, ‘Don’t be afraid. I shan’t blame you for anything
that’s lacking. Take me with you.” Khudiram burst into tears of joy,
and woke.

Looking around him, he now recognized the very spot which Sr1
Rama had indicated in the vision. And there he saw a stone lying
which he knew to be a sacred shalagrama stone. Beside this stone, as
if guarding it, a cobra was reared on its coils with hood expanded
threateningly.

(The shalagrama stone is usually about the size and shape of a
plum; it has one or more holes in it and bears certain markings by
which it can be identified. Shalagramas are natural formations, and most
of them are found in the River Gandaki, a tributary of the Ganges.
It was not, however, so very surprising that Khudiram found this one
in a paddy-field in Bengal, for the stones are regarded as emblems of
Vishnu, and a wandering holy man might well carry one around with
him to worship.)

Khudiram was still in the exalted mood of his vision. He hurried
over to the stone without a thought of fear; and, indeed, by the time
he had reached it, the cobra had disappeared into its hole. Khudiram
brought the stone back home with him, performed the prescribed
ritual of dedication and set it up in the household shrine to be wor-
shipped daily. It was thus that he received the Boy of his vision as an
honoured family guest.

Khudiram had not exaggerated when he warned the Boy that he
would be poorly entertained. There were days when the household
had nothing to eat. But, when this happened, Khudiram would comfort
his wife Chandra, saying, ‘Never mind — if Lord Rama chooses to fast,
why shouldn’t we?’ And it was not long before their situation improved,
thanks to the richness of the land Sukhlal had given them. It throve,
despite Khudiram’s unworldliness and his preoccupation with ritual
worship. When Khudiram went to bathe in the tank, the villagers
stayed out of the water, as a sign of their respect. And while Khudiram
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was admired, Chandra was loved, because she was so generous and so
ready with her sympathy for all who were 1n trouble.

Years later, Ramakrishna said of his parents: ‘My mother was the
soul of honesty and sincerity. She didn’t know much about the ways
of the world, and was incapable of concealment; she said whatever
was in her mind. My father spent most of his time in worship and
meditation, and telling his beads. Every day, while he was praying,
his chest swelled and shone with a divine radiance, and tears rolled
down his cheeks. In his spare time, when he wasn’t engaged in worship,
he would make garlands for Sri Rama. The villagers respected him as
a sage.’

It has heen already mentioned that when Khudiram and Chandra
moved to Kamarpukur they had two children. These were a son,
Ramkumar, born in 1805, and a daughter, Katyayani, born in 1810.
Twelve years after the arrival of the family in Kamarpukur, a second
son, Rameswar, was born. These, with a second daughter, Sarvaman-
gala, born in 1839, were to be Ramakrishna’s brothers and sisters. But,
for the benefit of those readers who find 1t difficult to keep many names
distinct in their minds, I will say at once that only one, the elder brother
Ramkumar, was to piay any constderable part in Ramakrishna’s adult
life.

No close relative of such a figure as Ramakrishna can be without
spiritual greatness. But, even 1n this family, Ramkumar was outstand-
ing. He combined his father’s deep faith with practical ability in worldly
affairs; and as he grew to manhood he became their breadwinner. He
was an excellent Sanskrit scholar, and had mastered the Scriptures so
thoroughly that he was able to earn a living by giving advice to those
who wanted some doctrinal point settled for them. He had also learned
how to perform certain rites which are designed to ward off sickness
and other misfortunes. In the course of his spiritual disciplines, he had
developed psychic powers; he was able to foresee coming events and
detect latent diseases in apparently healthy people. These powers he
demonstrated dramatically on many occasions.

Once, for example, when Ramkumar was visiting Calcutta on some
busiess, he went to bathe in the Ganges. While he was doing so, a
rich man arrived with his family at the bathing-ghat. Since bathing
1n the Ganges 1s a religious rite rather than a mere act of hygiene, it is
performed even by those who could wash much more comfortably in
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their own homes. And, in fact, the wife of this rich man was trying to
preserve some of her domestic privacy; for she was situng in a cur-
tained palanquin which her servants carried right down into the
water, so that she could take her bath inside it. Being a country boy,
accustomed to the open, unashamed ways of village life, Ramkumar had
never seen anyone bathing in this manner. As he looked in astonish-
ment at the palanquin, he caught a glimpse of the lady’s beautiful face
between the curtains. Instantly, in a flash of his psychic insight, he
knew that she would be dead by the next day. The knowledge over-
whelmed him with sadness — so much so that he involuntarily mur-
mured to himself: ‘Such precautions about washing this body in private,
today — and tomorrow they’ll be bringing it back to the river, a corpse,

_for everyone to see!’

Most unfortunately, the lady’s husband overheard Ramkumar’s
words. Terribly shocked and angry, he resolved to punish this young
prophet of evil just as soon as his prophecy had been proven false.
So, with outward politeness, he insisted that Ramkumar should return
to their home with them. But that night the seemingly healthy wife fell
suddenly sick and died.

. Ramkumar also made a prophecy about his own wife — namely that
she would die in her first childbirth. To his great relief, his wife
remamned childless for many years. But she did die, at the age of
thirty-five, in 1849, in giving birth to a son named Akshay who will
appear later in this story.

Like all pious Hindus, Khudiram loved to go on pilgrimages. In
1824, he travelled on foot all the way to the shrines of southern India;
a journey which took a whole year. Again, in 1835, he set out for Gaya,
in Bihar. At this time, Khudiram was sixty years old; but he was sll
lean and strong, and the hardships of the road meant nothing to him.

Gaya is doubly holy. The city itself is sacred to Vishnu, the pre-
server of the universe and the second deity in the Hindu trmity, with
Brahma the creator and Shiva the dissolver. (Actually, this trinity
personifies the three functions of Ishwara: creation, preservation,
dissolution.) And, a few muiles outside Gaya, is the traditional site of
the pipal tree beneath which the Buddha meditated and attained
enlightenment.

Khudiram stayed about a month at Gaya, worshipping at the many
shrines in the surrounding hills and plains He reserved for the last
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the most sacred shrine of all; the main temple which contains the foot-
print of Vishnu. Here he made the offerings of boiled rice balls and
powdered wheat or barley which are called pindas. Such offerings are
regarded as tokens of reverence for one’s ancestors.

That night, in sleep, he had another vision. He saw himself back
in the Vishnu temple, making the offering, just as he had done that
day. All around him were his ancestors, accepting his offering and
blessing him. Then he became aware that these ancestors were them-
selves worshipping the Lord, who was enthroned in their midst. The
Lord looked affectionately at Khudiram, beckoned to him to approach,
and said: ‘Khudiram, your great devotion has made me very happy.
The time has come for me to be born once again on earth. I shall be
born as your son.’

Again, as in his earlier vision, Khudiram protested. The honour
was too great. He was poor and unworthy. He begged to be excused
from accepting it. But the Lord refused to accept his excuses. ‘Don’t
be afraid, Khudiram,” he said: “Whatever you give me to eat, I shall
enjoy.” When Khudiram awoke, he felt certain that this was a divine
revelation, and that the Lord of the Universe was actually about to
be born into his household. He said nothing about his vision to
anyone, left Gaya a few days later, and was back in Kamarpukur before
the end of April.

On his return, he found Chandra in a strange radiant mood of love.
Her concern for her neighbours was such that she could not take her
meal until she was sure that all of them had eaten. If anyone had not,
she wanted to share her own portion of food with him. She had the
same guileless, trustful attitude towards all. It seemed that she could no
longer think of anybody as being a stranger to her.

Chandra told Khudiram about the experiences she had had during
his absence. ‘One mght, I dreamed that you 'had come home. The
first thing T knew, you were holding me m your arms. I felt so glad!
But then I saw your face — and it wasn’t you. It wasn’t a human face.
It shone, like the face of a god. I screamed and struggled to get free;
and then I woke up with a great start and I was alone in bed, shivering
all over with fright! So then, after a moment, I asked myself: “Does
a god ever appear to a human being in this way?” So I decided it
couldn’t have been a god, but some wicked man who’d come into the
room for an evil purpose. I got up and lighted the lamp — but there was
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nobody there, and the door was still bolted from inside. All the rest of
that night, I was afraid to go back to sleep. As soon as it was morning,
I sent for Dhani and Prasanna and told them everything; and I asked
them: “Do you think a man really came into my room? I have no
quarrel with anyone in the village.” But hoth of them laughed at me
and scolded me. “You silly woman !” they said. “Has old age softened
your brain? Better not tell anyone else about that dream of yours, or
youw'll start a scandal.” So then I decided that it was only a dream, and
that T wouldn’t speak of it again except to you, my husband.’

A few days after the night of her dream — in broad daylight -
Chandra had been gossiping with this same friend Dhani, who was
the daughter of a neighbouring blacksmith. The two women were
standing hefore a temple of Shiva —~ it is actually a small domed shrine,
only large enough to contamn half a dozen worshippers ~ right opposite
Khudiram’s home. (The temple is still there, today.)

‘All of a sudden,” Chandra told Khudiram, ‘I saw that the holy
image of Lord Shiva inside the shrine was alve! It began to send
forth waves of the most beautiful light. Slowly at first, then quicker
and quicker. They filled up the inside of the temple, and then they came
pouring out —~ it was like one of those huge flood-waves in the river -
right towards me! 1 was going to tell Dhani — but then the waves
washed over me and swallowed me up, and I felt that marvellous light
enter into my body. I fell down on the ground, unconscious. When I
came to myself, I told Dhani what had happened. But she didn’t
believe me; she said I'd had an epileptic fit. That can’t be so, because,
since then, I've been full of joy and my health is better than ever. Only
~ I feel that light is still inside me; and I believe that ’'m with child.’

Khudiram now told his wife about his vision at Gaya, and assured
her that her own visions were no fancies, but revelations of the great
grace which they were soon to receive. So the two rejoiced together.
And, as the months passed, it became known to everyone in Kamar-
pukur that Chandra was indeed pregnant, at the age of forty-five.
It was noticed that this pregnancy made her remarkably beautiful;
and the neighbours shook their heads, taking this beauty for a sign that
she was fated to die in giving birth to her child.

Meanwhile, Chandra continued to have visions, with increasing
frequency. Almost daily, the gods and goddesses appeared o her,
or she heard their voices around her, and the tinkle of their anklets,
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or smelled their subtle perfumes. A great change had come over
Chandra since her visions began. She no longer felt any awe of the
gods. She loved them so much that they seemed closer to her than her
own sons and daughter, and her attitude to them was now that of a
mother. This was the tone 1n which she used to talk about them to
Khudiram: ‘Today, I saw a god riding on the back of a swan. I was
startled, at first; then I felt sorry for him, because his face was quite
red from sunburn. SoI called to him and I said: “Dear hittle god, riding
on your swan, your face looks burned by the sun. There’s some cool
ricein the house; I cooked it yesterday. Do come and eat a little, and
refresh yourself before you go on.”” He heard me and he smiled. But
then he faded away, and I didn’t see him any more.’

These visions and their sequel have been received with disbelief even
by some of Ramakrishna’s greatest admirers in the West. Romain
Rolland dismisses them indulgently as charming fables. Max Muller
regards them as products of what he calls the Dialogic Process: ‘the
irrepressible miraculizing tendencies of devoted disciples.’ )

Now, the creation of legends is a natural mark. of human reverence
for what one feels to be greater than oneself. No reasonable person
reveres the Buddha any less because his bjography has been over-
decorated with marvels. But the case of Khudiram and Chandra is
different; and I think it only fair to point this out.

Legends may, and perhaps must, accumulate with the passing of
generations, as one well-intentioned historian after another repeats a
story with his own additions. But legends require time to grow. We
are not dealing with legends here. We are dealing either with the truth
or with lies. In this case, if a lie was told, it was told by those directly
concerned in the situation at issue. It was told with deliberate intent.
- It was told by individuals who believed, or said they believed, that
lying is the filthiest kind of impurity and the grossest obstacle to one’s
spirttual progress.

Max-Muller is too tactful to speak bluntly, but he implies that
Ramakrishna’s disciples — including, their chief spokesman, Vivekan-
anda (whom Max Muller knew personally) — were responsible for thus
falsifying the record fifty years later, after Ramakrishna’s death. Their
motive for doing this would presumably have been to prove that
Ramakrishna was conceived in a supernatural manner and was therefore
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a divine incarnation, like Jesus of Nazareth. When we meet Vivekan-
anda in the latter part of this story, we shall find him a highly sceptical
young man with a western-agnostic education in Calcutta, who
refused utterly to believe in the supernormal until he had, so to speak,
banged his head against it. And even when Vivekananda’s disbelief
had been modified by personal experience, even when he had become
one of Ramakrishna’s most passionate devotees, he stll discouraged
blind faith in others, still urged everyone to find out the truth for
himself. And, over and over again, he asserted that it really did not
matter whether you believed that Ramakrishna was a divine incarnation
or not. Can we accuse such men of lying?

According to Hindu religious custom, the room in which a delivery
takes place becomes ritually unclean for ten days thereafter; anyone
who enters it during this period must wash himself after leaving. The
practical value of this restriction is to discourage outsiders from coming
in and fussing around the baby at a time when it is very liable to
infection.

Most families build a special lying-in hut, or set aside a room for
this purpose which is apart from the main building. Khudiram’s
home consisted of four rooms only: the shrineroom dedicated to Sri
Rama, Khudiram’s bedroom, Ramkumar’s bedroom, and a living-
room. In the yard opposite the main hut there was a roughly-made
shed of bamboo and thatch which was the kitchen. At right angles.
to this was another thatched shed. It was here that Chandra was to
bear her child.

(The sheds have gone, now; and a memorial shrine has been built
on the site of the second shed. Khudiram’s hut still stands.y

Inside the second shed were a fireplace for boiling paddy and a
husking-machine, a primitive apparatus for pounding the boiled
paddy until the rice is disengaged from its husk. Two people are needed
to work this machine; one of them makes the husking-hammer rise
and fall by moving with his foot a lever to which the hammer is
attached; the other keeps feeding fresh paddy into the hole beneath
the hammer. In later years, Ramakrishna was to take the husking-
machine as one of the many homely illustrations he used in his teaching:
‘How are you to live in the world and yet be mindful of God? Take an
example from the housewife. She’s busy in so many ways at once!
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With one hand she pushes the paddy into the mortar of the husking-
machine; with the other she suckles her child; and meanwhile she’s
bargaining with a neighbour. But, all the time, her mind is fixed on a
single idea; not to let the hammer of the husking-machine fall on her
hand and brusse it. So, no matter-what your worldly duties are, keep
your mind fixed on Him.’

Chandra’s labour pains began shortly before dawn, on February 18,
1836. The delivery was easy. Chandra had barely time to reach the
shed, with Dhani’s assistance, before the child was born.

Dham later described a strange circumstance of the birth. Having
done what was needful for Chandra, she turned to the baby and found
that he had somehow rolled across the floor. He was lying among the
ashes of the fireplace, still bloody and unwashed, without uttering a
sound. As Dhani took him up and washed him, she marvelled at his
beauty and size; he might well, she said, have been a child six months
old.

Mindful of his vision after visiting the Vishnu temple at Gaya,
Khudiram decided to call this third son of his Gadadhar — for Gadadhar,
meaning ‘Bearer of the Mace’, is one of the epithets applied to Sri
Vishnu, It was as Gadadhar that the boy grew into adolescence. Not
until he was a young man at Dakshineswar was he first given the name
by which the world was later to know him: Ramakrishna.



3
‘The Boyhood of Ramakrishna

The art of astrology has been practised in India since ancient times;
and today it is still customary to cast the horoscope of a newborn
child. Khudiram was a skilled astrologer, so he was able to do this for
Gadadhar. In later years, several well-known astrologers entirely
confirmed his findings.

The horoscope was extraordinarily auspicious. It showed that
Gadadhar would live in a temple, surrounded by disciples; that he
would found a new institution for teaching religion, and that he would
be revered for generations to come. All this was, of course, no more
than a confirmation of the message received by Khudiram and Chandra
in their visions. It might be supposed, then, that their belief in the divine
mission of their son would now have been established beyond all
doubt. Khudiram and Chandra were great devotees, and their faith
was strong; but they were also parents, and they worried over their
latest child just as much as any other couple in the village might have
done.

Most of their anxiety proved to be groundless, however. This
strange new guest in the form of a baby did not have to go hungry.
Khudiram had a nephew named Ramchand, who lived in the town of
Midnapur, not far distant to the southwest; and Ramchand was both
well-to-do and generous. When he heard of Gadadhar’s birth, he at
once sent his uncle the present of a cow, so that a supply of fresh milk
was assured.

And so it was whenever help was needed; helpers were not lacking.
This was demonstrated when the time came to perform the ceremony
of anna-prasana. Anna-prasana 1s a very important event in the life
of a young Hindu child; it is the occasion on which he or she is given
rice to eat for the first time — generally at the age of six or eight months
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for a boy, five or seven months for a girl. The child now assumes an
identity. It is formally given a namé. It is dressed in the best finery its
parents can afford. It is crowned and, where possible, carried through
the village in a palanquin, accompanied by musicians. It is sometimes
taken into the temples and made to bow its head to the presiding
deities. Finally, it is seated on a specially painted stool, and rice is
given to it. .

This ceremony can be performed in a very costly manner. But
Khudiram, like other poor people, had to simphfy it to its barest
essentials. So he planned merely to offer rice to Sri Rama and invite
only a few close relatives to share it afterwards. In every puja (act of
ritual worship), the meal which follows the ritual is regarded as
sacramental, since at least a portion of the food that is eaten has been
first offered to the deity. Such consecrated food is known as prasad.
To eat some of this prasad is as much a part of the worship as to
participate in the ritual itself.

As a matter of fact, a wealthy friend of Khudiram in the village,
the landowner Dharmadas Laha, had already decided to take charge
of the anna-prasana for Gadadhar. But Dharmadas, to tease Khudiram,
did not tell him this. Instead, he got the leading brahmins of the
village to come to Khudiram and request that they might be his guests
at the ceremony. Khudiram was in a dilemma. He could not possibly
refuse the brahmins; and, since he had invited them, he saw himself
compelled to invite all of his many other friends in the village. So he
faced humiliation or ruinous expense; a choice which, according to
the code of hospitality which prevails almost everywhere in Asia, could
only be decided in favour of ruin. In his desperation, Khudirdm
appealed to Dharmadas, who now reassured him and undertook to
provide all that was necessary. So Gadadhar’s anna-prasana was cele-
brated 1n great style and a crowd of guests, from orthodox brahmins to
beggars, were fed.

Chandra no longer had daily visions; perhaps this was because her
preoccupation with the safety of her child kept her mind down to the
material plane. But strange happenings still took place in the house
from time to time. One morning, when Gadadhar was about seven
months old Chandra left him on the bed urder a mosquito net and
went out of the room to attend to her household duties. Some instinct,
however, made her return shortly afterwards, and there she saw an
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uncannily tall stranger lying under the net, filling the whole bed.
Gadadhar was nowhere to be seen. She rushed out to call Khudiram;
but, when the two of them returned, the baby was back in its place,
alone.

Meanwhile, Gadadhar grew. He was vigorous and healthy, never
suffering from sickness of any kind. From his earliest years, he had a
strongly defined character. He was lively, affectionate, ready to be
friends with everybody. But, at the same time, he had a curious streak
of obstinacy in him. Although his memory was unusually retentive,
he absolutely refused to remember any of the rules of arithmetic. And
whatever he was forbidden to do — flatly and without explanation -
he would do immediately; and never lie or try to hide the fact that he
had done it. He was also very restless; and, if he felt so inclined, he
would simply run off and play. But Khudiram was patience itself,
and he soon found that he could dissuade Gadadhar from doing
things if he explained carefully to his son exactly why he should not do
them.

For example ~ the big tank called Haldarpukur at Kamarpukur had
two bathing-places, one for the women, the other for the men. Small
boys like Gadadhar would often use the place reserved for the women,
and make themselves unpopular there by splashing. An elderly
woman told Gadadhar angrily to go to the men’s place, adding that
it was anyhow bad that he should see the women washing themselves.
Gadadhar-asked why, and got no clear answer; only a dark vague hint
that something would happen to him if he did this. So, next day, he
hid himself behind a tree near the tank and watched the women
washing themselves and their clothes. When next he met the woman
who had scolded him, he told her: ‘The day before yesterday, I saw
four women bathing; yesterday six, and today eight. But nothing bad
has happened to me.’

The woman had to laugh, in spite of herself. She went to Chandra
and told her the whole story. Chandra waited for the right psycho-
logical moment and said to Gadadhar: ‘Nothing bad will happen to
you if you watch the women bathing ~ that’s quite true. But they don’t
like it; they feel insulted. And I'm a woman, too. If you insult them,
it's the same as insulting me. You don’t want to do that, do you?’
Gadadhar at once promised not to watch the women any more.

At the age of five, he had to start school. School was held in a
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nat-mandap, a theatre-hall; this was a slightly raised platform, open on
all sides but protected by a roof. It was used for plays and dancing.
Classes were held early in the morning and again in the late afternoon,
to avord the midday heat. Gadadhar still disliked arithmetic, but he was
developing a talent for drawing and clay modelling, and his memory
easily mastered the songs, tales and dramas which were based on the
Scriptures. He was a quick and brilliant mimic, and could imitate the
mannerisms of anyone he had seen even once; but there seemed to be
no malice in his mimicry, as there so often 1s. People were naturally
drawn to him — not only his own schoolfellows but grown-up men
and women.. Among boys of his own age, he was always the centre of
the group, the inventor of new games.

He was strangely fearless, even of those things which children
are apt to fear most; the dark and the supernatural. He would go
deliberately to places that were popularly supposed to be haunted by
ghosts and ghouls. Khudiram had a sister, Ramsila, who would some-
times be possessed by another personality, so that she became entirely
changed. Whenever this happened, the other members of the household
would regard her with awe and devotion, believing that a god had
entered into her. But Gadadhar showed curiosity rather than awe.
‘When his aunt was in this condition, he stayed near her and watched
her closely. ‘I do wish,” he used to say, ‘that the spirit that gets into Aunt
Ramsila would come into me, too.’

His unusually strong constitution would seem to have been based
upon an abnormal quality; an almost utter absence of body-conscious-
ness. Body-consciousness is expressed in anxiety about ourselves;
and this anxiety interferes with the natural unselfconscious functioning
of the body. Thus, we undermine the health we are overanxious to
maintain.

If Gadadhar was not at all a lonely child, he was certainly not
dependent on the company of others. He would roam off happily
alone and lose himself 1n the sense of Nature around him. It was thus
that, at the age of six or seven, he had his first intense spiritual ex-
perience. .

‘One morning,’ he recalled m later Life, ‘I took some parched rice
in a small basket and was eating it while I walked along the narrow
ridges of the rice-fields. In one part of the sky, a beautiful black cloud
appeared, heavy with rain. I was watching it and eating the rice. Very
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soon, the cloud covered almost the whole sky. And then a flock of
cranes came flying. They were as white as milk against that black
cloud. It was so beautiful thet I became absorbed in the sight. Then I
lost cansciousness of everything outward. I fell down and the rice
was scattered over the earth. Some people saw this, and came and
carried me home.’

As soon as Gadadhar had regained consciousness, he seemed to be
as normal and healthy as usual. But Khudiram and Chandra were
greatly concerned; they feared that their young son was becoming
subject to fits. Gadadhar was too young to be able to describe to them
clearly what had happened to him. He could only assure them that he
had not simply lost his senses. In some manner which he could not put
mnto words, he had remained inwardly aware, throughout his experi-
ence, and it had made him feel very happy. As time passed, and Gadad-
har did not become physically ill, Khudiram was somewhat reassured.
But he now inclined to the belief that Gadadhar had come under
the influence of the evil eye; so he took the boy away from school
for a while. Gadadhar was delighted. He had all the more time for

play.

It was now 1843, and the season came around for the Durga Puja,
which is Bengal’s great autumn festival. Mother Durga is the per-.
sonification of the Power of Brahman. Literally, the name means She
who protects us from danger.

Khudiram had a standing invitation to attend the Durga Puja at
the village of Selampur, which was the native place of his nephew
Ramchand. Ramchand always celebrated this puja lavishly, feeding
many guests. The festivities would last for eight days.

But, this year, Khudiram hesitated to go to Selampur, althoug: he
wanted to do so. He had not been well lately. He suffered from chironic
dysentery and other digestive disorders; and he felt an instinctive
unwillingness to leave home even for a few days. At length, however,
he made up his mind to go. He would have liked to take Gadadhar
with him; but he knew that this would make Chandra anxious. Since
the incident of the black cloud, she hated to let the boy out of her sight.
So, instead, Khudiram took his eldest son, Ramkumar.

This proved to have been a fortunate decision. For, just as the
Puja was coming to an end, Khudiram fell seriously ill. He weakened
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quickly, despite the efficient medical care which Ramchand was able
to provide. On the last day of the puja he could barely speak. Towards
evening, at his request, Ramchand and Ramkumar helped him into a
sitting posture. Then Khudiram uttered the name of Rama three times,
and so passed from them.

The pain of this separation was terrible for Chandra. Like any other
pious Hindu wife at that time, she had not only loved her husband as
a man but also reverenced him as her spiritual guide. Without him she
felt lost in the world; she lived chiefly for the day when she would
leave it and be with him again. Ramkumar now became the head of
the household and responsible for its maintenance.

Although Gadadhar was so young, he too felt the loss of his father -
keenly. In consequence, he became more solitary and meditative, and
also more consciously protective towards his mother. It was at this
time that he began to visit the resthouse in the village at which the
pilgrims used to stop on their way to and from the shrine at Puri. He
listened to the talk of these men and shared their meditations. He
brought them food, waited on them and watched them, seeing, with
the candid eyes of a child, not only the good in some but the bad in
others. Throughout his life, he loved to make fun of sham holiness
and hypocrisy.

Sometimes Gadadhar returned home from these visits to the rest-
house -with his body smeared with ashes, according to the custom of
those who have renounced the world. Once he appeared with his dhott
torn up and worn in three pieces, as holy men wear theirs. ‘Look,
Mother,’ he cried, ‘I'm a monk!” At this, Chandra became alarmed;
for she had heard that monks sometimes persuaded quite young boys
to follow them, out of eagerness for the adventures of a wanderer’s
life. But Gadadhar solemnly promised Chandra that he would not
leave her; and the holy men themselves, hearing of her fears, came to
her and assured her that they had had absolutely no intention of luring
Gadadhar away from home at such a tender age.”

About this time, Gadadhar had his second spiritual experience. At the
village of Anur, about two miles north of Kamarpukur, there was a
spot sacred to a goddess named Visalakshi (literally: the One with
Large Eyes). The place was in the open fields, without any protective
building around it; and there was a reason for this. The goddess
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Visalakshi was thought to be especially partial to poor and vagrant
* people. The cowherd boys of the neighbourhood were her favourites.
These boys used to take the copper coins and sweets which wealthier
pilgrims had left as an offering; and this pleased and amused the god-
dess, There came a time, however, when a rich man built a shrine for
Visalakshi. The offerings were now locked inside it, and the boys could
not take them. The goddess, as a mark of her displeasure, made a huge
crack in the surrounding wall. And whenever anybody suggested
rebuilding the shrine, Visalakshi would appear to that person in a
dream and sternly warn him against doing so.

One day, a party of women from Kamarpukur started off across
the fields to visit this place and make an offering to the goddess.
Gadadhar — or Gadai, as they called him for short — decided that he
wanted to come too. The women were doubtful at first, knowing that
this would be quite a long walk for a child; but they could not resist
taking him with them, because he knew so many stories and was
famed, even at that early age, for the extravrdinary sweetness of his
singing voice. ‘Gadai has spoiled my ears,” one of them said of him,
later,

And so they started out, laughing and singing with the charming,
gay, little boy. But suddenly, in the midst of his singing, Gadadhar
appeared to be stricken dumb. His body stiffened and became numb.
Tears poured from his eyes. The women were dismayed. They thought
he must have had a sunstroke. They brought water from a near-by
pond and sprinkled it over him, but with no result.

Among the women was Prasanna, the widowed sister of the land-
owner Dharmadas Laha. This Prasanna was a person of exceptional
insight. She was -one of the first to recognize greatness in the boy.
‘Whatever you may say,” she told him, several years later, ‘you aren’t
an ordinary human being.’ But when she talked to him like this,
Gadadhar would only smile sweetly and make no answer; or he would
change the subject.

Prasanna now suggested that perhaps it was the goddess Visalakshi
herself who had possessed the boy. So she and the other women began
to address Gadadhar as though he were indeed the goddess. ‘Oh,
Mother Visalakshi,’” the women cried, ‘save us, protect us, look upon
us with’ compassion!” Within a few moments, Gadadhar returned to
normal consciousness. And, this time also, he was perfectly well and
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not even tired. The women felt reassured, and cheerfully completed
their pilgrimage.

At the age of nine, Gadadhar went through the imitiation-ceremony
known as upanayana, which roughly corresponds to the rite of con-
firmation practised by Christians and by Jews. In the upanayana, the
male child 1s taught a particular Vedic prayer, known as the gayatri,
and invested with a sacred thread. He thus becomes a full participant
in the Hindu faith. In Bengal, the sacred thread is given only to
brahmin boys. Until a brahmin boy has received the thread he is
not regarded as a brahmin, but merely as a sudra. Once the thread
has been received, the boy 1s permitted to perform ritual worship;
and he is obliged to observe strict rules of purity, truthfulness and diet.
Thereafter, he 1s known as one of ‘the Twice-Born’, because he is
held to have undergone a spiritual rebirth.

One act of the upanayana is that the boy — who has become, so
to speak, a temporary monk — has to beg his food for three days,
receiving these alms in a begging-bag. The person who first gives him
alms is an important figure 1n the ceremony. Now Dhani, the daughter
of the blacksmith, who had helped Chandra at the time of Gadadhar’s
birth, had long since begged Gadadhar that she might be the one to
give him the first alms and be addressed by him, according to the
custom, as ‘Mother’. Gadadhar had promised her that she might have
this privilege. .

But when, just before the ceremony, Gadadhar mentioned his
promuse to his eldest brother, Ramkumar objected. For 1t was custom-
ary that the first giver of alms should be of caste-rank equal to that of
the boy’s mother; and Dhani belonged to the blacksmith caste. But
Gadadhar msisted that he could not break the promise he had given,
since an act of untruthfulness would make him unfit to wear the sacred
thread. Dharmadas Laha was appealed to. He decided that the boy
was in the right. And so Dhani’s great desire was happily satisfied.

About this time there was a meeting of pandits (scholars who are
learned in the Scriptures) at the home of Dharmadas Laha. The pandits
had been imnvited there to take part in a sraddka, a ritual which is held
in honour of a dead relative on the day after the period of family mourn-
g is over. When they were assembled, a discussion began which
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developed 1nito an argument. The pandits were argung a complicated
theological point, with considerable heat. And, since ttus was India, they
had most of the village for audience—including even Gadadharand many
other small boys of his age. These other boys could hardly understand
anything of what was being said; they giggled among themselves and
imitated the excited gestures of the pandits. Only Gadadhar listened
with great attention. After a wlle, he turned to one of the pandits and
said: ‘But isn’t this the answer they’re looking for —?’ And, to this
man’s amazement, the ten-year-old boy proceeded to suggest a solu-
tion, convincing and clearly stated, to the problem which was being
discussed. The pandit turned and told his colleagues what Gadadhar
had said. All agreed — this was the solution. Astonished and awestruck,
they gazed at the boy; and some of them took him on their laps and
blessed him.

This incident is well authenticated. Years later, it was described
to Swamu Saradananda by Ramakrishna himself and by villagers of
Kamarpukur who had themselves been present. Yet Max Muller has
cast doubts upon it, simply because 1t resembles an incident in the life
of Jesus of Nazareth. In the Gospel according to St Luke, chapter two,
it is recorded that:

. . . his parents went to Jerusalem every year at the feast of the
passover. And when he was twelve years old, they went up to
Jerusalem after the custom of the feast. And when they had fulfilled
the days, as they returned, the child Jesus tarried behind in Jeru-
salem; and Joseph and his mother knew not of it. But they, sup-
posing him to have been in the company, went a day’s journey;
and they sought him among their kinsfolk and acquaintances. And
when they found him not, they turned back again to Jerusalem,
seeking him. And it came to pass, that after three days they found
him in the temple, sitting 1n the midst of the doctors, both hearing
them, and asking them questions. And all that heard him were
astonished at his understanding and answers. And when they saw
him, they were amazed: and his mother said unto him, Son, why
hast thou thus dealt with us? behold, thy father and I have sought
thee sorrowing. And he said unto them, How is it that ye sought
me? wist ye not that I must be about my Father’s business? And
they understood not the sayings which le spake unto them.
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Actually, the first point which should strike us in reading this
narrative is the difference in character between the boy Jesus and the
boy Gadadhar. Gadadhar would never have spoken to his parents in
that way. Throughout his childhood and adolescence, he never once
declared his true nature and his mission so openly ~ even when it was
guessed at by others, such as Prasanna, or an old man named Srinivas
who once took the boy aside into a secluded place among the trees,
hung a garland around his neck and paid homage to him as if to a deity
in a shrine.

If we do admit that there is a general resemblance between these two
incidents, we must note in fairness that there are also similar incidents
to be found in the recorded lives of Krishna, of Shankara and of
Chaitanya; three of the greatest figures in the history of Hinduism.
And since the cult of Krishna was flourishing long before the birth
of Jesus, we must assume — if we take Max Miiller’s attitude — that
Krishna's story inspired the biographers of Jesus, Shankara and
Chaitanya to imitation! As a matter of fact, there are at least half a
dozen important events in Krishna's life which have their counterparts
in the Christian gospels.

That same year, as the time for the Shiva-ratri, the festival of Shiva,
approached, it was arranged that a troupe of players from a neighbour-
ing village should perform a religiotis drama, based on an incident in
the story of Shiva, at one of the houses in Kamarpukur. A crowd of
devotees would watch it, as part of their night-long vigil in Shiva’s
honour,

At dusk on the very day of the festival, the boy who was to play
Shiva became sick; and the director of the troupe could find no substi-
tute. It was feared that the performance would have to be put off.
Some of the older villagers of Kamarpukur went into hurried consulta-
tion, and they decided that Gadadhar ought to play the part. Although
he was so young, his looks were right for it and he knew many of the
songs of Shiva which would be sung. At first, Gadadhar was unwilling.
He preferred to stay and worship in his own home. But his friends
persuaded him that his acting would itself be worship of another
kind, for he would have to keep his mind on God throughout the
performance.

So they helped Gadadhar to put on the make-up of Shiva as the
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ideal monk. His hair was matted, his body sprinkled with ashes, the
monk’s rosary was hung around his neck. He mounted the stage
with slow, sedate steps and stood there motionless. At the sight of
him, the audience was strangely awed; for the boy’s face wore a
smule of extraordinary beauty and his gaze was fixed as if in profound
meditation. Involuntarily; some of the spectators began to utter the
names of God, while others whispered to each other: ‘How beauti-
ful Gadai looks! Who would have thought he could play the part so
well?’

But Gadadhar continued to stand there without moving, and now
it was seen that tears wete streaming from his eyes. The director and
a few others went over to him and found that he appeared to have lost
all external consciousness. The audience began to shout advice: ‘Throw
water on his face! Fan him! Repeat the name of Shival’ A few grum-
bled: “The boy Has spoiled everything — now they’ll have to stop the
playl’

At length, the audience dispersed. Some men carried Gadadhar
home on their shoulders. But, despite all their efforts, he could not be
aroused from his ecstatic state until after the sunrise of the next day.
Certain narrators of this incident even say that he remained outwardly
unconscious for three whole days.

Throughout his life, Gadadhar was apt to be moved to ecstasy by
watching performances of religious dramas. And, uite aside from
this, he took a lifelong pleasure in mimicry, clowning and comic
play-acting. Once, when he was in his early teens, he heard a neighbour
named Durgadas Pyne boast that no man had ever seen the women of
his household or their living-quarters, so strict was his enforcement of
purdah. Now Gadadhar was so popular and so completely trusted that
he was welcome to visit the wives and daughters of most families
whenever he wished, although he was now becoming an adolescent
boy. Therefore he accepted Durgadas Pyne’s boast as a challenge,
and told him: ‘I can see everybody in your house and all the rooms in
it, if ] want to.’ Durgadas did not believe him.

Some days later, Gadadhar disguised himself as a poor weaver-
woman. Just before dusk, he approached the house of Durgadas from
the direction of the market, dressed in a coarse dirty sari and cheap
ornaments, with a basket under his arm and a veil covering his face.
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Durgadas was sitting with some friends in the living room. Gadadhar
introduced himself, saying that he had come to the market to sell yarn
and that, through some misunderstanding, he had been left behind by
his companions. He begged shelter for the night. Durgadas asked a
few questions and then, perfectly deceived by Gadadhar’s answers and
his disguise, said: ‘All right — go in and ask the women if they can
find room for you.” So Gadadhar entered the women’s quarters, where
he sat and gossiped with the members of the family, charming all of
them. Thus the whole evening passed.

At length, when it grew late and Gadadhar had not returned home,
Chandra sent his elder brother Rameswar to look for him. Rameswar
went to that part of the village where Gadadhar was usually to be
found and shouted his name. From inside Durgadas Pyne’s house,
Gadadhar shouted back: T'm coming, Brother! and out he hurried
in his female costume, to meet Rameswar. Even Durgadas had to laugh
at the joke against him.

Those were joyful days. The growing boy lived in a world of
friendship, fun and play; and yet his nature became increasingly
capable of spiritual insights and devotion to God. One moment he
might be the liveliest 1n his group, the next he might be deeply ab-
sorbed. Speaking of this-period later, Ramakrishna said: ‘The women
would put aside things for me to eat. No one distrusted me. Everybody
took me in as one of the family. But I was like the bird of happiness.
T used to frequent only happy families. I would run away from a place
where I saw musery and suffering.’

Nevertheless, suffering was to touch his family again, and indirectly
to alter the course of his own life.

Mention has already been made of the tragic fulfilment of Ramkumar’s
prediction that his wife would die in childbirth. This happened when
Gadadhar was thirteen.

Afier the death of his wife, Ramkumar went through a period of
acute depression. Memories of the past made it painful for him to
remain in Kamarpukur. And the family was in serious money difficulties
again. Rameswar, the second son, had lately married and was earning
very little. Chandra was getting old. Gadadhar could not be counted
on. Akshay, Ramkumar’s motherless baby, was an extra mouth to feed.
And Ramkumar himself was going deeply into debt. So he decided
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to leave the village and open a 0/, a Sanskrit school, in Calcutta. Thus
he hoped to be able, after a while, to help the others.

During the next three years, Ramkumar returned to Kamarpukur
for short annual visits, in order to keep an eye on his family. He was
particularly anxious about Gadadhar. True — the boy was a loving son
to Chandra and a devoted uncle to little Akshay; he was pure-hearted,
sweet-natured, devout and beloved by all who knew him; he could
pant, and make images of the deities with skill; he was an accomplished
actor and singer. He had founded his own theatrical company among
the village youths, directing the plays and acting in them; it seemed
that this might become his profession.

But Ramkumar, the schoolmaster, was not impressed. From his
point of view, Gadadhar was frittering away the precious days of his
youth, since he was not attending school and preparing himself to be
a wage-earner and father of a family. Ramkumar therefore proposed
that Gadadhar should come back to Calcutta with him, help him in
whatever ways he was able; and study at the tol along with the other
students. )

Nothing could have been farther from Gadadhar’s inclinations.
To him, school was an institution which existed to instil worldly-
mindedness into its pupils, to make them eager to acquire possessions
and reputation. All such learning seemed to him to be a deluston and
an emptiness.

Nevertheless, he accepted Ramkumar’s offer. To leave his dear
family and his native village, to go to noisy, overcrowded Calcutta, to
attend this school — how could tkat be a step in his life’s true direction?
Apparently, it could not be. But Gadadhar had faith in God’s hidden
workings. And he loved his brother and was glad of this opportunity
to help him.

The brothers left for Calcutta together. Gadadhar was then sixteen
years old. Though Ramkumar did not know it, and though his own
plans for the boy were very different, he was, in fact, taking Gadadhar
straight towards the fulfilment of his destiny.
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How Ramakrishna Came to Dakshineswar

In those days, the city of Calcutta was the seat of British rule in India
and the main port of entry for the ideas and culture of the West. The
changes that were taking place in India, for the worse and for the better,
all had their beginnings there. In making the journey from Kamarpukur
to Calcutta, Gadadhar had passed from the timelessness of village life
into the very midst of contemporary history.

The year of his arrival, 1852, was only five years away from the
end of an epoch in Anglo-Indian relations. In 1857 came the Mutiny.
(Now officially called by Indian historians The First War of Indian
Independence. I use the old offensive name with apologies; because it
will be familiar to most of my readers.) The following year, the powers
of the East India Company were formally abolished and the govern-
ment of India was transferred to the British Crown. Thus the responsi-
bility for shat was done in India was placed directly upon the British
Parliament and people. And thus, very slowly, events began to open
up the long, bloody path which was to lead to independence.

Already, during the pre-Mutiny period, there had been much blood-
shed in many parts of the land, as the process of annexation went
relentlessly forward. In 1852, the British went to war with Burma for
the second time and seized one of her maritime provinces. But all this
violence seemed relatively remote from Calcutta itself, where the
British had been peacefully established for more than seventy years.
They had built an imposing European Quarter — ‘a city of palaces’, one
contemporary traveller called it; while another was reminded of St
John’s Wood 1n London. Its architecture was predominantly neo-
classical; the larger mansions had stately columns and massive porticoes,
and their rooms were vast, airy and scantily furnished in order ta lessen
the heat. Here, the social life was elegant and excessively formal. The
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high Briush officials rode around town in carriages with outriders; on
their arrival at evening parties, servants would run ahead of them
carrying flaming torches. Their families went to church and to the
opera, their ladies drove out along the Esplanade and gossiped about
each other, their sons played cricket. Despite the climate, everything
was done to preserve the atmosphere of home. As for the Bengalis,
they usually saw the insides of these palatial homes only in the capacity
of servants. And even when some wealthy high-caste families were
occasionally invited to receptions, it was scarcely on a basis of friendly
equality. Only recently, British Calcutta society had been plunged into
controversy because Lord Auckland the Governor-General had
actually permitted forty-five Bengali college boys to appear in his
presence wearing shoes! As the century advanced, however, many
of these barriers were gradually broken down.

The British in India at that period must have seemed strange,
paradoxical beings to any detached observer. They were imperialists
with bad consciences. They were builders of bridges, roads, hospitals-
and schools — public benefactors who were nevertheless ceaselessly
engaged in the piecemeal conquest of a nation. For the Indians, who
did not want them, they sacrificed their health and their lives, going
back to England prematurely aged, yellow-faced, on crutches, to die.
Tens of thousands of them were buried in the country during the two
centuries of their occupation. Many were altruistic, many were heroic,
many were deeply devout and felt that they had accepted voluntary
exile in this savage and unhealthy land in order to do God’s work
among the benighted. What almost none of them seem to have been
aware of was that they were in the most religious country in the
world; and in the presence of a spiritual culture which made their own
sectarianism seem provincial indeed. Even Honoria Lawrence, wife of
Sir Henry Lawrence, certainly one of the noblest and most dedicated
Englishwomen in India, could write coldly: ‘“There is something very
oppressive in being surrounded by heathen and Mohammedan dark-
ness, in seeing idol-worship all around, and when we see the deep and
debasing hold these principles have on the people, it 1s difficult to be-
lieve they can ever be freed from it.’

Gadadhar himself was destined to have little direct contact with the
foreign conquerors of his country; but many of the Bengalis who
visited him in his later years had become Western-minded to a greater
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or lesser degree; some had been educated in one of the British schools
and had learned English. We find no bitterness in Gadadhar, at any
time 1n his bife, when he referred to the British ~ only a playful humour.
Talking of the power of self-suggestion, he once said: ‘If even a
sickly man puts on high boots, he begins to whistle and climbs the
stairs like an Englishman, jumping from one step to the next.” He used
to speak of friends who had become influenced by Western ideas as
‘Englishmen’; saying jokingly: ‘Look at these Englishmen — they take
the trouble to come here! That makes me sure my vistons can’t be all
imagination.” What would Honoria Lawrence have made of this
‘heathen’, who once went into ecstasy when he saw an English boy ina
park standing in an attitude which reminded him of the Boy Krishna!

It must not be supposed that the British met with nothing but sub-
servience from the Bengali population. There were many Bengalis of
determined character who were not afraid to challenge the authority of
the foreigners and make themselves respected by them.

Such a one was a lady named Rani Rasmani. (She was not really
a Rani — that 1s, the wife of a Raja; this was merely a nickname which
had been given her by her mother in childhood. When she grew up,
people went on calling her ‘Rani’, in recognition of her royally
benevolent and commanding nature.) She had become a widow at the
age of forty-four, mheriting an enormous fortune from her husband,
Rajchandra Das; and she lived in the Janbazar district of central Cal-
cutta, She was well known throughout the city and highly popular
because of her generosity, courage and piety. By a paradox by no
means unusual in India, this lady, who had not only the power of
great wealth but also the best qualities of a great aristocrat, belonged to
the sudras, the caste of the servants.

On one occasion, it is related, the British Government imposed a
tax on all fish caught in the Hoogli — the most important, commercially,
of the mouths of the Ganges. Many of the fishermen who were im-
poverished by this tax lived on the Ranr’s land, so they came and com-
plained to her. The Rani told them not to worry and immediately
went 1nto action. For a large sum, she obtained a monopoly of the
fishing-rights. The British agreed to this arrangement, supposing that
the Rani planned to open a fishery and thereby supply them with tax-
revenue without the difficulties of tax-collection from a large number of
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people. But no sooner had the Rani obtained the rights than she had
chains hung across the river in several places, holding up the shipping.
When the British protested, she replied: ‘T bought these fishing-rights
from you at great expense. If I now let ships pass up and down the
river, they will frighten the fish and I shall lose a lot of money. How-
ever, if you'll agree to abolish your new tax, I'm ready to give up my
nghts. If you won’t, I shall sue you in the courts, and you'll have to
pay me damages.” The Briush had the good sense to recognize — with
humour, one hopes — that they had met their match. The tax was
abolished. '

The Rani was an ardent devotee of the Goddess Kali; and in 1848
she decided to make a pilgrimage to Benares, which is regarded as the
holiest city in all India. But, on the night before her departure, she had
a dream in which the Goddess appeared to her and said: “There is no
need for you to go to Benares. Build me a temple here in Calcutta on
the Ganges bank, and install my image in 1t. Arrange that I shall be
worshipped there daily and offered food. I will manifest myself within
that image and accept your worship.’

Such was the Rani’s faith that she changed her plans immediately.
She did not go to Benares. She purchased twenty acres of land from a
Mr Hastie, an attorney of the Calcutta Supreme Court, alongside the
river at Dakshineswar, which is about four miles north of Calcutta.
Here, with the assistance of her son-in-law, Mathur Mohan, she began
to arrange for the building of a group of temples within a temple-
garden. This elaborate and costly undertaking was under way but sull
far from being completed at the time of Gadadhar’s arrival in Calcutta.

Ramkumar’s tol was in the Jhamapukur district of Calcutta, and it
was there that Gadadhar now settled down to live with and assist
his brother. Ramkumar was badly 1n need of an assistant, for he had
much to do even to earn a bare living. According to custom, the
teacher at one of these Sanskrit schools was not allowed to demand any
set fee; he might only accept voluntary gifts from his pupils, and these
were apt to be small. The only other compensation he could hope to
receive was from the Government, at the time of the examinations.
For each pupil who passed, the Government allowed a certain sum of
money to the teacher, larger or smaller, according to the pupil’s grade.
This arrangement was not a fair one, for the teacher could hardly
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be blamed if he was not lucky enough to have brilliant boys in his
school.

A secondary profession was open to Ramkumar; that of a family
priest. Since only brahmins were allowed to perform the full ritual of
worship before a shrine — even a shrine in a private home — the wealthier
members of other castes were prepared to pay a priest to cqme twice
daily to their homes. But the performance of these rituals took time
which Ramkumar could ill afford to spare from his teaching. So he
handed over all such duties to Gadadhar.

Gadadhar was an ideal assistant. Not only was he well-versed in the
rituals, but he loved the work for its own sake. Most professional priests
were apt to hurry through their duties; Gadadhar performed them with
devotion. And he would linger on, after the worship was over, talking
to the members of the families he visited and singing songs for them.
Though he was now a young man, the ladies felt no hesitation in
/making:an exception to their rule of purdah and appearing before him.
His innocence and gaiety charmed everybody who met him. Soon he
was as widely popular as he had been at Kamarpukur. ’

Ramkumar observed all this with mixed feelings. He did not forget
that he had brought Gadadhar to Calcutta primarily in order that he
might prepare himself for the responsibilities of life. Much as he needed
Gadadhar’s'help as a wage earner, he did not shirk what he saw as his
brotherly duty. He reasoned with Gadadhar, begging him to study.
But, once again, Gadadhar showed his gentle but immovable obstinacy.
He told Ramkumar that he saw no utility in a worldly education — in
learning, as he put it, ‘to bundle rice and plantain’. (Such were the gifts
that pandits generally received for their services.) Ramkumar had not
the heart to insist, for he loved his brother dearly. So he resigned
himself to letting Gadadhar live his own life and to struggling on him-
self as best he could; trusting that a clearer path of duty would be shown
to both of them before long.

In this manner, nearly three years passed.

Rani Rasmani was a woman who was accustomed to act boldly
upon impulse, without pausing to worry about possible difficulties.
But now, as the temples at Dakshineswar approached completion, she
had to face a problem which, in the first excitement of her undertaking,
she had chosen to ignore — that of her own caste-status. As a sudra,
she was debarred from fulfilling what was now the ambition of her
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life — to offer cooked food daily to the image of her chosen deity in a
temple which she herself had built, and to have holy men come and
partake of the prasad. The rules of Caste on this point were complex
and strict. A sudra, vaishya or kshatriya might offer fruit or other
uncooked food before a shrine; but only a brahmin might offer cooked
food. And only a brahmin might cook food that was to be offered.
Furthermore, no brahmin might act as a priest or even partake of
prasad in a temple which belonged to a sudra. To do these things was
to become impure.

Thus the Rani began to realize that all her money and effort had
perhaps been spent in vain. Desperately, she sent out letters to pandits
who were expert in the interpretation of the Skastras, the scriptures
which lay down the proper procedure for ritual worship. The answers
she received gave her no hope. The pandits were all agreed. The Rani’s
wish, they said, could never be fulfilled.

In due course, the Rani consulted Ramkumar, whose reputation as
a pandit was considerable. And from him, at least, she got a more
encouraging answer. Ramkumar agreed in principle with his colleagues,
but he made this suggestion: ‘Let the Rani make a formal gift of the
temple property to a brahmin. Let this brahmin arrange for the
mstallation of the image of Kali in the shrine and for the cooking of
the food that is to be offered to her. Then other brahmins will be able to
take prasad at the temple without impurity.’

The Rani was delighted; and she at once followed Ramkumar’s
advice. She legally made over the temple property to her own guru
(spiritual teacher), retaining only the right to act as his business
representative in managing its affairs.

The work of building was not even yet quite completed, but the
Rani fixed the earliest auspicious date for the ceremony of installation;
May 31, 1855. Her cagerness was due partly to a dream in which the
Goddess Kali appeared to her and told her to hurry. Kali identified
herself with her image, which was lying packed in a box ready for the
ceremony; she told the Rani that she could not endure being shut up
any longer. It is said that, when the box was opened, the image itself
was found to be covered with moisture, as though it had been per-
spiring!

The other pandits the Rani had consulted disagreed, however, with
Ramkumar’s solution of the problem, finding it to be too liberal,
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In their view, the handing over of the temple property to the Rani’s
guru, in order that it might no longer be owned by a sudra, was little
better than a legal trick. It would not necessarily make the temple
prasad acceptable to a strict brahmin. And, in any case, a brahmin
priest who officiated for a sudra and accepted the gifts due to a priest
must be considered, from an orthodox standpoint, to have degraded
himself. These opinions were not openly or positively expressed, for
fear of the Rani’s displeasure; but they were whispered around, and,
as a result, the Rani found it hard to get any brahmins to come to
Dakshineswar.

Her difficulties were largely solved by a brahmin named Mahesh,
who was already employed by her on her estates. Mahesh was able to
persuade his brother Kshetranath, who was a priest, to officiate at the
temple of Radha and Krishna — one of the two main temples within
the Dakshineswar compound. As soon as it became known that
Kshetranath had accepted this office, other brahmins came forward who
were willing to work as assistant priests or as cooks to prepare the
food for the offerings.

But the more important temple, the temple of Kali, still required a
priest; and the Rani wanted this priest to be a truly devout and Jearned
man; one who would be both worthy and able to perform the very
sacred installation ceremony. Naturally, she thought of Ramkumar.
She therefore sent Mahesh with a letter to him. Mahesh was a suitable
go-between because his native village was not far from Kamarpukur
and he already knew Ramkumar quite well. Mahesh added his per-
suasions to the Rani’s appeal, and Ramkumar agreed not only to
officiate at the installation but to stay on as a priest at the Kali temple
until a successor could be found for him.

The ceremony was duly held on the date the Rani had fixed. It was
an occasion of extraordinary splendour and princely generosity. Many
pandits had assembled, some of them having come from far distant

arts in India, and each was given a sitk wearing-cloth and a gold coin.
The temples were lighted with innumerable lights, so that every corner
was as bright as day. The singing of religious songs continued through-
out the night. Hundreds of people partook of the prasad.

Gadadhar was present; but he did not take prasad. Instead, he
bought some puffed rice at the market and ate it b2fore walking back
to Jhamapukur to sleep. Next day, he returned to Dakshineswar.
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Ramkumar urged him to stay; but he would not do so. He went back
to Jhamapukur and waited there for nearly a week, continually
expecting Ramkumar’s return. When Ramkumar did not come, he at
length decided to go to Dakshineswar once more. It was then that
Ramkumar told him that he had agreed to assume permanent charge
of the worship of Kaly, at the Rani’s request. He was giving up the tol
altogether.

Gadadhar objected strenuously. He reminded his brother that their
father Khudiram had been very particular in these matters — never
performing worship on behalf of sudras or accepting any gifts from
them. Ramkumar ~ whose integrity was certainly above question and
who genuinely believed that he was doing right — reasoned with
Gadadhar about his scruples; but nerther of them could convince
the other. Finally, the brothers had recourse to a method of deciding
questions which used to be very popular among country people. It
is called dharmapatra, the ‘leaf of impartiality’. ‘Yes’ and ‘No’ are
written on pieces of paper or on leaves of the vilva tree, which are
customarily used as offerings in the worship of Shiva. These are placed
in a pot and a child is told to pick one of them. If ‘Yes’ is picked,
Providence is held to have sanctioned the course of action which
is 1n dispute. If ‘No’,, it must be abandoned. In this case, Ramkumar’s
wish to stay at Dakshineswar was sanctioned by a ‘Yes’. Gadadhar
at once accepted the decision; but he still refused to eat the temple
prasad.

‘Very well then,” said Ramkumar, good-humouredly. ‘Take un-
cooked provisions from the temple storeroom and cook them yourself
with water from the river. Surely you believe that the Ganges purifies
everything?’

Gadadhar did believe this. He already had a great devotion to the
Ganges, the sacred river beside which he was to pass nearly all the
remaining days of his life. He believed that even the least breath of
the river breeze purified everything it touched. From this time on, he
settled down at Dakshineswar. But he continued, for a long while, to
cook and eat his food in a place apart from others.

Swarmi Saradananda in his book devotes some space to discussing

this refusal of Gadadhar’s to eat the temple prasad — no doubt be-

cause he was aware that non-Hindu readers might find it strange and
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apparently unreasonable. Was Gadadhar just being deliberately self-
righteous — as young people sometimes are? Was he taking a mischie-
vous enjoyment in.showing himself more orthodox than Ramkumar,
who had hitherto been his mentor? No, says Saradananda — and he
draws a distinction between the attitude of Gadadhar and that of an
ordinary religious bigot. The bigot is motivated by egotism, and his
scruples are merely prejudices based on pride. The bigot prides himself-
on his obstinacy and therefore refuses to modify his views. But
Gadadhar’s attitude was based upon his unquestioning, selfless faith.
He had absolute faith 1n what the Scriptures and his father had taught
him; he did not presume to interpret these teachings or compromise
with them in any way. Such steadfastness may look like bigotry at
first; later on, it always shows itself for what it really is. For, as a great
soul progresses towards complete spiritual illumination, he no longer
feels the need for rules. They fall away from him, like supports which
his mature faith no longer needs. We shall see how Gadadhar, in his
later life, broke the rules of Caste many times. That did not mean that
he denied the value of those rules for others.

46



5
Early Days at Dakshineswar

[

In the main features of its appearance, the Dakshineswar temple-
compound has not changed since the time of its completion, father
more than a hundred years ago. Today it is still one of thé most
impressive landmarks on that part of the Ganges. (Another is the Belur
Math Monastery which is the headquarters of the Ramakrishna Order.)
The view of Dakshineswar, looking upriver from the south, has now
been blocked by a large metal bridge which connects the banks just
below the temple grounds! But the devotee of Ramakrishna can take
at least some satisfaction from the fact that this bridge, which used to be
named after Lord Willingdon, one of the last viceroys, has been renamed
the Vivekananda Bridge, in honour of Ramakrishna’s great disciple.

Nowadays, the temple-compound is not as well kept as one could
wish. The surface of the tiled courtyard is rough and broken. The
gardens are no longer well cared for. Some of the buildings have been
attacked by the rot which so easily takes hold in this humid tropical
climate. Crowds of ‘children and adults beg, try to sell you souvenirs
or to take charge of the shoes which you are obliged to remove and
leave at the entrance of the sacred precincts. However, these are minor
disadvantages. The visitor must be thankful that so much remains
intact of the setting of Ramakrishna’s adult hife.

Part of the land which the Rani bought for the temple grounds was
once a Moslem cemetery, which was associated with the memory of a
Moslem holy man. It is convex in shape; and such a formaton —
described as resembling the back of a tortoise — is said by the Scriptures
to be particularly suitable for the worship of SAakri, the female principle
within the Godhead. Adjoining the temple property to the north,
there was a lot which the British owned and used, during Rama-
krishna’s time, for storing ammunition.
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Seen from the river, Dakshineswar presents a symmetricall white
and terra-cotta fagade of domed buildings. In the foreground, on top
of the riverbank, there is a row of twelve small shrines — six on either
side of the stairs of the bathing-ghat, which lead up from the water
to a big portico opening into the temple courtyard. If you are at water
level, these shrines hide the buildings inside the courtyard, except for
the towering central building, the Kali Temple, which dominates the
whole.

The twelve small shrines are temples to Shiva. Each shrine has a
domed roof rising to a point; the builders have simulated in masonry
the domed thatch-roofs of a Bengal village. The shrines are identical
inside as well as outside. They contain no image, only the small upright
stone pillar which is called a /inga; this is the usual emblem used in
Shiva-worship. Lingas vary somewhat in size and shape; the ones at
Dakshineswar are three and a half feet tall. They are generally wor-
shipped very simply, with offerings of vilva leaves, rice, buttermilk,
honey or yoghurt, to the accompaniment of chanting. Around the
foot of the linga, a circular basin catches these offerings and carries
them off through a spout.

It has been claimed by some foreign scholars that the linga and its
surrounding basin are sexual symbols, representing the male and the
female organs respectively. Well — anything can be regarded as a
symbol of anything; that much is cbvious. There are people who have
chosen to see sexual symbolism in the spire and the font of a Christian
church. But Christians do not recognize this symbolism; and even the
most hostile critics of Christianity cannot pretend that it is a sex-cult.
The same is true of the cult of Shiva.

It does not even seem probable that the linga was sexual in its origin.
For we find, in the history both of Hinduism and Buddhism, that poor
devotees were accustomed to dedicate to God a model of a temple or
tope (a dome-shaped monument) in imitation of wealthy devotees
who dedicated full-sized buildings. So the linga may well have begun
as a monument in miniature.

On the other hand, it must be clearly understood that there is all
the difference in the world between a séx-cult and a religion which
recognizes the male-female principle within the Godhead. The Hindu,
believing that the Godhead must by definition embody all possible
functions, is logically brought to think of it as being both male and
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female. (One of the greatest causes of misunderstanding of Hinduism
by foreign scholars is perhaps a subconsciously respected tradition
that God must be one sex only, or at least only one sex at a time.)
As I said above, the female principle in the Godhead is known as Shakdi.
Shakti 1s regarded as being the Power of Brahman, while the male
principle 1s Brahman 1tself.

Sincé the multiplicity of names for divine aspects and relationships is
such a difficulty in the study of Hinduism, and since Hindu theology
now bhecomes an important feature of our story, I shall pause here to
recapitulate what I have written in earlier chapters, adding some
details to complete the picture.

1. The Reality or Godhead is called Brahman.

2. When Brahman is thought of as dwelling within a creature or
object, 1t 15 called the Atman or Purusha.

3. Brahman-Atman does not act.

4. It is the Power of Brahman that acts. This Power is called
Prakriti or Maya, or Shakti (see 8).

5. When we speak of Brahman-Prakriti — Brahman in association
with its Power — we call it Ishwara. Ishwara 1s God with attributes,
God who acts

6. Ishwara somewhat resembles God the Father in Christian
theology. He is the ruler of the universe which has been created by
him. The Atman dwells within man, and man can therefore become
one with the Atman by recognizing his essential nature. But man
can never become Ishwara. (Here is another cause of misunderstanding.
The Christian says ‘God’ and means, approxmmately, Ishwara. The
Hindu says ‘God’ and means Brehman-Atman. To the Hindu, the
statement ‘I am God’ is a self-evident truth. To the Christian, it is
blasphemy. The blasphemous arrogance of one who attempts to usurp
Ishwara’s throne 1s described in the story of the fall of Lucifer.)

7. Ishwara may also be thought of as a trinity of personified func-
tions. These three functions of Ishwara are: Brahma the Creator,
Vishnu the Sustainer and Shiva the Dissolver. Ishwara creates the
universe out of himself, sustamns 1t for a while, dissolves it into himself
and recreates it, 1n an eternal cycle.

8. Each of these persons of the Hindu trinity has a female principle,
called a Shakti. Thus, Sarasvati is the Shakti of Brahma, Lakshmi of
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Vishnu and Parvati or Devi of Shiva. There are other forms of Shakti
besides these, including Kali, who will play such a large part in
this story. Kali, like Durga, 1s one of the aspects of Devi (which
means simply goddess) and can therefore be regarded as the Shakti of
Shiva.

9. Vishnu is believed to have manifested himself from time to time
in human form. These divine incarnations are called evatars. Two of
the most famous are Rama and Krishna. Hindus recognize both Buddha
and Jesus of Nazareth as avatars, and they anticipate the birth of more
avatars from time to time 1n the future. The claims of Ramakrishna to
be regarded as an avatar will be discussed later.

Complicated as this system of divine relationships may seem to
the reader, it 1s in fact a simplified outline. In other books, he will find
a vartety of other names and epithets for the same beings. Here, I shall
try always to use the same name for any given being; unless by doing so
I suppress essential information.

Although the Kali Temple is such a large building, the shrine which
contains the image of the goddess 1s relatively small and affords room
only for the officiating priest and just a few worshippers. The rest
have to crowd on the open terrace outside the shrine or on the marble
steps which lead down from it. The reason for this apparent dispropor-
tion between the sizes of the temple and the shrine 1s that the Hindu
regards a temple as a symbol of the human body. Within the body of
the temple, the shrine symbolizes the heart, the seat of the’ Atman
within man. Now, the Hindu scriptures teach us to regard the all-
encompassing Brahman as ‘greater than the greatest’ and the indwelling
Atman, for convenience of meditation, as being fof the size of a
thumb’. It follows, therefore, that the shrine should occupy only a tiny
space within 1ts temple.

While we are on the subject of the Hindu temple as a symbol of
the body, 1t 1s worth commenting on the fact that some old temples —
though not those at Dakshineswar — have erotic carvings on their
outer walls. These carvings represent the outgoing sensual thoughts
of man, when his senses become entangled in the maya of physical
phenomena. They are set there to create a“deliberately violent contrast
to the mood of indrawn meditativeness which is expressed by the shrine.
But lere, again, is a stumbling block for the foreign observer; and many
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of them have exclaimed in disgust that the Hindus blend pornography
with their religion.

The image of Kali at Dakshineswar is small; less than three feet in
height. The goddess is represented standing upon the prostrate body of
Shiva, who les on a silver lotus of a thousand petals. The figure of
Shiva is made of white marble, that of Kali of black basalt. Kali 1s
dressed in red silk and decorated with ornaments;studded with jewels.
She also wears a girdle of severed arms and a necklace of skulls, all
carved out of marble. She is sticking out her tongue; some explain this
as a gesture of coyness once common among the countrywomen of
Bengal, others say that she is licking up blood. She has four arms. One
of her left hands holds a decapitated head, the other a bloody sword.-
One of her right hands confers blessings on her devotees, the other is
raised in a gesture (similar to that which is often depicted in statues of
the Buddha) signifying ‘be without fear’.

The symbolism here is shockingly explicit, and it is certain to repel
those who have embraced that curious Western heresy which declares
that the pretty and pleasant are more ‘real’ than the ugly and the
unpleasant. Hindu philosophy, on the other hand, declares that the
unpleasant and the pleasant are equally real (or unreal) and that both
these strands of our experience are woven by the same power. Kali,
as we have seen, is a Shakti; and Shakti is the Power of Brahman, which
both creates and destroys. So Kali is shown as the Mother and the
Destroyer, giver of life and death, blessings and misfortunes, pleasures
and pains. To her devotees, the fortunes and misfortunes of life are
. simply to be regarded as ‘Mother’s play’. And, surely, any other view
of the human situation 15 mere sentimentalism. So we must.dearn to
love Kali, whether we want to or not, When we have done so, we
shall be able to accept our experience in its entirety. And thus we shall
have conquered fear and aversion as well as desire.

It is sometimes ignorantly said that Kali has conquered or destroyed
Shiva, because she is shown standing upon his prostrate body. But this
is a misconception. Ramakrishna used to explain the real meaning of
their relationship as follows.Kali stands on Shiva’s chest; Shiva lies
under her feet like a corpse; Kali’s eyes are fixed on Shiva. This simply
denotes the union of Brahman with its Power. Brahman does not act;
therefore Shiva lies on the ground immobile. Kali, the Power of
Brahman, keeps her eyes fixed upon Shiva since she can only act
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because of Brahman’s presence. Only through Brahman can she create,
preserve and destroy. Shiva sanctions everything that Kali does.

The Kali Temple stands between two other buildings, within the court-
yard. To the south of the temple is the theatre-hall (nat-mandap), a
spactous and handsome building with a double row of pillars which
nevertheless belongs to the same architectural family as the simple
sheltered platforms in Kamarpukur, on which Ramakrishna sat at
school and went 1nto ecstasy while performing the role of Shiva,

To the north of the Kali Temple is the Radhakanta, the temple of
Krishna and Radha. Krishna was Radha’s beloved, and their relation-
ship 1s held to express the worship of God as the divine lover. It is
taught that every one of our human relationships can be sublimated to
a non-physical, non-possessive plane, on which it 1s directed towards
God and becomes a mode of worship. Thus, God may be regarded as
a Father, a Mother, a Child, a Lover, a Friend, or a Master. The
approach to God as a lover or bridegroom is, of course, well known to
the Christian tradition. Every Catholic nun is regarded as a bride of
Christ.

In India, Krishna is worslupped in three different aspects which
represent three ages in his hife on earth. He is worshipped either as the
baby Gopala, or as the boy shepherd who is often called Govinda, or
as the mature Krishna whose teaching of Arjuna is set forth in the
Bhagavad-Gita. In the Radhakanta Temple he is scen as the shepherd-
boy Govinda; for it was during this part of his life that he enjoyed
the pastoral 1dyll of his relationship with Radha, and with her friends
the gopis (milkmaids). Govinda wears a peacock feather in his hair, and
plays the flute which symbolizes his power to enchant the hearts of his
devotees. The figures of Krishna and Radha in the shrine of the
Radhakanta are 214 1. and 16 in. respectively. They are slightly in-
clined towards each other, to indicate mutual devotion. Krishna’s
complexion is traditionally represented as blue, while Radha’s is fair.
So, in token of the merging of their personalities, Radha wears a blue
stone as a nose-drop wiile Krishna wears a pearl, and she is dressed 1n
blue while he is dressed in yellow.

One side of the courtyard is formed by the row of Shiva temples
with the portico in the middle. The other three sides are enclosed by
blocks of rooms opening on to colonnades. These are rooms for temple
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officials, guestrooms, storerooms or rooms in which food is prepared
for the temple worship. At the northwest corner of the courtyard,
overlooking the river, is the room where Ramakrishna passed most of
his adult life. This room is now, of course, the centre of interest and
veneration for all who come to Dakshineswar. It is large and pleasant;
certainly the best room one could have on the courtyard. And it 1s
relatively cool, being open to the courtyard colonnade on the one side
and to the river-front porch on the other. It has recently been repaved,
which every devotee must regret; since one no longer has the experi-
ence of walking on the same floor that Ramakrishna trod. Otherwise,
the room has been little changed. Ramakrishna’s two beds stll stand
in their places, side by side; the one he used for sitting on during the day
and the one he used for sleeping. And the views that he saw from the
room can have changed very little. Beyond the courtyard to the north,
near the riverbank, stands one of the two music-towers called Nahabats.
It has an important place in our story. To the west, the brown river
with its tides ebbs and flows strongly. Across on the opposite bank, a
long, low line of palms does not quite hide signs of Calcutta’s growing
industrialism; here and there, the smokestack of a factory appears. But
at sunset and sunrise, the Ganges becomes beautifully mysterious and
timeless, with the features of the shore dimmed in a murky golden
haze. High-prowed boats of the old-fashioned build, such as Rama-
krishna humself must often have travelled in, slip by and are lost in the
darkness. In silhouette they somewhat resemble gondolas. And indeed
this magical golden half-light must remind many Westerners of sunsets
on the lagoons of Venice.

The temple courtyard occupies only the southwest corner of the
Dakshineswar property. The remaining area was partly planted with
flower gardens and orchards, partly left as virgin jungle. There were
three tanks, and a house known as the Kuthi, in which the Rani and
her family used to stay when they visited Dakshineswar. Ramakrishna
also spent much time there. I shall not go into further details now. Cer-
tain spots and buildings are better described later, in connection with
particular events in Ramakrishna’s life.

The reader may have noticed that, since the beginning of this chapter,
I have begun using the name Ramakrishna instead of Gadadhar. In
doing this, I follow the practice of other biographers, who have always
chosen this point in the narrative to make the change-over. As a matter
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of fact, however, it 15 not clear exactly when or how Gadadhar received
his new name. There are three theories about this. One is that Rama-
krishna was perhaps a name bestowed on Gadadhar by his parents,
who were, it will be remembered,.devotees of Sr1 Rama. That thss is so
seems very doubtful, and, even if Gadadhar did possess this name
throughout his boyhood, he was certainly seldom or never called by 1t.
Another theory, favoured by Saradananda, 1s that Gadadhar was given
the name by the monk Tota Puri at the time of his initiation; an incident
which is described in Chapter 10. The third — and most generally
accepted — theory 1s that Gadadhar was first called Ramakrishna by
Mathur Mohan, the son-in-law of Rani1 Rasmani.

The Rani relied greatly on Mathur’s judgement. He advised and
helped her in all her' undertakings; and the two were temperamentally
well suited. When Mathur’s wife, the Rant’s third daughter, died, the
Rani encouraged him to marry her fourth daughter, because she was
eager to keep him in the family. And, indeed, she did well to value
Mathur. He was a man of the world with a keen business sense; and yet
1t was just this extreme worldly shrewdness in judging others which
made him able to recognize other-worldly, spiritual qualities when he
found them in another human being. He had strong passions and
prejudices; yet he was a genuine devotee, capable of great religious
fervour. He could be angry and argumentative; but he was also touch-
ingly humble before those whom he considered to be his spmtual
superiors.

From s first meeting with Ramakrishna, Mathur showed his
extraordinary powers of perception; he was instantly and strongly
drawn to this youth, who was to be seen moving about the gardens
with an air of radiant innocence, like a young child. Mathur wanted to
keep Ramakrishna at Dakshineswar; so he decided to offer him a
permanent position as assistant to Ramkumar. But when Mathur spoke
of this, Ramkumar was not at all encouraging; for he had now become
resigned to the idea that his young brother would never settle down
anywhere or accept steady work. Mathur was an obstinate man,
however, and accustomed to getting people to do what he wanted. He
bided his time.

There now came to Dakshineswar another person who was destined
to form a close relationship with Ramakrishna. This was Hriday Ram.
Hriday was a grandson of Khudiram’s sister, and therefore a cousin of
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Ramakrishna’s — or, according to the Hindu view of relationships, a
nephew. Hriday was only four years younger than Ramakrishna, how-
ever; the two had known each other since childhood. He was tall,
handsome and muscular; good-humoured and always ready for hard
work. By nature he was protective and he quickly became the almost
inseparable companion of Ramakrishna. Hriday was not a particularly
spiritual youth, but he had a gift for devotion.

We have seen that Ramakrishna showed, from his early years, a
talent for modelling. Not long after Hriday’s arrival, he took some earth
from the bed of the Ganges and modelled an image of Shiva, which he
then proceeded to worship within the temple compound. Mathur
happened to come by, and was enormously impressed when he learned
that it was Ramakrishna himself who had made the image. He asked
Ramakrishna to give it to him, and he later showed it to the Rani, who
was equally impressed. Henceforth, Mathur was more than ever deter-
mined to prevent Ramakrishna from leaving Dakshineswar.

Ramakrishna was quite well aware of Mathur’s interest in him, and
he now began to avoid Mathur. He feared a meeting between them, for
he held Mathur in great respect and hated the prospect of having to say
No to him — and yet he was unwilling to accept the position. Rama-
krishna recognized the necessity of service for those who had families
to support. But he hitnself, being unattached, was unwilling, as he
used to say, to serve anyone but God. Hriday found this attitude most
unreasonable. He asked nothing better than to be employed at Dak-
shineswar, which he regarded as a paradise, for the rest of his life. He
reasoned with Ramakrishna. Ramakrishna replied that he did not want
to be committed to any permanent work; besides, if he accepted work
in the Kali Temple, he would have to be responsible for the safety of
the ornaments of the goddess — and this responsibiltty he refused to
undertake. Throughout his life, Ramakrishna instinctively shrank from
involvement with jewels, gold or other worldly valuables. Hriday
said at once that he would gladly be responsible for the ornaments.
So Ramakrishna allowed himself to, be persuaded, and thus it was
finally settled. Ramakrishna and Hriday became assistants to Ram-
kumar 1n the Kah Temple. Ramakrishna had to dress the image and
prepare it for worship; Hriday had to look after the ornaments.

That same year, on the day after the celebration of Sri Krishna’s
birthday, there was an accident in the Radhakanta Temple. The priest
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of this temple was, as we have seen, Kshetranath, the brother of Mahesh.
According to custom, the images of Krishna and Radha were removed
from the shrine after the worship was over and placed on beds 1n
another room. (The idea that the Deity has to ‘rest’ after being wor-
shipped is current in many parts of the world. In the cathedrals of some
Catholic countries, you may see the doors of the shrine closed to protect
the privacy of the Blessed Virgin after a big religious festival.) On this
occasion, as Kshetranath was carrying the image of Krishna back to the
bedchamber, he slipped in some water which had been spilled on the
marble floor, and fell. The leg of the image was broken off.

The accident caused a commotion. It was considered unlucky and
of evil omen; and Kshetranath was immediately dismissed for his
carelessness. The pandits were called together to decide what should be
done next. They ruled that a broken image could not be worshipped;
another 1mage must be made and the old one thrown into the Ganges.

But the Ram1 was unwilling to throw away an image which she had
once begun to worship. At Mathur’s suggestion, she consulted Rama-
krishna — of whom they now both had such a high opinion that they
already called him — this youth not out of his teens — ‘Father’! Before
replying to the question, Ramakrishna pondered over it deeply and
went 1t an ecstatic spiritual mood. Then he said: ‘If one of the Rani’s
sons-in-law were to break a leg, would she throw him away and put
someone else 1 his place® Wouldn’t she rather have him cured by a
doctor? Let it be the same in this case. Mend the image and worship 1t
as before.’

Some of the pandits were shocked by this demonstration of divinely-
inspired common sense; but the Rani and Mathur were delighted.
Ramakrishna mended the image himself - so skilfully that no one there-
after was able to see the break in the limb. Later, when Ramakrishna
was asked by a somewhat stupid landowner, ‘Sir, is 1t true that the
Krishna at Dakshineswar has been broken® he replied scornfully,
‘Can He who is the indivistble Whole be broken? A fine idea!’

Ramkumar’s anxieties were now put to rest. Ramakrishna appeared
to be settling down in a respectable position. Ramkumar was relieved
at this; for he was now in his fifties and his health was poor. He had
grown old before his time. )
Ramkumar began to let Ramakrishna perform the worship in the
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Kali Temple while he himself performed the worship of Krishna and
Radha. Perhaps he did this because he wanted to prepare Ramakrishna
to take over his duties as soon as possible. Perhaps he — who had
foreseen the death of others — now foresaw his own. He died the next
year, quite suddenly, at a place just outside Calcutta to which he had
been called on some urgent business.

This was in 1856.
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6
The Vision of Kali

Thus it was that, at the age of twenty, Ramakrishna suffered a second
great bereavement. Ramkumar had been even more than an elder
brother to him; he had stood, especially during the past four years, in
the place of Ramakrishna’s father.

The young man’s mind now turned altogether away from the world
and its impermanence, towards the one resource which he believed to
be unfathing. He became passionately resolved to obtain a vision of
Kali the Divine Mother - to know the Reality within the image he
worshipped daily in the shrine. Obsessed by the love he felt for Kali
and by his desire to see her, he spent every moment that he could in the
temple. And when its doors had to be closed, according to custom, at
midday and at night, he avoided the company of others and wandered
off alone into the jungle thickets which covered the northern end of the
temple property.

Hriday now became concerned, for he saw that Ramakrishna was
neither sleeping nor eating sufficiently. And he knew that his uncle was
in the habit of going off into the jungle — a thing which nébody else
at Dakshineswar would willingly do, especially at night. Since the
place had formerly been a graveyard, you might expect to meet ghosts
there.

One night, the devoted youth put aside his own fears and followed
Ramakrishna at a distance. In order to scare him into turning back,
Hriday threw some pebbles and gravel after him, They fell around
Ramakrishna, who ignored them and went on into the thicket. The
next day, Hriday asked his uncle outright what he had been doing in
such a sinister spot, in the middle of the night. Ramakrishna then
explained to um that an amalaki tree (which bears an astringent plum-
like fruit) grew there, and that, according to the Scriptures, anyone who
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meditates beneath an amalaki will have his dearest wish fulfilled.
Ramakrishna was meditating under the tree in order to get his vision
of Kali.

Hriday became increasingly distressed by his ungle’s austerities.
Being himself temperamentally unable to understand this kind of
devotional obsession, he felt that Ramakrishna was going beyond the
bounds of propriety and even of sanity. And his feeling was shared, to
some extent, by almost everybody at Dakshineswar. Their head priest
was taking his religion more seriously than they thought decent.

On another occasion, Hriday went into the jungle when he knew
that Ramakrishna was already there. He found his uncle seated in
meditation under the amalaki. Ramakrishna had taken off his dhod
and even the sacred thread which he wore as a brahmin, and was
sitting there stark naked. Hriday was so scandalized that he roused
Ramakrishna from the depths of his meditation and reproached him:
had he gone mad to do such a thing?

Ramakrishna replied calmly that this was the right way to meditate.
Man labours from his birth under eight forms of bondage, he told
Hriday: they are hatred, shame, fear, doubt, aversion, self-righteous-
ness, pride in one’s lineage and pride in one’s caste-status. All these
forms of bondage tie man’s mind down to worldly thoughts and desires
and prevent him from raising his mind to spiritual things. The sacred
thread reminds a man that he belongs to.the highest caste, that of the
brahmins; therefore it makes him proud of his birth. And so it must
be discarded, along with every other pretension, possession, desire and
aversion, before one can approach the Mother in meditation.

Literalness was characteristic of Ramakrishna. He was never content
with a merely mental renunciaton; the thought must be accompanied
by a deed. Just as he had discarded his clothes and his sacred thread,
so on other occasions he performed other acts of renunciation and self-
mortification which were equally drastic. For example, in order to
humble his caste-pride, he cleaned out a privy with his own hands. In
order to affirm his belief that the Divine is present within all beings, he
ate as prasad the remains of the food which the poor had been given,
outside the Kali Temple; carried the leaves they had used as plates
upon his head for disposal, and himself swept and washed the eating-
place clean. In order to learn to regard the so-called valuable and the
so-called worthless with impartial indifference, he took in one hand
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some clods of earth and in the other some coins; these he threw into
the Ganges, repeating to himself ‘rupee is dirt, dirt is rupee’, over and
over again.

Ramakrishna was now enténing upon that phase of life which s
characterized by sadhana, the period of spiritual discipline. All the
great religious teachers have passed through such a phase. One need
only instance the wanderings and austerities of the Buddha and those
years of Christ’s early manhood which are passed over in the Gospel
narrative; years of retirement among the Essenes, if the scholars’ Jatest
theories are correct. Except in the cases of Buddha and Chartanya, no
such sadhana has been recorded in detail. This may well be because the
devotees of later times did not wish to show therr Ideal in the throes of
temptation, spiritual anguish and despair. They did not wish to show
an incarnation of God behaving like a human being. This has never
been the attitude of the truly great devotees, however. Such devotees
have even felt unwilling to dwell on the power and majesty of God, lest
awe should interfere with their devotion.

The orthodox Hindu view is that an incarnation is all the time fully
conscious of his divinity, so that whatever he does is only a kind of
play-acting (a /i/a). But Saradananda does not altogether agree with
this view. According to Saradananda, the avatar’s sufferings and
moments of weakness are not simulated. Coming into the world with
absolute knowledge of the Reality, he assumes the ignorance and the
weaknesses of ordinary men, in order to be an example to others by
transcending them.

Nevertheless, says Saradananda, the incarnations of God are aware,
even from their birth, that they are other than ordinary people. And
this knowledge gives them immense compassion for all who are in
bondage to worldly desires. It 1s to help them, that the incarnation
performs his sadhana.

Ramakrishna used to tell this story: ‘Three men went walking 1n a
field. In the middle of the field there was a place surrounded by a high
wall. From within this wall came the sounds of music, instruments
were playing and voices sang. The men were charmed by it and wanted
to see what was happemng,. But there was 1ro door anywhere in the wall.
What were they to do? One of the men found a ladder somewhere and
climbed to the top of the wall, while the other two waited below.
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When the man who was on top of the wall saw what was happening
inside, he was beside himself with joy. He even forgot to tell the two
below what he saw; he uttered a loud laugh and jumped down inside.
The other two exclaimed: “A fine friend he 1s! He didn’t tell us what
he saw. We’ll have to look for ourselves.”” So the second man climbed
the ladder. And, like the first man, he looked over the wall and burst
out laughing with joy, and jumped. So what was the third man to do?
He too climbed the ladder and looked over the wall and saw what was
on the other side. It was like a market of happiness, given free to all
comers. His first thought was to jump down and join in the rejoicing,.
But then he said to himself: “If1 do that, no one outside will ever know
that this place of joy exists. Am I to be the only one to find it?”’ So he
forced his mind away from the sight, and he came down the ladder and
began telling everyone he met: “In there 1s the market of happiness.
Come with me — let’s enjoy it together.” So he took everybody with
him, and they all took part in the rejoscing.’

Raniakrishna was accustomed to teach that the whole purpose ot
sadhana was to become able to see Brahman in all things, everywhere.
Sadhana, ultimately, is the effort to know the Universal cause beyond
time and space. We ordinary mortals see only the multiplicity of beings,
not the one eternal substratum. We see multiplicity instead of unity
because we are ignorant. We are ignorant because we are within Maya,
the web of seeming which has been put forth by the Power of Brahman.
This ignorance should not be thought of as an individual delusion. It
is shared by all who are within Maya; that is why our perceptions are
roughly 1dentical. If I think I see a table, then so do you. Our ignorance
consists in being unable to see that the table is essentially Brahman,
and that nothing but Brahman exists. But, though this ignorance is
shared, any one of us can individually escape from it, and thus reach
freedom.

Tt is said that there are two main paths of sadhana: the path of
discrimination and the path of devotion. Since the knowledge that life
ends in death has always been common to mankind, it 1s probable that
discrimination was practised before devotion. For discrimination con-
sists in rejecting all that is impermanent, in order to come at last, by a
process of elimination, to the permanent substratum, the Reality.
The Buddha began his search in this way, after his first contact with
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sickness, old age and death had made him realize the impermanence of
human life. It has been said, therefore, that the path of discrimination
can be described by saying ‘not this, not this’ — meaning that nothing in
the world of phenomena is permanent and that all must be rejected.

The path of devotion, on the other hand, is described by saying
‘this, this’ — because the devotee is constantly reminding himself that
he is everywhere in the presence of Brahman. In saying this, he is not
disagreeing with the man of discrimination. He does not worship
phenomena as phenomena. He worships the Reality behind the
phenomena. We find followers of these two paths in all the world’s
religions. The difference between them is really one of temperament.
It is the nature of some people to arrive at truth by means of intellect,
of others to arrive at it by means of love. Both of these paths have led
countless men and women to union with the Reality. This unitive
experience has been the goal of every true mystic. The Buddhists call
it nirvana, the Christians the mystic union, the Hindus samadhi.

In my second chapter, I briefly mentioned samadhi — known as the
fourth state of consciousness, because it is neither waking, dreaming
nor dreamless sleep. But it is impossible for me to say anything very
explicit about it. Like all but the merest handful of people alive in the
world today, I have never come anywhere near experiencing it. And
even those who have experienced it have had great difficulty in speaking
of their experience. One may say, indeed, that it 1s by definition
indescribable. For words deal with the knowledge obtained by the
five senses; and samadhi goes beyond all sense-experience. It is in its
highest form a state of total knowledge, in which the knower and the
thing known become one. This is nirvikalpa samadhi. The so-called
lower samadhi, savikalpa, is that in which the sense of duality is not
yet quite lost; knower and known are still separated, but only, as it
were, by a thin pane of glass. The mystic who has reached the lower
samadhi is almost certain to be able to pass on to the higher, if he desires
it.

Outwardly, samadhi appears to be a stdte of unconsciousness, since
the mind of the experiencer is entirely withdrawn from the outer world.
Therefore it 1s often referred to as a ‘trance’. But, 1n fact, samadhi is a
state of awareness unimaginably more intense than everyday conscious-
ness. It is the very opposite of a trance, which, in its primary meaning at
least, is a condition of stupor, or bewilderment.
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Of the few mystics who ever reach samadhi, the majority do so
towards the end of their lives or at the moment of death. Ramakrishna,
as we shall see, entered samadhi not once but several times a day, over
a period of many years!

The reader may now ask some such questions as these: “You say
that intense meditation can bring a man to the state of samadhi. But
how does he actually get there? What is going on inside him during this
process? What are the psychophysical steps which lead to complete
spiritual awakening?”’

According to the Hindu physiology, there is a great store of potential
spiritual energy at the base of the spine. This energy is known as the
kundalini, meaning ‘that which is coiled up’; therefore it is sometimes
referred to as “the serpent power’. The Hindu physiologists tell us that
most of us hardly use this energy at all. The little of it that we do
arouse goes into our sex-drives and other physical appetites. But when
the kundalini is fully aroused ~ by the practice of meditation and other
spiritual disciplines — it is said to travel up the spine through six
centres of consciousness, until it reaches the seventh, the centre of the
brain. It is this rise of the kundalini to the higher centres which pro-
duces various degrees of enlightenment. Ramakrishna, in later life,
described the process-as follows:

“The Scriptures speak of seven centres of consciousness. FThe mind
may dwell in any one of these centres. As long as the mind is attached
to the things of this world, it remains in the three lower centres; at the
navel, at the sex-organ and at the rectum. Whale there, it has no higher
ambitions and no visions. It is plunged in the passions of lust and
greed.

‘The fourth centre is the heart. When the mind learns to dwell
there, a man has his first spiritual awakening. He has the vision of
Iight all around him. Seeing this light, he marvels and cries:
“Ah, what joy!” After this, his mind does not go back to the lower
centres.

“The fifth centre is at the throat. When a man’s mind reaches that,
it is set free from ignorance and delusion. The man does not care to
hear or talk of anything but God.

“The sixth centre is at the forehead (between the eyebrows). When
the mind reaches this centre, it has direct vision of God, by day and
by night. But, even so, there is a little trace of egotism left. . . . It’s like
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a light in a lantern. You feel as if you could touch the light but you
can’t, because the glass prevents you.

“The seventh centre is at the top of the head. When the mind reaches
it, it achieves samadhi. Then one becomes a knower of Brahman. One
is united with Brahman.’

Ramakrishna was, of course, speaking to people who were more or
less acquainted with Hindu physiological theory. But here T must
explain that the spinal column is said to contain two nerve-currents,
called ida and pingala. (These have been identified, I do not know how
correctly, with the sensory and motor nerves of our Western physi-
ology.) Ida is said to be on the left of the spinal column; pingala on the
right. In the middle is a passage which is called the sushumna. When the
kundalini is aroused, it passes up the sushumna; which otherwise, in
the case of normally unspiritual people, remains closed. When Rama-
krishna speaks of the centres of the navel, heart, throat, etc., he is
using physical organs to indicate the approximate positions of these
centres; actually, they are located within the sushumna itself.

These centres are also often called ‘lotuses’ in Hindu writings on the
subject, because they are said to appear in the form of a lotus to those
whose spiritual vision enables them to see them. It is wrong to think
of the centres as being gross physical organs; but it must be remem-
bered, on the other hand, that Hindu physiology makes no sharp
distinction between gross and subtle. It is all a question of degree.

It was noticed that, in the case of Ramakrishna, the ascent of the
kundalini was accompanied by a constant and powerful movement of
the blood towards the chest and brain. In consequence of this, the skin
of his chest was always flushed.

As the months of this year, 1856, went by, Ramakrishna’s spiritual
efforts became more and more intense. Addressing the image of Kali
in the temple, he exclaimed piteously: ‘Mother, you showed yourself
to Ramprasad and other devotees in the past. Why won’t you show
yourself to me? Why won’t you grant my prayer? I've been praying
to you so long!” And he wept bitterly.

‘Oh, what days of suffering I went through!” Ramakrishna used to
say, as he recalled this period in after-years. ‘You can’t imagine the
agony of my separation from Mother! But that was only natural.
Suppose there’s a bag of gold in a room and a thief in the next room,
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with only a thin partition in between. Can the thief sleep in peace?
Won’t he try to burst through that wall and get at the gold? That was
the state I was in. I knew Mother was there, quite close to me. How
could I want anything else? She is infinite happiness. Beside her, all the
world’s wealth is nothing.’

Often, before the shrine, he became absorbed and stopped the per-
formance of the ritual; sitting motionless for hours at a time. Because
of this, some of the temple officials became impatient with him; others
laughed at him for a half-crazy fool. But Mathur was impressed. And
he told the Rani: “We have got a wonderful devotee for the worship
of our Goddess; very soon, he will awaken her.’

Before long, Mathur was proved right. This is how Ramakrishna
describes the experience: ‘There was an unbearable pain in my heart,
because I couldn’t get a vision of Mother. Just as a man wrings out a
towel with all his strength to get the water out of it, so I felt as if my
heart and mind were being wrung out. I began to think I should never
see Mother. I was dying of despair. In my agony, I said to myself:
“What's the use of living this life?”” Suddenly my eyes fell on the sword
that hangs in the temple. I decided to end my Isfe with it, then and there.
Like a madman, I ran to it and seized it. And then — I had a marvellous
vision of the Mother, and fell down unconscious. . . . It was as if houses,
doors, temples and everything else vanished altogether; as if there was
nothing anywhere! And what I saw was an infinite shoreless sea of
light; a sea that was consciousness. However far and 1n whatever direc-
tién T looked, I saw shining waves, one after another, coming towards
me. They were raging and storming upon me with great speed. Very
soon they were upon me; they made me sink down into unknown
depths. I panted and struggled and lost consciousness.’

It is not quute clear from Ramakrishna’s narrative whether or not
he actually saw the form of Mother Kali in the midst of this vision of
shining consciousness. But it would seem that he did; because the
first words that he uttered on coming to himself were ‘Mother,
Mother !’

After this vision, Ramakrishna was so absorbed that he was often
unable to perform the temple worship at all. Hriday had to do it for
him. Hriday was so disturbed by the mental condition of his uncle
that he called in a doctor to treat him. It would be interesting to know
what form the treatment took. Needless to say, it was quite ineffectual.
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On the days when Ramakrishna was able to perform the worship,
a strange phenomenon would occur. ‘No sooner had I sat down to
meditate, he later recalled, ‘than I heard clattering sounds in the
joints of my body and limbs. They began in my legs. It was as if some-
one inside me had keys and was locking me up, joint by joint, turning
the keys. I had no power to move my body or change my posture, even
slightly. I couldn’t stop meditating, or go away elsewhere, or do
anything else I wanted. I was forced, as it were, to sit in the same posture
until my joints began clattering again and were unlocked, beginning at
the neck, this time, and ending in my legs. When I sat and meditated,
I had at first the vision of particles of light like swarms of fireflies.
Sometimes I saw masses of light covering everything on all sides like
a mist; at other times I saw how everything was pervaded by bright
waves of light like molten silver. I didn’t understand what I saw, nor
did I know if it was good or bad to be having such visions. So I prayed
anxiously to Mother: “I don’t understand what’s happening to me.
Please, teach me yourself how to know you. Mother, if you won’t teach
me, who will»”

In such statements, we hear the artless accents of Ramakrishna, and
they convey, more vividly than any words of his contemporaries, the
personality he was more and more completly assuming; that of a child
of the Divine Mother. Childlike, he now obeyed the will of the Mother
in everything, no matter how trivial, and was utterly careless of what
the world might think of his behaviour.

And now he had begun to see the Mother frequently. He saw her
within the temple and outside 1t, without any longer having to make
an effort of will 1n his meditation. He no longer saw an image in the
temple but the form of Mother herself. Later, he described how ‘I put
the palm of my hand near her nostrils and felt that the Mother was
actually breathing. I watched very closely, but I could never see
her shadow on the temple wall in the light of the lamp, at night. I
used to hear from my room how Mother ran upstairs, as merry as a
little girl, with her anklets jinglng. I wanted to be sure that she’d
really done this, so I went outside. And there she was, standing on the
veranda of the second floor of the temple, with her hair flying.
Sometimes she looked towards Calcutta and sometimes towards the
Ganges.’

Hriday has left us a description of his relations with Ramakrishna
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at this time, and of his uncle’s astonishing behaviour. ‘You felt awe-
struck when you entered the Kali Temple in those days, even when
Uncle wasn’t there — and much more so when he was. Yet I couldn’t
resist the temptation of seeing how he acted at the time of the worship.
As long as I was actually watching him, my heart was full of reverence
and devotion; but when I came out of the temple, I began to have
doubts and ask myself: “Has Uncle really gone mad? Why else should
he do such terrible things during the worship?” I was afraid of what
the Rani and Mathur Babu would say when they came to hear of it.
But Uncle never worried. . . . I didn’t venture to speak to him much,
any longer; my mouth was closed by a fear I can’t describe. I felt that
there was some kind of barrier between us. So I just looked after him
in silence, as best I could. But I was afraid he’d make a scene, some
day.’

Hriday’s fears were certainly justified. He continues: I saw how
Uncle’s chest and eyes were always red, like those of a drunkard. He’d
get up reeling from the worshipper’s seat, climb on to the altar, and
caress the Divine Mother, chucking her affectionately under the chin.
He’d begin singing, laughing, joking and talking with her, or some-
times he’d catch hold of her hands and dance. . . . I saw how, when he
was offering cooked food to the Divine Mother, he’d suddenly get up,
take a morsel of rice and curry from the plate in his hand, touch the
Mother’s mouth with it and say: “Eat 1t, Mother. Do eat it!” Then
maybe he’d say: “You want me to eat it — and then you'll eat some
afterwards? All right, I’m eating it now.” Then he’d take some of it
himself and put the rest to her lips again, saying: “T’ve had some. Now
you eat.”

‘One day, at the time of the food-offering, Uncle saw a cat. It had
come into the temple, mewing. He fed 1t with the food which was to
be offered to the Divine Mother. “Will you take it, Mother?”” he said
to the cat.’

The appalling Power that makes and unmakes the universe may
also be known in the aspect of an indulgent Mother whom one can
laugh with and pester for favours like a child. And that Power is
everywhere present — within the air around us, within an image in a
temple, within a stray cat. These are the simple and overwhelming
truths which Ramakrishna was demonstrating by his seemingly insane
actions. No wonder the orthodox temple officials were outraged ! They
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sent a message of complaint to Mathur, who was away from Dakshines-
war at the time. Mathur replied that he would soon return to see and
judge for himself; in the meanwhile, Ramakrishna was to be allowed to
continue the worship. Shortly after this, Mathur did return, unan-
nounced. He went into the Kali Temple while Ramakrishna was making
the offering. What Mathur saw convinced him that he was in the
presence not of insanity but of great holiness. He gave orders that
Ramakrishna was not to be interfered with on any account. ‘Now the
Goddess is being truly worshipped,’ he said to the Rani.

But the confidence which Mathur and his mother-in-law felt in
Ramakrishna was to be put to an even more severe test. One day, the
Rant paid a visit to Dakshineswar, bathed in the Ganges and went into
the temple for the worship. Ramakrishna was already there. The Rani
asked him to sing some of the songs in praise of the Mother which he
sang so beautifully and with such ecstatic devotion. Ramakrishna sang
for a while. Then suddenly he stopped, turned to the Rani and ex-
claimed indignantly: ‘Shame on you ~ to think such thoughts even
here!” And so saying he struck the Rani with the palm of his hand.

Immediately there was a commotion. The women attendants of the
Rani who were present began to scream for help. The gatekeeper and
various officers of the temple came running up, ready to seize Rama-
krishna and drag him out of the shrine. They only awaited the Rani’s
order. But the Rani herself remained calm; and Ramakrishna was now
quietly smiling. ‘“He is not to blame,’ the Ran1 told the officers. ‘Leave
him alone.’

For she already knew why Ramakrishna had struck her. Instead of
listening to the song, she had actually at that moment been thinking
about a lawsuit 1n which she was involved. She only marvelled that
Ramakrishna could have known what was 1n her mind. Later, when her
attendants exclaimed at hus insolence, she replied gravely and humbly:
‘You don’t understand — it was the Divine Mother herself who
punished me and enlightened my heart.” And she forbade them ever to
refer to the incident again.
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‘The Marriage of Ramakrishna

Shortly after this, Ramakrishna gave up performing the worship in
the Kali Temple. It is written in the Bhagavad-Gita that, as a man
progresses along the path of spiritual development, his acts will “fall
from him’; in other words, the performance of rituals and the observ-
ance of other religious duties will become less and less necessary for
his spiritual welfare. Ramakrishna used to express this truth as follows:
“The mother-in-law allows her daughter-in-law to eat all kinds of food
and do all kinds of work, until she conceives. But, as soon as she’s
with child, one must be a hittle careful about the kind of work and food
she is given; and later, when her pregnancy 1s far advanced, her work is
strictly limited. Just before childbirth, she doesn’t have to work at all.
And, when the baby is born at last, she has nothing to do but play
with it.’

Ramakrishna’s devotion to the Divine Mother was now so great
that external acts of worship had become unnecessary. He was wor-
shipping the Mother in spirit, wherever he happened to be and whatever
else he was doing. Sometimes, it seemed to him that he had no separate
existence from her at all; he would take flowers and sandalwood and
decorate his own body, instead of her image. And if this sense of com-
munion with her ceased for even a few moments, his agony would be
so intense that he would throw himself down, wailing, and rub his face
against the earth untl it bled.

Mathur observed Ramaknshna’s behaviour with mixed feelings.
One half of his mind had decided that Ramakrishna was not only sane
but super-sane, a being who could see the real nature of things in
clearer perspective than ordinary mortals. But the other half of Mathur’s
mund persisted 1n regarding Ramaknishna as a sadly eccentric and
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irresponsible young man who needed to be protected from himself
and weaned back to normal human ways.

Mathur had rebuked the temple officials who said Ramakrishna was
mad; yet now he called in a doctor, just as Hriday had done earlier, to
treat Ramakrishna for his ‘nervous disorder’. Mathur was well aware of
Ramakrishna’s attitude towards personal possessions and the dangers
of addiction to them. Yet he bought a beautiful shawl from Benares at
the cost of a thousand rupees and gave it to Ramakrishna. At first,
Ramakrishna was delighted. He put on the shawl and walked about the
temple grounds, admiring it and showing it to everyone he met; telling
artlessly just how much Mathur had paid for it. But then, suddenly, his
mood changed. ‘What’s in this thing?’ he said to himself. ‘Nothing
but goat’s hair. Nothing but a certain blend of the five elements. Will
it keep out the cold? An ordinary blanket’s just as good. Will it help
me to realize God? Not one bit! Quite the opposite — when you put 1t
on, you begin to think you’re better than other people, and your mind
turns away from Him.” Saying this to himself, Ramakrishna flung the
shawl on the ground and spat on it and trampled 1t. He would even
have set fire to it, if someone had not taken 1t away from him. When
Mathur was told about this, he saw at once that he had been wrong to
give Ramakrishna the shawl. ‘Father did the right thing,’ he said.

On another occasion, Mathur and the Rani came misguidedly to
the conclusion that Ramakrishna was suffering from the effects of
unduly prolonged continence. So Mathur brought prostitutes to visit
and, if possible, seduce him; and later took him to a house of prostitu-
tion 1 Calcutta. But Ramakrishna saw only the Divine Mother in
these, as i all, women. Saluting Her presence, he went into samadhi.
The women themselves were profoundly moved by the experience.
They begged his pardon with tears for having tempted him in this
manner; mortally afraid that they might have mcurred bad karma by
doing so. It is not recorded that Ramakrishna scolded the Rani or
Mathur; no doubt, like other great teachers before him, he judged the
intention rather than the deed.

We have already noted the literalness with which Ramakrishna suited
action to idea; here is an extraordinary instance of it. At this time, he
began to worship Sri Rama, the chosen deity of his father Khudiram.
It is related in the Ramayana — the epic poem which describes the life
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of Rama — that Rama’s chief devotee was Hanuman, the king of the
monkeys. Hanuman is therefore revered in India as an ideal devotee,
notwithstanding his animal form. So now Ramakrishna set himself to
imitate Hanuman in every respect. ‘I had to walk like Hanuman,” he
recalled, ‘T had to eat like him, and do every action as he would have
done it. I didn’t do this of my own accord; it happened of itself. I tied
my dhoti around my waist to make it look ltke a tail, and I moved about
in yjumps. I ate nothing but fruit and roots, and T didn’t like them when
they were skinned or peeled. I spent a lot of my time in trees; and I
kept crying “Rama!” in a deep voice. My eyes got a restless look, like
the eyes of a monkey. And the most marvellous thing was — the lower
end of my spine lengthened, nearly an inch! Later, when I stopped
practising this kind of devotion, it gradually went back to its normal
size.’

It was during the period of Ramakrishna’s devotion to Rama that
he had a vision of Sita, Rama’s wife. This vision was experienced in
daylight, with open eyes; Ramakrishna was not meditating on Sita or
even thinking about her, at the time. This was how he described it:
‘One day, I was sitting in the place which is now the Panchavat. I was
in a state of ordinary consciousness, well aware of my surroundings.
All of a sudden, a luminous female figure of exquisite grace appeared
before me. She lit up everything around her with her radiance. I could
see her, and at the same time I could see the trees, the Ganges, every-
thing. I saw that this was a human figure, for she had no marks of a
dwvine being upon her — such as a third eye, for instance. But such a
sublime face as hers was — full of love, sorrow, compassion and fortitude
~is seldom to be seen even among the goddesses! Slowly she advanced
towards me, from the direction of the north, and all the while she looked
at me with gracious eyes. 1 was amazed, and was wondering who she
might be, when suddenly a monkey uttered a cry and jumped over to
her side and sat by her. Then it came to me in a flash that this must be
Sita; she whose whole life had been devoted to Rama, and who had
suffered so greatly. Overcome by emotion, I was about to fall at her
feet crying ‘Mother!’, when she passed into my body and became
merged 1n it. As she did so, she told me that she was making me a gift
of her smile! I fell unconscious on the ground. . .. This was the
first vision I ever had with my eyes wide open, and when I wasn’t
meditating. Is it because my first vision was of Sita in her sorrowful
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aspect that I've had so much suffering in my life, since then? Who
knows?”’

Everyone who knew Ramakrishna agreed that he had a smile of
unforgettable sweetness. Saradananda believed that his smile was
literally the same as Sita’s smile.

Mention has been made above of the Panchavati. A panchavati is a
grove of five sacred trees, designed as a place of meditation. The trees
which must be used are: an aswattha, which 1s a kind of fig; a vilva,
whose leaves are used in the worship of Shiva; an amalaki, the wish-
fulfilling tree referred to 1n the last chapter; an asoka, a flowering tree
beneath which, according to tradition, Sita lived in Ceylon during the
period of her abduction by the demon Ravana; and a danyan, the
mighty tree with downward-hanging roots which occupies the central
posttion 1n so many villages of southeastern Asia. The Scriptures
direct that these trees must be planted according to a certain arrange-
ment — the fig to the east, the vilva to the north, the banyan to the west,
and amalaki to the south and the asoka to the southeast. An altar must
be placed in the muddle.

It was at this ime that the Panchavati at Dakshineswar came into
being. (It still partially exists and is regarded as one of the most sacred
spots 1n the temple grounds.) The amalaki tree under which Rama-
krishna had been meditating had had to be cut down, because a pond
nearby was being re-excavated and the land around it cleared and
levelled. So Ramakrishna, with Hriday’s help, prepared this new place
of meditation. He himself planted the aswattha, Hriday the other trees.
When the saplings had been set in position, a hedge of vines was
planted around them, to hide the Panchavati from the view of passers-
by. Soon, however, the cows which wander, 1n the freedom of their
sanctity, over the grounds of any temple in India, began to crop the
hedge; and Ramakrishna saw that it would have to be protected by a
fence. It is said that a particularly high tide on the Ganges washed up
all the necessary articles — some mangrove posts, cor rope and even a
chopper — quite close to the required spot; and Ramakrishna and one
of the gardeners made a fence with them. Saradananda uses this anec-
dote to 1illustrate a statement which is'made in the Upanishads, that a

true knower of Brahman cannot desire anything without that desire
being fulfilled.
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In 1858, a certain Ramtarak came to Dakshineswar, in search of employ-
ment. Ramtarak was the son of Khudiram’s youngest brother; he and
Ramakrishna were therefore cousins. Ramtarak was several years the
elder of the two. Ramakrishna always used to call him Haladhari, so I
shall use that name here.

Haladhari was an intelligent and scholarly man, well versed in the
scriptures and subtle in philosophical argument. Mathur gladly em-
ployed him ~ the more so because of his relationship to Ramakrishna.
It was arranged that Haladhari should take over the worship in the
Kali Temple, while Hriday was transferred to the temple of Krishna
and Radha. But difficulties arose, even from the start.

Although Haladhari was a devotee of Vishnu, he had no antipathy
to Shakti and therefore no objection to performing the worship of
Kali; but he did object, as a strict brahmin, to eating cooked food from
the temple. (His scruples were related to the Rani’s low caste-status;
they have already been discussed in Chapter 4.) Mathur agreed to
provide Haladhari with raw food which he could cook himself, but at
the same time pointed out to him that both Ramakrishna and Hriday
always took the temple prasad. Haladhari replied, with becoming
humility, “My cousin is in an exalted spiritual state; he can do as he
likes. But I have not reached that state and I must abide by my caste-
rules.”

Haladhari was not as humble as he sounded, however. His was a
complex nature. His considerable spiritual insight was restricted by the
blinkers of caste-pride and intellectual arrogance; yet, in his half-
unwilling way, he was one of Ramakrishna’s sincerest early devotees.
Ramakrishna himself was well aware of this, and often spoke warmly
of Haladhari, despite the tensions which were continually arising
between them, and which I shall presently describe.

It is customary to offer animal sacrifices to Kali at the times of the
great festivals. Haladhari could not bear to see this; he found it cruel
and disgusting. Here the code of the Vaishnava (devotee of Vishnu),
which enjoins vegetarianism and non-violence, came into conflict with
the philosophy of the devotee of Kali; she who sanctions death as well
as birth. Haladhari’s fault lay in this; that he had accepted the office of
Kali’s worshipper with reservations and a measure of disapproval.
His punishment was dramatic. As he sat meditating in the temple,
the Goddess appeared to him in her terrible aspect as the Destroyer.
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She ordered him to leave the building at once and forever. ‘Beware,’
she told him, ‘lest your son die because of your lack of reverence!’ A
few days later, Haladhari actually did receive news of his son’s death.
He went to Ramakrishna and told him the whole story. We must
certainly admire Haladhari for his frankness in doing this, since it
implied condemnation of himself. Thenceforward, it was arranged that
Haladhari should perform the worship in the Radhakanta Temple and
that Hriday should return to the worship of Kali.

It has already been said that the devotees of Krishna and Radha medi-
tate upon God in the relationship of a lover. A lover — not a husband
or a wife — because, it is said, one must have the reckless love and
disregard for public opinion which is felt by a paramour and his
mistress; married people are careful of the rules of respectability and
their behaviour is more circumspect. Now the ideal to be followed in
this cult of Krishna and Radha is that of absolute purity. The love of
Krishna and Radha for each other is not thought of as a sexual relation-
ship, but as one which far transcended even the thought of sex. In
India, however, sects have always existed which combine the mood of
worship with the act of physical love. Such sects are frowned on by the
majority of devotees, and they carry on their practices in discreet
retirement. These practices are known as ‘left-handed Tantra’.

The Tantras are a vast body of literary works in Sanskrit, dating
from the ninth to the fifteenth century A.p. They deal with various
forms of ritualistic worship, magical and sacramental formulas, mystical
letters and diagrams. On the upper level, the aim of Tantra is union
with God, and specifically with the Divine Mother. On the lower level,
it is success in love or business, avoidance of disease, revenge upon
your enemies. So Tantra ranges from ritual worship to mere magic.
It is two-faced, and therefore very easy to condemn. What is symbol
to one participant is gross physical action to another. For example,
the many tantrik pictures to be found in India and Tibet may be taken
either as representations of the symbolic play of Shiva with his Shakti,
Brahman with the Power of Brahman; or as illustrations to a manual
on the art of sexual intercourse. In the practice of left-handed Tantra, a
male and a female devotee translate the Shiva-Shakti relationship into
an act of copulation.

In the classical age of the Vedas, according to Saradananda, the
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principle of blending worldly enjoyment with spiritual endeavour
was approved of by the great teachers. They recognized that, for the
ordinary man, sensual desire is too strong to be repressed. So they
recommended, instead, that the devotee should remind himself that
God is present, at all times, within our lowest and grossest actions as
within our noblest. (‘The Lord is everywhere and always perfect,’
says the Bhagavad-Gita. “What does he care for man’s sin or for man’s
righteousness?’) It is never improper to think of God, at any time.
The worst act is at least the better for being associated with God. To
believe otherwise is to sanction the hypocrisy of ‘Sunday Religion’,
which will go into God’s presence only in the fine clothes of respect-
ability, never in the soiled garments of the lustful everyday self.

With the coming of Buddhism, says Saradananda, a reformation was
attempted. The mass of worldly people were taught by the Buddhist
reformers a way of life which was only appropriate to the wandering
monk, living in the strictest abstinence. Naturally, the worldly-minded
could not maintan this high standard of conduct. So they began to
resort to tantrik practices in secret.

To think clearly about this matter requires some effort; because our
Western minds are so steeped in puritanism. The association of the
idea ‘sex’ with the idea ‘religion’ shocks us even moie profoundly
than we know. Yet, what is there in all this to be shocked about?
You have a wife whom you love and with whom you have sexual
relations. These sexual relations are motivated, as we all agree, not
only by love but also by sexual desire. None of us find #4is shocking —
although it might well be argued, by someone not accustomed to our
ways of thinking, that love 1s degraded by desire and should never be
associated with it. You do not accept this view. Why, then, should you
be shocked when it is suggested that you associate love and desire with
religious devotion, and try to regard your wife as an embodiment of
the Divine Mother at all times and even when you are having sexual
relations with her? True, if you fully succeed in regarding your wife
as the Divine Mother, you will find that your sexual desire for her ceases.
But, as long as you have not succeeded in this attempt, the mere effort
is surely better than no effort at all.

That is the case for the sexual practices of Tantra, and it deserves at
least to be stated fairly. Ramakrishna, whose own hfe and teaching
were based upon strict purity, was at first inclined to condemn these
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practices outright. Later, when he had become acquainted with some
members of the secret tantrik cults, he modified his view. He still
thought such practices were dangerous and unsuitable for the majority,
but he saw that some of these men and women were sincere, and that
they had really progressed towards spiritual enlightenment. Therefore,
when his disciples attacked the members of these cults, he used to
reprove them: “Why should you give way to hatred? I tell you, this 1s
also one of the paths — though it’s a dirty one. There are several doors
leading 1nto a house — the main door, the back door, the door by which
the sweeper enters to clean out the dirt. So, this, too, is a door. No
matter which door people use, they get inside the house, all right. Does
that mean that you should act like them, or mix with them? No — but
keep your hearts free of hatred for them.’

Now it happened that Haladhari, despite his orthodoxy, belonged
secretly to one of these tantrik cults — and the secret began to leak out.
The temple officials at Dakshineswar whispered and joked about it;
but they did not dare say anything openly because they were afraid
of Haladhar1. He had a commanding personality, and was credited with
psychic powers. There was a superstitious belief that his curses always
came true.

As soon as Ramakrishna heard these whispers, he went straighf to
Haladhari and told him of them, 1n his usual outspoken way. Haladhari
flew at once into a rage, and cried, ‘You’re my cousin and my junior —
how dare you criticize me! Blood will come out of your mouth?
These words frightened Ramakrishna; he tried to soothe Haladhari,
saying that he had only, wished to warn him and save his reputation.
But Haladhari would not withdraw his curse.

One evening, shortly after Haladhari had cursed him, Ramakrishna
felt a tingling sensation in his palate; then blood began to come out of
his mouth. As he described 1t: “The colour of that blood was like the
juice of kidney-bean leaves. It was so thick that only a little of 1t fell
on the ground; the rest clotted and hung down from my lip, like the
air-roots of the banyan tree. I tried to stop the bleeding by pressing one
end of my wearing-cloth against my palate, but I couldn’t stop it.
When I saw that, I was afraid. A lot of people ran up and gathered
round me. Haladhar1 was doing the worship 1n the temple, when he
was told about 1t. He was frightened, and came out to me as fast as he
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could. When I saw him, I told him with tears in my eyes, “Look,
Cousin, just see what you’ve done to me with your curse'” And,
seeing the state T was in, he began to weep, too.

‘Luckily, there was a sadhu [holy man] who had come to the Kali
Temple that day, a good man. He examined the colour of my blood
and the part of my mouth that it was coming from. “Don’t be afraid,”
he told me. “It’s very good that you’re bleeding like this. I see you've
been practising katha yoga. As a result, the sushumna had opened and
the blood was flowing out of your body into your head. Fortunately,
this blood has made a passage for itself through the palate; otherwise
you would have entered nirvikalpa samadhi and never come back to
ordinary consciousness. The Divine Mother must have some special
purpose she wants to accomplish through your body. I think this is
why she has saved it.”” When I heard the words of this holy man, I was
reassured and at peace.’

(One of the pandits who visited Dakshineswar had taught Rama-
krishna some hatha yoga — that system of exercises which is designed
to arouse the kundalini. {See Chapter 6 ] In view of the popularity of
hatha yoga exercises nowadays, 1t is worth recording that Ramakrishna
did not recommend them. He said that they were unsuitable for this
age, because they cause a preoccupation with the physical body and a
neglect of spiritual growth.)

So Haladhart’s curse was turned into a blessing. No doubt Haladhari
felt repentant for a while; but still he could not learn to accept Rama-
krishna unconditionally and love him for what he was. His attitude
towards his cousin alternated between unwilling admiration, contempt
and downright dislike. Haladhari never forgot his caste-pride; to him
as a brahmin, it was inexpressibly shocking that Ramakrishna could
throw off his sacred thread when meditating, and otherwise outrage the
rules of orthodoxy. And yet, in spite of himself, he was sometimes
deeply moved by the sweetness of Ramakrishna's devotional moods.
Haladhari had enough spiritual insight to be able to catch glimpses of
the tremendous Presence which had so mysteriously chosen to dwell
within the body of his absurd and seemingly half-crazy cousin.

Talking about Haladhari at a later period, Ramakrishna used to
recall many incidents in their comically stormy relationship, which
continued to have its ups and downs throughout the years which
Haladhari spent at Dakshineswar ~ from 1858 to 1865.
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For instance: ‘Many times, Haladhari would be charmed by my
devotion in the temple, and he’d say to me ‘“Ramakrishna, now I know
what your real nature is!” So I'd tell him jokingly, “Then don’t you
get mixed up any more!” Then he’d say, “You can’t deceive me again
~ the Lord is within you, I can see it ~ this time, I'm quite certain!”
So I'd say, “All right — let’s see how long you stay certain!”’ But after
he’d left the temple and taken some snuff and started holding forth
about the Gita or some other sacred book, he’d become full of egotism;
and then he’d be quite a different person. Now and then, I'd go to see
him while he was like that, and I'd tell him, “I’ve realized all those
spiritual states you’ve been reading about; I can understand everything
that’s in the Scriptures.” Then he'd get furious. “You idiot,” he’d say,
“you think you can understand the Scriptures®”’ “Believe me,” I'd
say, “‘the One who is inside this body of mine teaches me everything -
you said He was there, yourself.” Then he’d start getting frantic with
rage: “Get out of here, you crazy fool! Are you claiming to be an
incarnation of God? The Scriptures say there’ll be only one avatar in
this age, and that’s Kalki. You must be out of your mind, to think such
things!” So I laughed and said, “Didn’t you tell me you’d never get
mixed up about me again?”’ But of course he wouldn’t listen to me, in
that mood. We had the same scene, over and over again.’

Since his terrifying vision in the Kali Temple and the subsequent
death of his son, Haladhati had come, not unnaturally, to look upon
Kali entirely in the aspect of the Destroyer. One day he said to Rama-
krishna, ‘How can you spend your time worshipping a Goddess who
embodies nothing but wrath and destruction?’

Ramakrishna was deeply pained by this question, which seemed
to him to be a slander on his adored Mother. He hurried into the Kali
Temple, and asked, with tears in his eyes, ‘Mother — Haladhari, who’s a
great scholar and knows the Scriptures, says you’re nothing but wrath
and destruction! Is that really true?” At once, he received reassurance;
the whole nature of Mother Kali was revealed to him. Wild with joy
and relief, Ramakrishna ran across to the Radhakanta Temple, where
Haladhari was seated at worship, and jumped on to his shoulders.
‘Mother is everything!” he told Haladhari excitedly, again and again.
‘Do you dare call her wrathful? No! She has every attribute — and yet
she’s nothing but pure love !’

On this — as on many other occasions later in our story — the touch
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of Ramakrishna communicated an instantaneous enlightenment;
Haladhari’s arrogant resentment and egotism vanished, and he saw the
truth, He bowed down before Ramakrishna in the shrine, and offered
flowers at his feet, feeling that he was in the presence of Kal herself.

Later, Hriday came to Haladhari and asked him, perhaps with a
certain desire to tease, ‘Didn’t you say Ramakrishna was crazy and
possessed by an ewvil spirit® Then what made you worship him? ‘I
don’t know,” Haladhari told him frankly, “when he came in from the
Kali Temple, he simply overwhelmed me. I could see nothing but God
in him. Whenever I'm with him in the temple, he affects me hke that. I
don’t understand it at all.’

Despite these moments of enlightenment, Haladhari continued to
get ‘mixed up’, as Ramakrishna put it. He had seen God present within
his cousin, not once but many times. And yet, when he found Rama-
krishna eating some of the food which had been left over by the temple
beggars, he saw nothing but a young brahmin who was breaking his
caste-rules and defiling himself. ‘What are you doing?” he cried in
horror. “You’ve touched the food of the impure! You've lost caste!
What brahmin will ever marry any of your daughters now?’

This last ridiculous question was too much for Ramakrishna’s
patience. “You hypocrite!” he exclaimed. ‘You keep quoting from the
Scriptures that the world is nothing but illusion and God is the only
reality. Do you think I'm going to preach that everything’s unreal,
and then start begetting children? So that’s all your knowledge of the
Scriptures is good for!’

Meanwhile, the news of Ramakrishna’s supposed msanity had reached
his mother Chandra and his surviving elder brother Rameswar, in
Kamarpukur. Naturally, they were both dismayed. They sent letters to
Ramakrishna, begging him to vistt them for a while. Like all mothers,
Chandra believed in the healing power of the home environment.

So Ramakrishna returned to Kamarpukur, towards the end of 1858.
His mother and brother found him greatly changed. He seemed restless
and scarcely aware of his surroundmngs. He suffered from burning
sensations in his body, probably caused by his frequent experiences of
samadhi. He kept crying out for ‘Mother’ — and this must have been
especially distressing to Chandra, for she knew that she could not com-
fort him; she was not the Mother he desired.
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Just as the Rani and Mathur had sent for a doctor, so now Chandra
sent for a local exorcist to cure her son. Ramakrishna used to tell the
story with characteristic humour: ‘One day, an exorcist came. He
burned a lampwick which had been sanctified by special prayers, and
then made me smell it. He said, “If you're possessed by a ghost, this
will make it run away.” But nothing happened; it was a complete
failure. So then they got in a medium, who called down a spirit, and
they did the worship. The spirit accepted the worship and the offerings,
and was pleased. It told the medium, “He hasn’t been possessed by a
ghost, and he isn’t suffering from any disease.” Then it spoke to me,
through the mouth of the medium, and it said, “Gadai, if you want to
be a holy man, why do you chew so many betel nuts? Don’t you know
that betel nuts make people lustful?”” It was true that I liked betel nuts
very much, and used to chew them now and then. But, as the spirit told
me to, I gave them up.’

After Ramakrishna had been a few months at Kamarpukur, he
became much more outwardly normal. Chandra and Rameswar were
relieved, and congratulated themselves that he had been ‘cured’.
Actually, it would appear that Ramakrishna had passed into an even
higher state of realization, in which he felt more secure in his awareness
of Mother Kalt’s presence. Therefore his expressions of longing for
Her were now less violent.

Ramakrishna did not give up his long hours of meditation, however,
and he spent much of his time in Kamarpukur’s two cremation-
grounds. A cremation-ground is regarded traditionally as the favourite
abode of Mother Kali. It 1s anyhow suitable for meditation, because
ordmary people shun 1t, even during the daytime, and because it is a
perpetual reminder of life’s impermanence. Ramakrishna used to take
food with him, to offer to the spirits of the place and to the jackals
which frequented 1t. If he stayed out very late, Rameswar would come
looking for him, calling him by name. When Ramakrishna heard him,
he would answer, ‘All right, Brother, 'm coming. But don’t you come
any nearer — the spirits might do you harm.’

At length, Chandra and Rameswar decided that there was only
one thing to be done: Ramakrishna must get married. If he could learn
to love a good girl, they reasoned, he would stop being so obsessed
by lus visions. And he would lose his boyish irresponsibility when he
had a wife and children to support.
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But the problem was not so easily solved. Chandra and Rameswar
were poor; and, as the family of the bridegroom, they would have to
provide the marriage portion. Worse, this portion would have to be
correspondingly larger because it would be for a girl on the verge of
puberty. If Ramakrishna had lived the ordinary life of a Hindu boy,
he would have been married at a much earlier age, during his teens, to
a girl of nine or ten. (Hindu marriages, until modern times, were in
fact simply ceremonies of betrothal.) By now, Ramakrishna’s wife
would have been coming into puberty and already a useful working
member of her mother-in-law’s household. But under the circum-
stances, Chandra felt that an older girl must be found, despite the
expense, so that the marriage could be consummated with the least
possible delay.

Although nothing had been said to Ramakrishna, he soon guessed
what Chandra and Rameswar were planning. To their surprise, he
accepted the idea without the least objection; indeed, it seemed to
amuse and please him. He showed a childlike pleasure when he talked
of the marriage ceremony.

But the search for a bride continued in vain. The fathers of the few
available girls all demanded marriage portions which Chandra and
Rameswar could not afford. At last, when the situation looked desper-
ate, Ramakrishna — as though he had now teased them enough — went
into an ecstatic state and announced, ‘You must go to the family of
Ram Mukhopadhyaya in the village of Jayrambati. Fate has marked
my bride with a straw.’

(The expression ‘marked with a straw’ which Ramakrishna used,
refers to a Bengal village custom. If a farmer has a particularly fine fruit
or vegetable which he wishes to offer to the Lord when it is fully
ripe, he twists a straw around it so that no one shall pluck it and sell
it.)

When Chandra and Rameswar accordingly made inquiries in Jay-
rambiti, they found that Ram Mukhopadhyaya did indeed have a
daughter, his only girl. Her name was Saradamani, and she was barely
five years old. Sarada’s age seemed a great disadvantage to Chandra;
but she could see no alternative. And, after all, Ramakrishna had chosen
his bride in a manner which might well be divinely inspired. So
the marriage was arranged, and the marriage portion — of three
hundred rupees — was paid. In May 1859, Rameswar accompanied
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the twenty-three-year-old bridegroom to Jayrambati, and thete the
ceremony was performed.

Chandra’s anxieties were now largely relieved; but she sull had
cause for embarrassment. In order to economize on the cost of the
wedding, she had borrowed the necessary ornaments for the bride from
her old friends, the members of the Laha family. (Dharmadas Laha, it
will be remembered, was the rich landowner who took upon himself
the expense of the anna-prasana ceremony for the child Gadadhar.)
And now the ornaments had to be returned. Chandra could not bear
to think of depriving Sarada of them, for the cluld had already become
attached to her finery. Ramakrishna himself took the ornaments away
while Sarada was sleeping, so deftly that he did not wake her; and they
were sent back to the Lahas. When Sarada awoke, she asked for the
ornaments. Chandra took her on her lap and consoled her; saying that
Ramakrishna would later give her better ones. The child was easily
comforted; but Sarada’s uncle was offended by this incident and took
her back with him to Jayrambati at once. Chandra was humiliated.
Ramakrishna merely laughed and said, ‘Whatever they say or do, they
can’t annul the marriage now V'

Ramakrishna remamed in Kamarpukur about a year and seven
months. Chandra did everything she could to persuade lum to stay
with her permanently, but he became more and more eager to return
to Dakshineswar, especially because he now felt able to resume the
worship 1n the Kali Temple. Also, he knew how poor his mother and
brother were, and that his staying with them was a burden. As soon as
he was back 1n Dakshineswar, he could send them money.

Ramakrishna and Sarada saw each other, during this period. Rama-
krishna went to Jayrambati, and the two of them returned togethet
for the second time to Kamarpukur; this being one of the conventions
of the traditional Hindu marnage. Shortly afterwards, Ramakrishna
returned to Calcutta. It was the end of 186o.

Saradananda, n his book, anticipates the reader’s question: why, if
Ramakrishna had dedicated himself to a monastic fe, did he get
married?

Certanly, says Saradananda, Ramakrishna was not bullied into
marriage by his family. Anyone who has read his story even up to this
point will know that nobody ever made Ramakrishna do anything
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against his will — or, to put it more accurately, against what he believed
was the will of the Divine Mother. It is obvious that he married
willingly, since it was he who chose the bride.

After dismissing some other possible reasons, Saradananda concludes
that Ramakrishna married in order to show the world an ideal. The
Hindu practice of marriage had become degraded at that time. The
wife was a mere servant of her husband’s domestic convenience and
his lust. But Ramakrishna educated his wife in many ways and watched
over her like a father. He did not even treat her as an equal; he wor-
shipped her, as an embodiment of the Mother. If Ramakrishna had never
married, his lay disciples might have said to themselves, ‘It’s very easy
for him to talk about continence; he has never known the temptations
of sex.” But Ramakrishna, as we shall see, preserved unbroken con-
tinence, while living with his wife in the closest intimacy at a time
when she was a beautiful young woman.

It is not that Ramakrishna held up the ideal of a sexless marriage for
all to follow; he was not proposing to put an end to the human race.
“Whatever I do,” he used to say, ‘is done for all of you. If I do all the
sixteen parts’ — referring to the sixteen annas which make up the whole
rupee — ‘you may possibly do one.’
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As soon as he was back at Dakshineswar, Ramakrishna resumed the
performance of worship 1n the Kali Temple; but he did not continue
it for long. After a few days, his awareness of the Mother’s presence
overwhelmed him once more, and he was unable to attend to any
external duties. His earlier symptoms 1eturned; the blood flushed his
chest, his body burned, he could not sleep. But now, as he said himself,
he could regard these symptoms more objectively, and they did not
seriously alarm him.

They alarmed Mathur, just as much as before. Again a doctor was
consulted; new but equally ineffective medicines were prescribed.
One day, however, when Mathur took Ramakrishna to the doctor’s
house in Calcutta, a colleague happened to be present. He too ex-
amined Ramakrishna and declared: ‘It seems to me that the patient’s
condition is due to some kind of spiritual excitement — medicine won’t
cure him.” Ramakrishna used to say in after-years that this doctor
was the first member of the medical profession to understand his
condiiion. But the doctor’s opinion was disregarded by his colleague
and by Mathur.

When the news reached Kamarpukur that Ramakrishna had seem-
ingly suffered a mental relapse, Chandra was in despair. Since all her
planning and her financial sacrifices appeared to have been in vain, she
decided that she must now risk the sacrifice of her own life. She must
practise the fast called prayopavesana, 1n which the devotee throws him-
self down before the deity in the shrine and remains there until his
prayer is granted or he dies of starvation. Chandra attempted to practise
prayopavesana first at a Shiva shrine at Kamarpukur. But a vision
directed her to approach Shiva in another temple, 1n the neighbouring
village of Mukundapur; so there she recommenced her fast. After two
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days, Shiva appeared to her in a dream and said, ‘Don’t be afraid —
your son is not mad; he 1s in this state because he 1s so powerfully
possessed by God.” Chandra was largely reassured. She stopped fasting
and returned home, where she devoted herself to the worship of
Rama, the family deity, praying to him that her son might find mental
peace.

Recalling this period, Ramakrishna used to say: ‘No sooner had 1
passed through one spiritual crisis than another took its place. It was
like being in the midst of a whirlwind — even my sacred thread was
blown away, I could seldom keep hold of my dhoti. Sometmes I'd
open my mouth, and it would be as if my jaws reached from heaven
to the underworld. “Mother!” I'd cry desperately. I felt I had to pull
her in, as a fisherman pulls in fish with his dragnet. A prostitute walking
the street would appear to me to be Sita, going to meet her victorious
husband. An English boy standing cross-legged against a tree reminded
me of the boy Krishna, and I lost consciousness. Sometimes I would
share my food with a dog. My hair became matted. Birds would perch
on my head and peck at the grains of rice which had lodged there
during the worship. Snakes would crawl over my motionless body.

‘An ordimnary man couldn’t have borne a quarter of that tremendous
fervour; it would have burnt him up. I had no sleep at all for six long
years. My eyes lost the power of winking. I stood in front of a murror
and tried to close my eyelids with my finger — and I couldn’t! I got
frightened and said to Mother: “Mother, is this what happens to those
who call on you? I surrender myself to you, and you give me this
terrible disease!”’ T used to shed tears — but then, suddenly, I'd be filled
with ecstasy. I saw that my body didn’t matter — it was of no import-
ance, a mere trifle. Mother appeared to me and comforted me and freed
me from my fear.’

One day, Ramakrishna went into one of the Shiva temples and
began to recite the hymn in praise of Shiva which is known as the
Makimna-stotra:

Wth the blue mountain for ker ink,
Witk a branch of the heaven-tree for her pen,
Wath all earth for her writing-leaf,
Let the goddess Sarada describe your greatness —
She could not — though she wrote forever.
8
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Having reached the end of this stanza, Ramakrishna was overcome
with emotion. The tears poured down his cheeks and fell upon his
clothing. ‘Oh great Lord God,’ he kept exclaiming, ‘how can I express
your glory? The temple-servants gathered around him, laughing and
joking: ‘He’s even crazier than usual, today. Another minute, and he’ll
be riding on Shiva’s shoulders!” Then Mathur appeared on the scene.
One of the bystanders respectfully suggested to him that Ramakrishna
had better be removed before he misbehaved himself in some manner;
he was standing dangerously close to the linga. “T'ouch him —' said
Mathur, with an exaggerated ferocity which was characteristic of him,
‘if you don’t value your head!” Ramakrishna, needless to say, was left
undisturbed. After a little while, he regained outward consciousness.
Seeing Mathur and the others standing around him he seemed afraid,
and asked guiltily, ‘Did I do anything wrong? ‘Oh, no,’ said Mathur,
‘you were just reciting a hymn. I came here to see that no one inter-
rupted you.’

Mathur’s faith in Ramakrishna was finally rewarded by a vision.
One day, Ramakrishna was pacing up and down outside his room, on
the veranda which faced the music-tower. Mathur was sitting alone in
the house known as the Kuthi. Through the window, he could see
Ramakrishna, who was in profound meditation and quite unconscious
of being observed.

All at once, Mathur came running fromhis house, threw him-
self down before Ramakrishna, clasped both of his feet and began to
weep.

Ramakrishna was startled out of his meditation. Mathur’s action
amazed and embarrassed him. Despite the fact that the Rani and
Mathur treated him with such reverence and often asked his advice on
spiritual matters, Ramakrishna still felt some of the respect which a
country boy would normally feel for an immensely wealthy and
powerful man who was also his patron and protector. “What are you
doing?’ he exclaimed to Mathur. ‘You’re a gentleman and the Rani’s
son-in-law! What will people say if they see you acting like this?
Calm yourself — please ~ get up " But Mathur could not stop weeping
for some time. At last, controlling himself, he explained: ‘Father, I
was watching you as you walked up and down, just now — I saw it
distinctly: as you walked towards me, you were no longer yourself;
you were the Holy Mother Kali from the temple! And then, as you
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turned to walk in the other direction, you immediately became Lord
Shiva! At first I couldn’t believe my eyes. I rubbed them, and looked
again, and saw the same thing. As often as I looked, it happened.’

When telling this story, Ramakrishna would comment: ‘I wasn't
conscious at the time that anything was happening to me. I knew noth-
ing about 1t. But I couldn’t make Mathur understand. I was afraid
someone would get to know of it and tell the Rani. Whatever would
she have thought? She might perhaps have said I'd put a spell on
Mathur!?’

That winter, the Rani fell gravely ill with dysentery and fever. When
she realized that her end was approaching, she became anxious to
settle the endowment of the Dakshineswar Temple property so that
the worship there might be guaranteed to continue. The deed of
endowment had never been formally executed, and to do this the Ran
had to get the signatures of her two surviving daughters, waiving ther
clums to the property. The younger daughter signed; the elder,
Padmamani, refused. This refusal caused the Rani much sadness during
her last days. Even a vision of the Mother Kali, which the Rani had
upon her deathbed, could not altogether comfort her. Seeing that lamps
had been lighted around her, she asked for them to be taken away,
saying that they were useless — being dimmed by the brightness of the
Mother’s approach. Suddenly, ‘Mother ~ you have come!” she ex-
claimed. There was a pause. Then she asked plaintively: ‘Padma hasn’t
signed — what’s going to happen, Mother?’ These were the Ranr’s last
words, and they seem to epitomize the life of this great devotee, who
was nevertheless seldom free from the cares of wealth and worldly
affars Indeed, the poor Rani’s fears were quite justified, for the
Dakshineswar property has frequently been the subject of hitigation
amongst the members of her family, from that time down to the
present day.

After the Rani’s death, which took place on February 20, 1861,

Mathur became the sole executor of her estate. But this increase in his

already great wealth and influence did not make him more worldly-

minded. Since his vision of Ramakrishna in the aspects of Kalt and

Shiva, Mathur’s faith had been strengthened; and thenceforth he

devoted his Iif¢ to serving Ramakrishna in every way he could.
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‘Everything is yours,” he used to tell Ramakrishna, ‘T am only your
steward.’ Indeed, he would have gladly made over a fortune to Rama-
krishna, if he had been allowed to do so; but, at the mere mention of
such an idea, Ramakrishna scolded him severely. So he had to content
himself by spending money in other ways which might please Rama-
krishna. He loaded visiting pandits with gifts. He fed the poor lavishly.
He bought gold ornaments for the Kali image in the temple. When
Ramakrishna wanted to attend a religious festival, Mathur made all
arrangements for him to do so; furthermore, he disguised himself and
followed with a bodyguard, lest Ramakrishna should come to harm in
the crowd. Mathur could not be grateful enough that he possessed
‘Father’s’ affection and had daily zccess to him; he was well aware of
his extraordinary privilege. Speaking about Ramakrishna, Mathur
often used the beautiful phrase, ‘He belongs to the country where there
is no night.’

Mathur had a family priest named Chandra Haldar. This man
became jealous of Ramakrishna’s influence on Mathur and of the
favours he was receiving from him. Haldar had been planning for a
long time to get Mathur under his own control and enjoy his generosity.
Being lovw-minded and cunning himself, he interpreted Ramakrishna’s
simplicity as a cunning pose and took it for granted that he, too, was
out to squeeze as much out of Mathur as he could.

One evening, just before dusk, Ramakrishna was lying in a state of
ecstatic semi-consciousness in Mathur’s house at Janbazar in Caleutra.
There was no one else in the room. Haldar saw his opportunity. He
began to shake Ramakrishna, demanding, “What did you do to mzke
him obey you like this? Don’t pretend! I know you understand me all
right! How did you hypnotize him?” He kept repeating these questions,
but Ramakrishna did not answer- for, in his ecstatic state, he had lost
the power of speech. Haldar became more and more angry. ‘So you
won’t tell me, you scoundrel?” he cried, and he kicked Ramakrishna
hard before leaving him, in disgust.

Ramakrishna said nothing of this at the time to Mathur, knowing
that Haldar’s punishment would have been drastic. But later on, when
Haldar had been dismissed for some other offence, Ramakrishna told
Mathur what had passed between them. ‘If I had known that,” said
Mathur, T should have killed him.” And he probably meant it.
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Not long after the death of the Rani, an event occurred which marked
the beginning of a new phase of Ramakrishna’s sadhana.

In those days, there were flower gardens on the riverbank below the
Shiva temples. Although Ramakrishna no longer performed the wor-
ship in the Kali Temple, he was accustomed to collect the flawers
which had to be used 1n the ritual. One morning, as he was doing this,
aboat came up to the stairs of the ghat. In it sat a woman who wore the
ochre robes of a Bhairavi — a female member of a community devoted
to the worship of Shakti. The woman was in her late thirties; she was
still graceful, erect and beautiful. She wore her hair hanging loosely
about her shoulders. Under her arm, she carried several books; these,
and a couple of wearing-cloths, were all her worldly possessions, for
she was a wandering nun.

As soon as Ramakrishna saw the Bhairavi, he became excited, as
though her coming were a long-expected event. He hurried back to
his room and called Hriday to him. He described the Bhairavi, and said,
‘Go to her and ask her to come to me.” ‘But why should she come to
you?’ Hriday asked doubtfully. ‘She doesn’t know you.” “You ask her
in my name,’ said Ramakrishna, ‘she will come.” Hriday was surprised
at his uncle’s assurance,

He was even more surprised when he spoke to the Bhairavi, who
by this time had disembarked and climbed the stairs to the portico of
the ghat; for she accepted Ramakrishna’s invitation as a matter of
course and followed Hriday without any further questions. When she
saw Ramakrishna, the Bhairavi’s eyes filled with tears of delight: ‘Ah,
my child !’ she exclaimed, ‘here you are at last! I knew you lived some-
where along the banks of the Ganges ~ but that was all; and I've been
searching for so long !’

‘But how could you know about me, Mother?” Ramakrishna asked.

‘Through the grace of the Divine Mother, I came to know that I
was to meet three of yov. Two I'met already, in East Bengal. And
today I've found you!’

The Bhairavi spoke little about herself, at that or at any future time.
There was an atmosphere of mystery about her, which was heightened
by her mature beauty and her air of distinction. We know only that
her name was Yogeshwari and that she came of a brahmin family from
the district of Jessore in Bengal. (She is sometimes referred to by
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biographers as the Bhairavi Brahmani or simply as the Brahmani.)
We do not know if she was ever married ; or under what circum-
stances she decided to renounce the lifc of the world and become a
wanderer.

As for the two to whom she referred — the two others wnom she
was told by the Mother in a vision to seek out — their names were
Chandra and Girija. The Bhairavi had met them in the district of
Barisal, and it seems that she spent some time in giving them spiritual
guidance. Much later, the Brahmani brought Chandra and Girija to
Dakshineswar to meet Ramakrishna. Both of them were spiritual
aspirants of a high order, and both of them were suffering from the
same obstacle to ultimate enlightenment; they had developed psychic
powers of which they were foolishly vain.

Ramakrishna used to say of psychic powers, ‘Shun them, like filthy
excrement. Sometimes they come of themselves when you practise
sadhana. But if you take any notice of them, you'll stick fast. You won’t
be able to reach God.” Chandra had developed powers of clairvoyance
and clair-audience; he could tell what was happening in far-distant
places. But this did not prevent him from becoming entangled in a love
affair with a rich man’s daughter, which ended in his humiliation. As
for Girija, he could project a beam of light from his back - a not par-
ticularly useful accomplishment. Ramakrishna liked to make fun of
such tricks by telling the following stories:

‘A man had two sons. The elder left home while he was still young,
and became a monk. Meanwhile, the younger got his education and
became learned and virtuous. Then he married and settled down to
fulfil his duties as a householder. After twelve years, the monk came to
visit his brother, who was beside himself with joy. When they had
eaten together, the younger brother asked the elder, “Brother, you
have given up our worldly pleasures and wandered around as a monk,
all these years. Please tell me — what have you gained by it?” The elder
brother said, “You want to see what I've gained? Come with me!” So
he took his brother to the bank of a neighbouring river, and he said
“Watch!”, and then he crossed the river, walking on the water, to the
ather bank; and he called back, “Did you see that?”’ But the younger
brother just paid half a penny to the ferryman, crossed the river by
boat, went up to his brother and said, “Didn’t you, see me cross the
river by paying half a penny? Is that all you gained by twelve years of
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austerities?”” Hearing his brother’s words, the elder understood his
mistake. And he now set his mind to realize God.’

“There was once a yogi who had this power: whatever he said,
happened. If he said to somebody “die”, that person died immediately;
if he said “live”’, he came back to life at once. One day on a journey,
the yogi met a holy man. This holy man spent his hife simply repeating
the name of God and meditating upon Him; he had been doing thss for
many years. So the vain and arrogant yogi said condescendingly to the
holy man, “Well, tell me ~ you’ve been repeating the name of God all
this time — what have you got from it?”” The holy man answered
humbly, “What should I get? I don’t want to get anything. I only want
to realize Him — and that’s only possible through His grace. So what
can I do but call upon His name and hope He will have mercy on me?”
“All that effort for nothing!”’ said the yogi, “You ought to try to get
something !”” The holy man was silent. But after a while he asked, “And
you, sir, what have you got?” “Watch thus,” said the yogi. And he
turned to an elephant which was tied to a tree close by, and sad,
“Elephant, die!” The elephant dropped down dead at once. The yogi
told the holy man “now watch again”, and he said to the dead elephant,
“Elephant, live!”” And the elephant came to hfe at once, shook the
dust off its body and stood up under the tree as before. “Well,” sard
the yog: triumphantly, “now you’ve seen for yourself!”” All this while,
the holy man had been silent; but now he said, “T've seen an elephant
die and come to life again. But what have you gained by having this
power? Has it freed you from the wheel of death and rebirth? Will it
save you from sickness and old age® Can it help you to realize God?”
The yogi was speechless. His understanding was awakened.’

As for Chandra and Girija, their understanding was awakened, also.
After they had stayed for some time at Dakshineswar and been exposed
to Ramakrishna’s presence, their psychic powers left them. They lost
their vanity and worldly desires and began once more to progress
along the path towards enhghtenment.

On that first morning of the Bhairavr’s visit, Ramakrishna sat down
beside her in his room and began to describe, in the most intimate
detail, his spiritual experiences, his physical symptoms, and the
behaviour which had caused so much scandal and concern to those
around him. Already, he seemed to trust her judgement implicitly.
‘Mother,” he asked, ‘what are these things that keep happening to me?

91



RAMAKRISHNA AND HIS DISCIPLES

Am I mad, really? And the Bhairavi reassured him: ‘How can ordinary
people understand your condition? I tell you ~ these same things hap-
pened to the Holy Radha and to Sri Chaitanya. It’s all written down
here, in these books I have with me. I'll read them to you —

Hriday, watching them, was amazed to see his uncle and this
stranger talking together with all the intimacy and affection of blood
relatives who are reunited after a long separation.

Later that day, the Bhairavi took rice and flour from the temple
stores and cooked food in the Panchavati. This she offered to a stone
image of Sri Rama which she carried about with her, hanging around
her neck. Having made the offering, she began to meditate, and went
into samadhi.

Soon after this, as if drawn by a subconscious attraction, Rama-
krishna himself entered the Panchavati in an ecstatic state. Without
being aware of his action, he took the food-offering from before the
image of Rama, and ate some of it. Presently, both he and the Bhairavi
returned to consciousness of their surroundings. Seeing what he had
done, Ramakrishna was afraid that she would regard it as sacrilege.
“Why do I do these things?’ he exclaimed. “Why do I lose control of
myself like this?” But the Bhairavi told him, “You did well. It is the
One who is within you who acts in this way ~ that is what I saw in
my meditation. And now I know that I need not perform ritual worship
any more. My worship has borne fruit at last.” So saying, she reverently
took as her prasad the food Ramakrishna had left over. And later she
corsigned her 1mage of Rama to the waters of the Ganges. She felt
that it had served its purpose, since she had now had a glimpse of the
living deity within the body and mind of Ramakrishna.

In this manner, a close relationship grew up between Ramakrishna
and the Bhairavi. During the next few days, they were inseparable,
talking eagerly together from morning ull night. After a week, how-
ever, Ramakrishna began to feel that it would be better if the Bhairavi
did not continue actually to sleep within the temple compound, lest
people might gossip about them. (It is to be noted that Ramakrishna
was utterly indifferent to public opinion when it concerned only
himself, but quite sensitive to it when there was a possibility that it
might misjudge others.) He hinted at his anxieties to the Bhairavi, who
agreed with him. It was arranged, therefore, that she should move to
the village of Dakshineswar, which was about two miles upriver. Here
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she settled down in a room at the bathing-ghat. The villagers soon
came to regard her with the reverence due to a holy woman and pro-
vided her with food and other necessities. She continued to visit
Ramakrishna every day. She now began to establish between them the
relationship of Mother and Child — seeing herself as Yashoda, the foster
mother of Krishna, and him as the Baby Gopala. Thus, she could be,
at one and the same time, his devotee and his mentor.

Mention has already been made of the burning sensation which
Ramakrishna used to feel, all over his body. At that time, it became
acute. The pain would begin at sunrise and grow until, by midday, it
was almost unbearable. To ease it, Ramakrishna was obliged to immerse
his body in the Ganges with a wet towel on his head, for two or three
hours at a stretch, Not wanting to stay longer in the water, for fear of a
chill, he would go into the Kuthi, shut all the doors and windows and
roll on the marble floor, after first wetting 1t to make it cooler.

None of the doctors who attended Ramakrishna had been able to
cure him of this malady. But the Bhairavi, consulting her books, found
that it had also been suffered by Radha and Chaitanya. The Scriptures
prescribed a remedy, which sounded so simple that great faith was
required to take it seriously. The sufferer had only to put on a garland
of fragrant flowers and anoint his body with sandal-paste. Rama-
krishna did this, and was cured in three days. But the sceptics at
Dakshineswar maintained that this was sheer coincidence, and that he
had really been cured by the after-effects of an ol the doctor had given
him,

At this time, also, Ramakrishna had one of the attacks of abnormal
hunger which came upon him on several occasions during his life.
To quote his own words: ‘I couldn’t get my fill, however much I ate.
As soon as I'd eaten, I felt hungry again. I felt equally hungry when
P'd taken food and when I hadn’t. It was the same, day and might. . . .
But the Bhairav said, “Don’t be afraid, my child. The Scriptures say
that those who seek to know God may pass through such states; Il
cure you of 1t.”’ So she asked Mathur to store in a room a large quantity
of food of all kinds. Then she told me to stay mn that room day and
night, and eat whatever I liked, whenever I liked. I did so ~ only walk-
ing around to help myself to different things that took my fancy. After
three days, the hunger stopped.’

-
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As the Bhairavi continued to observe Ramakrishna and listen to his
spiritual experiences, she became convinced that she was in the presence
of something greater, even, than sainthood. She came to the staggering
conclusion that Ramakrishna was other than mortal; that he was
actually an incarnation of God upon earth.

It is important at this point to make clear once more just what a
Hindu means by the term avatar, divine incarnation; for it is something
quite precise and no mere vague expression of reverence. As I have
already explained in Chapter §, it is part of the Hindu belief that Vishnu
~ the Sustainer of the world and second member of the Hindu Trinity
- actually manifests himself from time to time in human form. Now,
it may be asked, what is the difference between an avatarand a man who
realizes union with the Atman in the highest form of samadki? The
man who realizes the Godhead within himself does so as the climax of
many human births. His karma from past lives, growing ever better
and better, has impelled him through countless births, deaths and re-
births to this moment of realization; it is, as it were, the apex of a huge
karmic pyramid. The Hindu will therefore entirely agree with Oscar
Wilde’s epigram that ‘every saint has a past and every sinner has a
future’. But a saint 1s still a human being and an avatar is not; he is other
than a saint. An avatar has no ‘past’ in this sense, for he has no karma
He is not driven by his karma to be born; he takes human birth as an
act of pure grace, for the good of humanity. Though he voluntarily
enters the world of time and space, he remains eternal; he is not bound
by time. He is not subject to Maya; he is the master of Maya.

We have already seen two of the avatar’s peculiar powers demon-
strated by Ramakrishna himself. One 1s his ability to remain for long
periods in the state of samadhi, which would quickly destroy the
physical body of an ordinary human being. The other is his power of
transmitting spiritual enlightenment to another person simply by
touching him — as in the case of Haladhari. This power was exercised
by Ramakrishna on many different occasions throughout his life.

The Bhairavi did not keep her conclusion about Ramakrishna s true
nature to herself. She spoke of it to everyone at Dakshineswar, and it
is not difficult to imagine the incredulity with which it was at first
received. This half-crazy young priest, who was regarded as a laughing-
stock even by many who felt an affection for him, was now declared
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