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helped me with his advice and encouragement throughout the writing.
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planatory notes on them which are printed 1n an appendix.

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hitherto unpublished, which make the biography really vivid.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

11



RAMARKRISHNA AND HIS DISCIPLES

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

27



RAMAKRISHNA AND HIS DISCIPLES

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.
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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

5%



RAMARKRISHNA AND HIS DISCIPLES

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?
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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

94



THE COMING OF THE BHAIRAVI

to be Incarnate God! Even Mathur was not sure what to believe. He
was convinced that Ramakrishna was no ordinary man. But an
avatar —! 3

At first, Mathur had been inclined to mistrust the Bhairavi. Could
such a beautiful woman really be as pure as she seemed? One day,
when she was coming out of the Kali Temple, he asked her mockingly,
‘Well, Bhairavi — where is your Bhairava?’ Bhairava is the masculine
form of Bhairavi, and Mathur’s insinuation was that the Bhairavi must
have a lover somewhere in the neighbourhood. But the holy woman
was not in the least put out. She looked calmly at Mathur and then
pointed with her finger at the image of Shiva, lying prostrate beneath
the dancing feet of Kali, within the shrine. ‘But that Bhairava doesn’t
move,’ said Mathur, still sticking to his joke. “Why should I have
become a Bhairavi,” said the holy woman with majestic simplicity, ‘if
I cannot move the immovable?” Her manner finally abashed Mathur,
and he had the grace to feel ashamed of himself.

The Bhairavi not only maintained her conclusion that Ramakrishna
Was an avatar; she was determined to get it confirmed. She was ready
to defend 1t, she said, 1 formal debate with any pandits Mathur cared
to invite. The prospect of such a debate seemed to amuse and please
Ramakrishna himself and, largely for this reason, Mathur agreed to
arrange it. From Mathur’s sceptical point of view, the debate could
anyhow do no harm. No doubt the pandits would refute the Bhairavi,
and that, thought Mathur, would be good for Ramakrishna. As long
as he believed this notion of the Bhairavr’s that he was an avatar, he
Was apt to become more and more 1rresponsible — since God can do
anything He pleases.

The two chief guests invited to the debate were Vashnav Charan
and Gaur1. Vaishnav Charan was famous both as a holy man and as a
great scholar. He was the generally acknowledged leader of the sect of
the Vaishnavas. Many came to him for spiritual guidance. Vaishnav
Charan had met Ramakrishna about three years previously at a religious
festival and formed a high opinion of him. But they had never seen each
other since. Gauri was also famous, as a scholar of Tantra and a man of
remarkable psychic powers.

Vaishnay Charan arnived at Dakshineswar some days in advance
of Gauri, so a preliminary meeting was held without him. The Bhairavi
stated her case, with many quotations from the Scriptures. Then she
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challenged Vaishnav Charan: ‘If you disagree with me, please explain
your reasons.” As Saradananda puts it, she was like a proud mother
coming to the defence of her child. Ramakrishna, meanwhile, sat in
the midst of the assembly, smiling and apparently unconcerned;
occasionally eating a few grains of aniseed from a small bag and histen-
ing to the conversation as though it were about somebody else. From
time to time, however, he would pluck Vaishnav Charan’s sleeve and
explain some aspect of his spiritual experience which he thought was
being misunderstood.

Some say that Vaishnav Charan recognized Ramakrishna’s true
nature from the first moment, by virtue of his own spiritual insight.
But, in any case, he also approved all of the Bhairavi’s arguments from
the Scriptures. The Scriptures teach, for instance, that there are nine-
teen kinds of spiritual mood, and that these can only be found combined
in an avatar, since the body of an ordinary man, however saintly, could
not sustain them and live. Ramakrishna had been shown by the
Bhairavi to have combined these moods — therefore, said Vaishnav
Charan, he was 1n agreement with her: Ramakrishna was an avatar.
This quite unexpected verdict from such a great authority as Vaishnav
Charan caused a sensation. But Ramakrishna took it very calmly.
Turning to Mathur, he said, ‘So he really thinks that! Well — anyway,
I’m glad it’s not a disease?’

Now the question remained: would Gauri agree with Vaishnav
Charan or not?

It has been said above that Gauri had remarkable psychic powers.
There is a ceremony known as the koma fire, in which the devotee
offers up all his actions to God and is symbolically purified by the flame,
Normally, of course, the homa fire 1s lighted on the ground. But Gauri
used to stretch out his left arm and pile wood upon it; then with his
night hand he would light the wood and pour the necessary offerings
into the fire. Considering that the wood weighed about eighty pounds,
that the heat of the fire had to be endured on the bare arm, that the homa
ceremony takes three-quarters of an hour at the very least, and that the
devotee must maintain his meditation throughout it, this feat can only
be described as miraculous. But we have Ramakrishna’s word that he
actually saw Gauri perform it.

Gauri had another power which caused an absurd scene, on the
day he arrived at Dakshineswar and met Ramakrishna. It was Gaun’s
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custom, on coming to take part in a religious debate, to insure his
victory by reciting the refrain of a hymn to the Divine Mother,
together with certain syllables of warlike challenge, %e, re, re; 2l this
he uttered in a voice of superhuman power which Ramatrishna
described as being like “the rumbling of a cloud”. At the same time, he
would slap his left arm with the palm of his right hand, menacingly, as
Indian wrestlers do when they are about to engage their opponent.
The effect seems to have been both intimidating and hypnotic. Gauri's
adversaries usually lost all will to disagree with him; and he had won
the dispute before he even sat down to begin it.

Ramakrishna knew nothing about this power of Gaun’s. But svhen
Gauri began, as usual, to thunder the menacing words, something
prompted him to do likewise ~ and he found himself suddenly endowed
with a volce even more tremendous ! Gauri, amazed to find himself thus
challenged, roared louder. Ramakrishna again out-roared him. The
noise the two of them made sounded like a whole band of robbers
charging to the attack; and the gatekeepers of the Kali Temple, hearing
it, armed themselves with sticks and rushed to the spot. When they
saw who it was that was making the commotion, they went away
cgain, laughing. It is said that Gauri lost his superhuman voice for
&ver after. He was humiliated and angry at first, but soon he and
Ramakrishna became friends.

The full debate with all the pandits present was to be held in the
theatre-hall neat to the Kali Temple. Since Vaishnav Charan, w.ho was
staying in Calcutta, had not yet arrived, Ramalrishna walt.ed over to
it with Gauri. But, before entering, he w.ent into the temple and
prostrated before the shrine of Kali. As Ramakrishna came out of the
temple again, walking unsteadily in an ecstatic state, he met Valshnav
Charan, who prostrated before him and touched his feer. As so often
with Ramakrishna, this act of accepting someone’s prostration coused
him 10 go into samadhi; the Atman revealing itself at the moment of
vworship. Ramakrishna sat on Vaishnay Charan's shoulders, com-
municating ecstasy to him by his touch. Vaishnav Charan immediately
extemporized 2 hymn in praise of Ramakrishns. When Ramahrizhan
came out of samadhi, they all went slowly over 1o the theatre-hall -
moved and shaken by the expericnce — and sat down

Ard now Gauri spoke: ‘Since Ramakrishna his bestew ed this graee
upon Pandit Vaishnav Charan, I shall not debaze with him todzy. If ]
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did, I should certainly be defeated. But that is not my real reason for
refusing. The truth is, we have nothing to argue about; because I
agree with him, His opinion of Ramakrishna is the same as my own.’
And so the matter was settled.

Later, as if to test Gauri, Ramakrishna said to him, ‘Listen —
Vaishnav Charan calls this ~° (Ramakrishna often spoke of himself as
‘this’, ‘this place’ or ‘here’, to avoid personal emphasis) ‘an incarnation
of God. Can it really be so? Please tell me what you think.’ -

Gauri replied, with characteristic energy: ‘Does Vaishnav Charan
call you an incarnation of God? I consider that an understatement! I
believe that you are He by a fraction of Whose power the avatars come
forth and accomplish their mission.”

Ramakrishna smiled and said, ‘Ah ~ so you outbid him? Well — I
know nothing about it.’

“That is as 1t should be,” Gauri told him, ‘for the Scriptures have a
saying: “Thou dost not know Thyself.””’

Lest the reader should suspect that Vaishnav Charan and Gauri had
given their verdict on Ramakrishna out of mere courtesy, or a desire
to curry favour, or from any other un-orthy motive, it must be added
that both of them proved their sincerity by their subsequent behaviour.
Vaishnav Charan continued to visit Ramaknshna at frequent intervals,
and to proclaim him as an avatar to all and sundry, without fear that
his own reputation as a pandit might suffer from ridicule in conse-
quence. As for Gauri, he could not tear himself away from Dakshines-
war. The more time he spent with Ramakrishna, the less taste he felt
for scholarship and theology; he began to long to realize directly, in his
own consciousness, the truths he had read about in the Scriptures.
Gauri’s wife and children kept sending letters to him, urging him to
return to them. At length, it seemed probable that they would come to
Dakshineswar and force him to do so. So Gauri had to make a quick
decision; and he determined to renounce the world. Taking his leave
of Ramakrishna, he said, I shall not return until I have realized God.’
Ramakrishna blessed him on his search, and he set forth. Later, many
people tried to find out what had become of Gauri and where he was.
But none of them ever heard of him again.
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Some Visitors to Dakshineswar

Untl the Bhairavi came to Ramakrishna, he had been living alone, as
it were, in the midst of a crowd. Many people at the Dakshineswar
Temple had learned to love him, but not one of them was sufficiently
advanced in his own spiritual life to be able to understand the nature of
Ramakrishna’s struggle. The very object of sadhana ~ to obtain direct,
unitive knowledge of God — can be, for most of us, only a hopeful
phrase. It is not merely that we could never dare to attempt — we can
scarcely even imagine — the supreme act of ego-surrender, surrender of
all individual identity, through which God is known. And if we can
dimly imagine it for a few moments at a time, it must appear to us as
appalling as death itself; a leap into the utter void.

In the first phase of Ramakrishna’s sadhana, he is finding out
everything for himself, empirically. He has no books to instruct him.
He has no one to tell him if his insights are unique or if they have been
shared by others. He experiences everything as though for the first
time in human history. This loneliness and the fear that went with it —
that these 1nsights were, perhaps, nothing but self-deception — was the
hardest trial that Ramakrishna had to undergo.

But now he had a teacher. The Bhairavi, herself a firm believer in
the Scriptures and their authority, had undertaken to show him that
what he was rediscovering for himself had already been known,
throughout history, to the world’s great seers. The object of her train-
ing was to reassure Ramakrishna by demonstrating to him how he
could obtain the vision of God by following out exactly the instructions
of the Scriptures.

We may accept Ramakrishna as an avatar and nevertheless under-
stand that he had to assume a certain measure of ignorance in order to
set us the example of a great spiritual aspirant, wresthng with genuine
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doubits, fears and temptations. We are familiar with the similar spiritual
struggles of the avatar Jesus of Nazareth in the wilderness. But perhaps
some of us will ask how, if the Bhairavi really regarded Ramakrishna
as an incarnation of God, can she have presumed to teach him?

The answer is, no doubt, that the Bhairavi was not at all times
aware that Ramakrishna was an avatar. Continuous awareness of such
a fact would probably be unbearable for any human being. We find
the same lapses into forgetfulness in the companions of other avatars;
for example, in Arjuna, the companion of Sri Krishna. It is related, in
Chapter 11 of the Bhagavad-Gita, that Arjuna, wishing for an absolute
confirmation of his faith, asked Krishna to reveal himself in his
transcendent aspect, as Lord of the Universe. And Krishna does so.
Arjuna sees Him in all the terror and glory of His power; as creator,
sustainer and dissolver; father of mankind’s many deities, architect
of the universe, final flame into which every mortal must plunge and
be anmhilated. As the Gita puts it: ‘Suppose a thousand suns should
rise together in the sky: such is the splendour of the Shape of Infinite
God.’ Arjuna is overwhelmed and terrified by the vision. In his great
fear, he bows down before Krishna, and says in a trembling voice:
‘To think that I used to address you quite casually, as “Krishna” and
“Comrade”! It was my affection that made me presume, and my
ignorance of your greatness. How often I must have shown you
disrespect — joking with you famiharly, as we walked, or feasted, or lay
at rest together! Did I offend you? Forgive me, Eternal Lord! I bow
down, I le at your feet, I beg for pardon. Forgive me — as friend for-
guves friend, father forgives his son, man forgives his dear lover!’

Krishna reassures Arjuna, and returns to his ordinary form. And
Arjuna cties, in his relief, ‘Oh, Krishna, now that I see you in your
pleasant human shape, I am myself again!’ In other words, Arjuna’s
painful awareness has been dulled; already, he is beginning to forget
Krishna’s god-nature and accept his outward human appearance. We
may infer a similar attitude on the part of Peter, James and John, after
their vision of the transfiguration of Jesus.

Is it desirable to be continuously aware that one is in the presence
of an avatar? Theoretically, yes; practically, no. But it is still most
important to distinguish between the two sorts of ignorance which
may blind one to an avatar’s real nature. Many people meet a Jesus ora
Ramakrishna and regard him as entirely ordinary, because of the igno-
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rant grossness of their own perceptions. Or, if they do catch some hint
of a mystery, they are unwilling, because of their anxiety, apathy or
mental instability, to probe into it further. (In the strange interview
between Jesus and Pontius Pilate, for example, we sense the momentary
stirring of the Roman’s interest and then his lapse into cynical indiffer-
ence and anxiety for his own political future.) But there are also those,
like Arjuna, who are temporanly blind to the avatar’s real nature
because of their love for him. Such a one, also, was the Bhairavi. As
Saradananda says, love prevents you from being conscious of power
in the object of your love; love makes you feel protective towards the
loved one, and so your awe of him disappears. The Bhairavi, as we
have seen, regarded Ramakrishna as her son. Because of this attitude,

she was able to teach him. Under her guidance, he began to practise
the disciplines of the Tantra.

Ramakrishna said later that at first he had had some doubts about
taking up the tantrik form of sadhana, and that, before doing so, he had
consulted the Divine Mother Kali and received her permission. Once
he had made his mind up, however, his eagerness was extraordinary
and his progress was correspondingly rapid.

The object of the tantrik disciplines is to see, behind all phenomena,
the presence of God. There are two main obstacles to this insight —
attraction and aversion. Even the pursuit of knowledge on the material
plane cannot be carried on without overcoming these obstacles, at
least to some extent. The doctor must overcome sexual desire for the
bodies of his patients, aversion from a cancer-sore or a rotting limb,
and fear of catching the infectious diseases he has to treat. Attraction
and aversion both fasten our attention to the outward appearance and
prevent us from seeing beyond it. If, hpwever, we can get even a
glimpse of God’s presence beyond the appearance, then our attraction
or aversion will disappear. Therefore, each of the tantrik disciplines
is designed to help the aspirant overcome some particular form of
attraction or aversion and realize the indwelling Godhead.

Some extraordinary psychic powers came to Ramakrishna at this
time. He had not desired them, so they could do him no spiritual harm;
and, after a while, they left him again. For example, it 1s said that he
became able to understand the cries and calls of animals and birds, and
to hear the great sound known as the anakhata dhvani, which is a
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harmony of all the sounds in the universe, too profound to be heard
by ordinary ears. Another result of his tantrik austerities, vouched for
by many witnesses, was that he acquired for a time a strange and
celestial kind of beauty. ‘It was as if a golden light were shining forth
from my body,” he recalled later. ‘People used to stare at me in wonder,
so I always kept my body covered with a thick wrapper. Alas, I thought
to myself, they’re all charmed by this outward beauty of mine, but not
one of them wants to see Him who dwells within! And I prayed to the
Divine Mother earnestly, “Mother, here’s your outward beauty —
please take it back and give me inner beauty instead !”” And at last that
light went in, and the body became pale again ’

Words which normally carry sensual associations suggested higher
meanings to Ramakrishna in his exalted state. For example, the word
yoni, which normally means the female sex-organ, would mean for
him the divine source of all creation. Indeed, the most unconditionally
obscene words were now as sacred to him as the vocabulary of the
Scriptures, since all were composed of the letters of the same alphabet.

Ramakrishna continued his tantrik sadhana from 1861 throughout
1862, and completed it in 1863. By doing so, he had proved that even
the severest of these disciplines could be practised in complete chastity
and without the companionship of a shakti — a female sex-partner. But
it should not be supposed that his self-control was an easy matter just
because he was spiritually so far advanced. At a later period, Rama-
krishna frankly admitted that he was once attacked by lust. Such
attacks, he said, are caused by pride. If you say to yourself, T have
conquered lust’, you will at once begin to feel lust. Ramakrishna’s
advice was therefore to accept the existence of lust without shame or
guilt. We should pray for it to pass, and meanwhile disregard it like
any other disturbing behaviour of the body. If we worry about our
lustful thoughts, we give them added power over us. It is better to
take it for granted that they exist and will visit us from time to time.
No one can be absolutely free from them in this life, without the grace
of God.

At this time, Ramakrishna felt a strong desire to experience Mother
Kali's power to delude — her play of seeming creation, preservation
and destruction, which is called Maya. He was granted a vision which
would have terrified a lesser devotee. One day, he saw a woman of
exquisite beauty come up from the Ganges and approach the Pan-
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chavati. As she came nearer, she seemed to become more and more
obviously pregnant. Her womb swelled visibly, until she gave birth
to a beauttful child, which she suckled with the greatest tenderness.
But suddenly her expression changed. She became ferocious and
terrible. She began to eat the child, grinding its flesh and bones be-
tween her teeth and swallowing them. Then she turned and went back
into the Ganges.

It was at this time, also, that Ramakrishna was made aware by a
vision that many disciples would come to him in s later life and
receive enlightenment from him. He told this to Hriday and to Mathur.
Mathur replied, with a generous absence of jealousy, “That’s very good,
Father. We shall all be happy together in your company.’

As a matter of fact, more than fifteen years were still to pass, and
Mathur himself was to die, before the boys who were destined to
become the first monks of the Ramakrishna Order began to arrive at
Dakshineswar. But, in the meanwhile, the temple compound was
constantly being visited by all kinds of monks and devotees. Here are
a few whom Ramakrishna particularly remembered and would speak
of in after-years.

‘Once there came a sadhu here,” Ramakrishna would recall, ‘who
had a beautiful glow on his face. He just sat and smiled. Twice a day,
once in the morning and once in the evening, he’d come out of his
room and look around. He’d look at the trees, the bushes, the sky and
the Ganges, and he’d raise his arms and dance, beside himself with joy.
Or he’d roll on the ground laughing and exclaiming, “Bravo! What
fun! How wonderful 1t is, this Maya! What an illusion God has con-
jured up !”” That was his way of doing worship.

‘Another time, there came another holy man. He was drunk with
divine knowledge. He looked like a ghoul ~ almost naked, with dust
all over his body and head, and long hair and nails. On the upper
part of his body there was a tattered wrapper; it looked as if he’d got
it off some corpse on a cremation-ground. He stood in front of the
Kali Temple and fixed his eyes on the image and recited a hymn. He
dud 1t with such power that 1t seemed to me the whole temple shook
and Mother looked pleased and smiled. Then he went to the place
where the beggars were sitting, and got his prasad. But the beggars
wouldn’t let him sit near them, because of his disgusting appearance.
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They drove him away. Then I saw him sitting with a dog, in a dirty
corner where they’d thrown away the leaf-plates. He had put one arm
around the dog, and the two of them were sharing the remains of food
on one of the leaves. The dog didn’t bark or try to get away, although
he was a stranger. As I watched him, I felt afraid. I was afraid I might
get to be like him, and have to live like that, roaming around as he did.
After I'd seen him, I said to Hriday: “That’s not ordmary madness; he
is mad with the highest God-consciousness.” When Hriday heard
this, he ran out to get a look at the holy man and found him already
leaving the temple gardens. Hriday followed him a long way and kept
asking, “Holy sir, please teach me how I can realize God.” At first, he
didn’t answer. But at last, when Hriday wouldn’t leave him alone and
kept following him, he pointed to the sewer-water around a drain in
the road and said, “When that water and the water of the Ganges seem
equally pure to you, then you’ll realize God.” Hriday said, “Sir, please
make me your disciple and take me with you.” But he didn’t reply.
He turned and went on. When he’d gone a great distance, he looked
back and saw Hriday stll following him. He made an angry face and
picked up a brick, threatening to throw it at Hriday. When Hriday
fled, he dropped the brick, left the road and disappeared. After that,
he was nowhere to be found.

“This sadhu was a true knower of Brahman. Such sadhus go around
in that state so people shan’t bother them. They live in the world like
boys, ghouls or madmen. Such a sadhu encourages boys to follow him
and play around him, because he wants to learn to be like them. He
wants to learn a boy’s lack of attachment to things. Haven’t you seen
how happy a boy feels when hlS mother dresses him in a new dhoti?
If you say, “Please give it to me”, he’ll answer, “I won’t — Mother gave
it to me”; and he’ll tighten his grip on the cloth with all his might,
looking at you in fear lest you should snatch it away from him. You’d
think 1t was the treasure of his heart. But the next minute, if he sees a
toy in your hand that’s worth perhaps no more than half a penny, he’ll
most likely say, “Give me that, and I’ll give you my cloth.” And,
maybe, a little later, he’ll drop the toy and run to pick a flower. He’s as
little attached to the toy as he was to the cloth. And that’s the way it is
with the knowers of Brahman.

“There was another sadhu who had nothing with him but a waterpot
and a book. The book was his treasure. Every day, he did worship
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before it, with offerings of flowers; and then he would read in it with
intense concentration. After I got to know him, I begged him to let me
have a look at it. But, when I opened the book, I found that on every
page, only the same two words were written, Om Rama, in bold red
letters. And the sadhu said to me, “What's the use of reading a whole
Iibrary of books? God is the origin of all the Scriptures, and there 1s no
difference between Him and His Name. Everything that you can read
in the Scriptures is contained 1 His Name. I am satisfied with that.””

It is worth pausing, at this point, to explain the significance of the
word Om and to discuss at greater length the idea expressed to Rama-
krishna by the sadhu with the book.

In the Vedas, which are the earliest Hindu Scriptures, we find it
stated that: ‘In the beginning was the Lord of creatures, and second
to him was the Word. . . . The Word was truly the supreme Brahman
(Prajapatir var idam ugre asit, tasya vag dvitiya asit. . . . Vag vai
Paramam Brakma).! This statement is, of course, echoed by the first
verse of the Gospel of St John: ‘In the beginning was the Word, and
the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” The belief that the
Word is what it expresses has been entertaned by mankind since the
dawn of history. Certainly, words and ideas are inseparable. You
cannot have the idea of God without the word which expresses God.

Of the many names for God, Om is almost certainly the oldest
that has survived. It is still being used by millions of worshippers, in
India and elsewhere, today. It is also the most general of the words
used to express the god-idea. It refers to no one deity and implies no
particular attribute. It can therefore be used by any and every sect.

How did the word Om come to be chosen for this great purpose?
The Hindu explanation is simple. God is the most comprehensive of
mankind’s ideas; it must therefore be represented by the most compre-
hensive word that can be found. And what is the most comprehensive
word? The one which combines all possible positions of the throat,
mouth and tongue in word-utterance. You start with 44, the root-
sound, which is made in the throat without touching any part of the
tongue or palate. Then comes O, which rolls through the mouth from
throat to lips. Finally, 44m is produced by the closed lips. And so you
have Ah-ou-mm, which 1s approximately how Om should be pro-
nounced.
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In India, when a disciple comes to s guru for initiation, he is
given what is called a mantra. The mantra consists of one or more holy
names — Om is usually included — which the disciple is to repeat to
himself and meditate upon for the rest of hss life. It is regarded as very
private and very sacred. You must never tell your mantra to any other
human being. And the act of the guru in giving the mantra to the
disciple has, in 1tself, a double sigmificance. The mantra is, as it were,
the essence of the teacher’s instruction to this particular pupil; having
given this, he need give no more. Also, the mantra is a link in a spiritual
chain; for, even as you are being iitiated by your guru, so he himself
was once intiated by Ais guru, and so on backward, perhaps, to some
great holy man of the past, whose power is thus being transmitted to
you.

The act of repeating your mantra is called ‘making japa’. It is usually
done with a rosary — thus relating thought to physical action (which is
one of the great benefits of all ritual) and providing an outlet for the
nervous energy of the body, which will otherwise accumulate and dis-
tract the mind. Most spiritual aspirants are instructed to make a certain
fixed amount of japa every day. The rosary serves to measure this —
one bead to each repetition of the mantra — so that you are not worried
by having to keep count. The use of the rosary with some form of
repetitive prayer is, of course, common to Hindus, Buddhists, Catholics
and certain other Christian churches.

In these days of commercial and political propaganda which makes
use of subliminal indoctrination and the hypnotic repetition of slogans,
1t should no longer be necessary to prove, even to an athesst, that japa
1s effective. If a television advertisement can so permeate the con-
sciousness of a community that the little children sing it in the streets ~
if some demonstrable lie about a neighbeuring country can, by being
repeated often enough, drive a whole nation war-mad — then how dare
anyone claim that the repetition of the name and idea of God will
have no effect upon the indsvidual who practises it? We are creatures
of reverie, not of reason. We spend a very small proportion of our time
thinking logical, consecutive thoughts. It is within the reverie that our
passions and prejudices — often so terrible in their consequences —
build themselves up, almost unnoticed, out of slogans, newspaper
headlines, chance-heard words of fear and greed and hate, which have
slipped into our consciousness through our unguarded eyes and ears.
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Our reverie expresses what we are, at any given moment. The mantra,
by introducing God into the reverie, must produce profound subliminal
changes. These may not be apparent for some time, but, sooner or later,
they will inevitably appear — first in the prevailing mood and disposition
of the individual; then in a gradual change of character.

It was probably in the year 1864 that the wandering monk Jatadhari
came to Dakshineswar,

This Jatadhari was a devotee of Sri Rama, and he carried with him
an image of Rama when he was a boy and was known by the child-
name of Ramlala. (In northwest India, to this day, boys are affection-
ately called lalas and the girls lalis in honour of the child Rama.)
Jatadhari worshipped this image — which was made of eight different
metals — with the utmost reverence. And Ramakrishna, with his spiritual
insight, saw at once that Jatadhari was no common devotee; that he
had had, indeed, a vision of the Boy Rama and that he now regarded
the image and the Boy as identical. His devotion fascinated Rama-
krishna, who would sit with Jatadhari, gazing at the image of Ramlala
and sharing hss vision, for whole days at a time.

This is how Ramakrishna used to tell the rest of the story:

‘As the days passed, I felt that Ramlala loved me more and more.
As long as I remained with Jatadhari, Ramlala would be happy and
play around. But, as soon as I left and went to my own room, he
followed me there at once. He wouldn’t remain with the sadhu,
although I ordered him not to follow me. I thought at first that this
must be a fancy of mine. For how could that boy — whom the sadhu
had worshipped for so long with such devotion — love me more than
him? But I actually saw Ramlala — now dancing on ahead of me, now
following me. Sometimes he insisted on being taken on my lap. But
then, when I picked hum up, he wouldn’t want to stay there. He would
run everywhere, plucking flowers in places where there were thorns,
or splashing and swimming 1n the Ganges. I told him over and over
again: “Don’t do that, my child. You'll get blisters on the soles of
your feet if you run in the sun; you’ll catch cold and fever if you stay
in the water so long.”” But he never listened to my words, however
much I warned him. He would go nght on wath his pranks. Sometimes
he’d look at me so sweetly with his beautiful big eyes. Or else he’d
pout and make faces at me. Then I'd get really angry and scold him.
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“Just you wait, you rascal,” I'd tell him, “I’ll give you a big thrashing
today. I'll pound your bones into powder.” I'd pull him out of the
water or the sun, and try to tempt him with some guft to stay and play
inside the room. If he went on being naughty, I'd give him a couple of
slaps. But, when I’d done that, he’d pout and look at me with tears in
his eyes, and I'd feel such pain. I'd take him on my lap and comfort
him.

‘One day, when I was going to take my bath in the Ganges, he
insisted on coming with me. What could I do? I had to let him. But
then he wouldn’t come out of the water. I begged him to, but he
wouldn’t listen. At last I got angry and I ducked him, saying, “All
right — stay 1n as long as you like!”” While I was doing this, I actually
saw him gasping and struggling for breath! “What am I doing?” I
thought to myself n dismay. I pulled him out of the water and took
him in my arms.

‘Another day, he kept asking me for something to eat, and all I
had to give him was some coarse parched rice which wasn’t properly
husked. As he was eating it, the husks scratched his delicate, tender
tongue. I felt so sorry! I took him on my lap and exclaimed, *“Your
mother used to feed you with the greatest care on cream or butter;
and I've been so thoughtless, giving you this coarse food I’

‘When he retold this incident many years later, to his young disciples,
Ramakrishna would burst into tears. Saradananda, who was one of
them, records this, and adds that he and the other boys used to ex-
change glances of utter bewilderment as they listened to this story of
Ramlala. It sounded to them, even in their youthful faith, absurd and
impossible — and yet it was Ramakrishna who told it, and they could
not think him capable of the smallest falsehood. The mature Saradan-
anda, in his book, makes good-humoured allowances for the incredulity
of the reader: ‘Accept as much of this story as you can digest,” he writes.
‘Omit the head and the tail, if you like.” But, at the same time, Saradan-
anda makes 1t clear that he himself has come to believe every word of it.

‘Some days,” Ramakrishna used to continue, ‘Jatadhari would cook
food to offer to Ramlala, but he couldn’t find him. Then he would
come running in distress to my room, and there would be Ramlala
playing on the floor, Jatadharr’s feelings were terribly hurt, He’d say
scoldingly, “I took so much trouble to cook food for you. I look all
over the place — and here you are, all the time! You don’t care about
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day, he begged her to tell him what he might give her; she could have
anything her heart desired. Chandra tried hard to make a suggestion,
if only to please him, but she could think of nothing. She opened her
trunk and showed him that she already had several wearing-cloths.
‘And since you look after me so well,’ she added, ‘that I have my food
and drink and a place to sleep ~ what more could I possibly need?’
But Mathur continued to press her; and she, after racking her brains
over this difficult problem, was at last able to gratify him by asking
for an anna’s worth of tobacco leaves. For the old lady permitted
herself one small luxury; she sometimes chewed a tobacco-leaf which
had been toasted with spices.



10

Tota Puri

I have already referred to the various attitudes which a devotee may
assume 1 his worship of the Personal God (Ishwara). Now I must
describe them in more detail, with special reference to Ramakrishna’s
own experience.

The simplest devotional attitude 15 known as skanta. This 1s the
basic dualistic approach of worshipper to Worshipped, of the creature
to his Creator. It does not resemble any human relationship.

Next comes dasya, which resembles the relationship of a child to his
parent or a servant to his master. This was the attitude of Hanuman
towards Rama (see Chapter 7). Hanuman regarded himself as Rama’s
servant; and Ramakrishna, as we have seen, 1dentified himself for a
while with Hanuman 1n his worship of Rama. Also, throughout most
of his life, Ramakrishna regarded himself as the child of Mother Kals.

Next comes sakhya, in which the devotee thinks of himself as God’s
friend. He may 1dent:fy himself, for example, with one of the shepherd-
boys of Vrindavan, who were the friends of Krishna's boyhood.
Ramakrishna used to say of his disciple Rakhal (who later became
Swami Brahmananda) that he had been one of these shepherd-boys ina
previous existence.

Next comes vatsalya, in which the devotee thinks of himself as
God’s parent. We have seen how Ramakrishna and Jatadhari assumed
the attitude of parents towards Ramlala, the child Rama.

Last, there is the madhura bhava (the sweet mood) in which the
devotee approaches God as a lover. For Hindus, the chief exemplar of
thl§ mood is Radha, the beloved of Krishna. It 1s said that the madhura
bhava also contains within itself the other devotional attitudes. For a
loving woman may be, on occasion, the servant of her lover, or his
adviser and friend, or his motherly comforter and protector.
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when he used to imagine, as a boy, that he was a child-widow devoted
to the service of Krishna. There was a sweetness and gentleness in his
temperament which many observers described as feminine. But the
truth is that this extraordinary being had such a wide range of char-~
acteristics that he seemed to be a quite different person at different
times; now predominantly masculine, now feminine. It was perhaps
because the sense of sex-identity was so faint in him that he was easily
able to assume the character of either sex.

As long as Ramakrishna was living the part of the Bhairavi’s son, he
remained predominantly masculine. Indeed, he found the attitude of
the madhura bhava positively distasteful; once, when the Bhairavi
started to sing a hymn to Krishna the Divine Lover, he asked her to
stop. We have seen already how he always suited the outer dress to
the spiritual mood, wearing the robe prescribed for each individual
sadhana — red, white, or ochre as the case might be. It was therefore
only logical that he should wear women’s dress when approaching
Krishna in the mood of a female lover. Not to have done so would
have been to yield to fear of the opinion of others — which he had
strongly condemned. Perfect sincerity, he had said, again and again,
must express itself both outwardly and inwardly. As he put it, ‘there
can be no cheating in the abode of the mind’.

So, as he entered upon the sadhana of the madhura bhava, Rama-
krishna asked Mathur for women’s clothes. Mathur provided him with
a beautiful and valuable sari from Benares, a gauze scarf, a skirt and a
bodice. To complete the transformation, Mathur brought him also a
wig and a set of gold ornaments. Needless to say, Ramakrishna’s latest
sadhana caused a whole series of scandalous rumours. But he and Mathur.
ignored them.

As soon as he was dressed as a woman, Ramakrishna’s mind became
more and more deeply merged in the mood of womanhood. Those
who saw him were amazed at the physical transformation which
seemed to take place; walk, speech, gestures, even the smallest actions
were perfectly in character. Sometimes, Ramakrishna would go to the
house in the Janbazar district which had belonged to Rani Rasmani and
live there with the women of the family, as a woman. They found it
almost impossible to remember that he was not really one of themselves.
When the husband of any of Mathur’s daughters visited the house,
Ramakrishna would adorn the girl with omaments and dress her hair
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with his own hands. Behaving as though he were an older and more
experienced woman friend, he would show her how she should deport
herself and speak 1n a suitably wifely fashion. Then, taking her by the
hand, he would lead her in to meet her husband, make her sit down
beside him, and leave them alone together.

Hriday used to describe how, ‘when he remained thus surrounded
by ladies 1t was hard for even his closest relatives to recognize him at
once. One day at that time Mathur took me into the women’s quarters
and said, “Can you tell me which of them is your uncle?”” And although
I’d been living with him so long and serving him daily, I couldn’t, at
first. Uncle used to collect flowers every morning, with a basket. We'd
watch him and we’d notice that he always stepped out left foot first,
as a woman does.’

Ramakrishna was wearing women’s dress during the festival of
Dutga that year (1864), and was taking part in the worship with the
women of Mathur’s family. After the first day’s worship was over, he
passed into a mood of spiritual absorption, losing all consciousness of
his surroundings. Soon came the time for the aratrika; the evening
service which is accompanied by the waving of lights, ringing of bells,
sounding of gongs and chanung. Mathur’s wife, Jagadamba Dasi,
found herself 1n a dilemma. She was eager to go into the hall where the
aratrika was being held, but she did not dare leave Ramakrishna alone;
quite recently, when 1n a similar state, he had fallen into a pan of live
charcoal and burned himself badly. So, acting on a sudden inspiration,
she began decking out Ramakrishna with her most valuable ornaments
and saying to him meanwhile, ‘It’s time to wave the lights — won’t you
come and fan Mother Durga?’ It had often been noticed that Rama-
krishna could be recalled from deep meditation to outer consciousness
if some name or mantra related to the subject of his meditation was
repeated 1n his ear several times; and Jagadamba Dasi was aware of this.
After amoment, Ramakrishna responded to the name of Mother Durga,
roused himself and went with Jagadamba Dast into the hall. The aratrika
began at once, and Ramakrishna started to fan the image of Durga
with a chamara, a kind of ritual fan which is made from the tail of a
yak. Presently, Mathur himself entered the hall. According to custom,
the male devotees stood on one side, the female on the other. Mathur
immediately noticed a strange lady standing beside his wife and fanning
the image. He admired the nobility of her bearing and the richness of
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her dress and ornaments, and supposed her to be some wealthy matron
who had been invited to take part in the ceremony. When the aratrika
was over, Mathur went in to see his wife and asked who the strange
lady was. Jagadamba Dasi smiled and said, “You didn’t know? That
was Father.” “No one can know Father,” said Mathur, when he had got
over his surprise, ‘if he doesn’t allow himself to be known.’

In his character of a woman, Ramakrishna set himself to adore
Krishna, feeling the wild longing for him which the gopis felt. The
acute pain of separation from Krishna made him weep, reject all food,
and even sweat blood from the pores of his body. He prayed to Radha,
as an termediary, and had a vision of her. Soon after, he saw Krishna
himself, on several occasions. Once, while Ramakrishna was listening
to a reading of the Bhagavata (which narrates, among other matters,
the life of Krishna) he saw a beam of light, ‘like a cord’ come forth from
Krishna's feet and touch the sacred book. Then the light touched
Ramakrishna’s heart and remained visible to him for some time as a
triangle connecting Krishna, the Bhagavata and himself. ‘From this I
learned,” Ramakrishna used to say, ‘that Bhagavata, Bhakta [the
devotee] and Bhagavan [the Blessed Lord] are one and the same.’

We have just seen Ramakrishna engaged in what might be called the
most extreme form of dualistic worship. Only a few months later, we
find him going to the opposite extreme of non-dualism; the total identi-
fication with Brahman which is taught by non-dualistic Vedanta (so-
called because 1t is the philosophy expounded 1n the early Scriptures
called Vedas).

This new phase of Ramakrishna’s sadhana began towards the end
of 1865, with the arrival at Dakshineswar of the monk named Tota
Purt. A Pur: is a member of the Puri Sect, one of the ten monastic
orders established by Shankara. It would not, however, have been
suitable for Ramakrishna to use this name, for Tota Puri, as we shall
see, became his guru and 1t was considered unorthodox for the disciple
to address his guru by his real name. Ramakrishna actually called Tota
Puri Nangta, meaning The Naked One; for Tota Purt spent most of
his life absolutely naked.

To go naked was the practice of the Naga, a sub-sect within the
Puri, to which Tota Purs belonged. Already as a child he had entered a
Naga monastery at Ludhiana in the Punjab, which contained seven
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hundred monks. This was a most austere community, in which the
monks were trained to a gradual renunciation of all attachment; cating
and drinking sparely, cultivating endurance and hardening their bodies
by discarding clothes. In due course, Tota was elected head of the
monastery but he did not remain there much longer; he preferred to
become a wanderer. He had been one for many years.

The Naga sect regards fire as very sacred; its monks will light
a fire wherever they happen to be, and meditate and sleep beside it,
never entering any house. Such a fire is called a dhuni. Tota’s only
possessions were a pair of fire tongs — which he also used, on occasion,
to defend himself against wild animals — and a waterpot. He was now in
early middle age, a tall powerful man. He covered his body with a cloth
only when he was meditating or preparing for sleep.

When Tota came to Dakshineswar, he was on his way back towards
the Punjab after visiting the shrines of Narmada and Puri. He was
intending to stay three days; this being his limit in any one place. For
he believed in the old saying that a wandering monk must live like a
running stream, if he is to avoid attachment. There is no reason to
suppose that he had any anticipation of the meeting that was to change
his plans so completely. Unlike the Bhairavi, he had had no prophetic
vision of Ramakrishna; probably he had never even heard of him.

Arriving at the temple compound, Tota went first to the portico
of the ghat. Ramakrishna happened to be sitting there unobtrusively in
a corner, amidst many other people, dressed like everybody else in a
single piece of cloth. Yet Tota noticed him at once. With his keen
spiritual sight, he saw that this young man was someone altogether out
of the ordinary.

Tota had an imperious manner. He said to Ramakrishna with
abrupt directness, ‘You look as if you were fit to practise,the Vedantic
sadhana — do you want to?’

Ramakrishna does not seem to have been surprised at the suddenness
of this proposal. ‘T don’t know,’ he answered, ‘it all depends on Mother.
If she says Yes, then I'll do it

‘Al right,” said Tota, ‘go and ask your Mother. But come straight
back to me —I shan’t be here long.’

Perhaps Tota thought at first that Ramakrishna intended to ask his
human mother; but now he saw him go into the Kali Temple. A little
later, Ramakrishna reappeared, semi-conscious and beaming with joy.
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He told Tota that his Mother had told him, ‘Go and learn — 1t was to
teach you that the monk came here.’

Tota seems to have been charmed by the innocence of Ramakrishna’s
faith; but he must have regarded it also with a certain contemptuous
amusement. From Tota’s point of view, Bengal was given over to
corrupt religious practices, such as the tantrik sadhanas and dualistic
worship in general. As a non-dualist, he was convinced that the only
worthwhile goal of sprritual life was to attain direct union with the
impersonal Brahman in the highest form of samadhi, the nirvikalpa —
as he himself had attained it many times. His proud, independent tem-
perament inclined towards spiritual discrimination rather than devotion.
Logically, he was forced to postulate the existence of Ishwara, as the
Distributor of the fruits of action (karma);but he did not feel the need
to approach Him with love or submission. As for the other divine
personalities — gods, goddesses and avatars — Tota took little interest
in them. He cared nothing for Mother Kali and her Maya, her divine
play. To him, the image in the Kali Temple was just an image; and
Ramakrishna was a victim of gross superstition who had somehow
mysteriously managed to make great spiritual progress in spite of it.
However, Tota did not risk hurting the young man’s feelings by
saying any of this; for he felt sure Ramakrishna would cast aside his
superstitions as soon as he began to practise the non-dualistic sadhana.

In order to be qualified to practise this sadhana, Ramakrishna had
first to be formally initiated by Tota Puri into monastic life; to take
the vow of world-renunciation known as sennyas and to accept Tota
as his guru. At the time of his initiation, he would have to give up his
sacred thread and cut off the lock of hair which marks a member of the
brahmin caste. Ramakrishna agreed to these conditions, asking only
that the mitiation should take place 1n secret because he did not want his
old mother Chandra to know of 1t. The reader may think 1t strange that
Chandra should object to her son’s taking a formal vow of renunciation,
when he had, 1n fact, for years already, renounced everything worldly
in his search for God. But 1t must be remembered that, in the Bengal
of those days, a monk was thought of as a wanderer. We have seen
how Chandra was afraid, even when her son was a child, that the
wandering monks would persuade him to go away with them. Now, if
she were to hear of the initiation, she would be afraid that he would go
away with Tota, Ramakrishna wanted to spare her this needless anxiety.
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So Tota lighted his dhuni fire in the Panchavati and established
himself there, to await a propitious.hour for the initiation. This took
place a few days later, about two hours before dawn, in a hut just
east of the grove. (The hut sull stands today and is regarded as one of
the most sacred spots in the temple compound. On the map of Dak-
shineswar, it is marked as the Meditation Room.)

This is how Ramakrishna described what followed the initiation:

‘After initiating me, the Naked One taught me many sayings
expressing the philosophy of non-dualism. He told me to withdraw
my mind from all creatures and objects, and plunge it into contempla-
tion of the Atman. But when I sat down to meditate in this-way, I
found I couldn’t make my mind go quite beyond name and form. 1
couldn’t stop 1t working and make it still. My mind could stop being
consctous of creatures and objects — that wasn’t difficult; but whenever
1t did this, the Divine Mother appeared before me in that form I knew
so well — that form which is made of pure consciousness. It was her own
living form which stopped me from going. any farther. Again and
again, I listened to the instructions and sat down to meditate; and
again and again it happened. I almost despaired. I opened my eyes and
told the Naked One, “No -1t can’t be done. I can’t stop my mind from
working. I can’t make it plunge into the Atman”. The Naked One
got excited. He scolded me severely. ““What do you mean ~ can’t be
done?” he cried. “It must be done!”” Then he looked around the hut
ull he found a bit of broken glass. And he stuck the point of it into my
forehead, between the eyebrows. It was sharp as a needle! “Fix the
mind here,” he told me. So I sat down to meditate again, firmly deter-
mined. And as soon as Mother’s form appeared, I took my knowledge
of non-duality as if it was a sword in my hand, and I cut Mother in two
pieces with that sword of knowledge. As soon as I’d done that, there
was nothing relative left in the mind. It entered the place where there
1s no second — only the One.’

Ramakrnishna had gone into nirvikalpa samadhi for the first time.
In nirvikalpa, there is absolutely no distinction between the knower
and the known; the Atman is Brahman, and even the faintest trace of
individual identity is lost. The lower states of samadhi — into which
Ramakrishna had entered many times already — lack this completeness
of union. Ramakrishna knew that Mother Kali was not other than
Brahman; yet, because of his great love for her, he was at first un-
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able to accept this fact completely. To do so seemed as terrible as an
act of murder; that is why he speaks of knowledge as a sword. Rama-
krishna’s love for Kali was the last-remaining trace of dualism in
his mind. When he could go beyond that, he could attain union with
Brahman.

Tota Puri had reached nirvikalpa samadhi as a non-dualist, by the
process of strict discrimination which gradually rejects all the manifesta-
tions of name and form — saying constantly ‘not this, not this’, until
Brahman is known as the one underlying reality. Tota, as we have
seen, was cold towards any kind of dualistic devotion. He had proved,
as many others had proved before him, that devotion 1s not essential
for the attainment of the highest spiritual experience.

Discrimination is for the few, however. Devotion comes more
naturally to the great majority of mankind. Ramakrishna, as an exem-
plar of spiritual practice, had to demonstrate, for all of us, that devotion
also can lead to unitive knowledge; and that for most of us it is the
easier and safer path, because discrimination demands a most powerful
will and strict austerity, and its occupational risk is pride. This, we
may assume, is why Ramakrishna practised the dualistic sadhanas which
Tota so despised, and showed how they can lead naturally to non-
dualism. ’

Seeing that Ramakrishna had lost outer consciousness, Tota remained
for a long while seated beside him. At length, he left the building,
locking the door behind him so that Ramakrishna should not be
disturbed. He then took his seat 1in the Panchavati and remained there,
waiting for a call to open the door.

But the day went on and passed into night, and another day came
and passed. At the end of three days, Tota went back and opened the
door. He found Ramakrishna sitting exactly as he had been left; the
body showed no sign of life, except that the calm face seemed to shine.
Tota was astounded. Is it possible, he said to himself, that this great
soul has realized in one day what I could only accomplish after many
years of sadhana? Is this truly nirvikalpa samadhi? Again and again he
felt the heart, the lungs and the other organs. He then began to chant
the mantra Hari Om in a resounding voice. At last, Ramakrishna
opened his eyes and prostrated himself before his new guru. Tota
embraced lum with love and reverence. He was so delighted by his
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pupil that he decided then and there to break his own rule and remain
at Dakshineswar indefinitely.

The personalities of Rémakrishna and Tota Puri present a striking
and often amusing contrast. Tota had been wrong in supposing that
he could change Ramakrishna’s beliefs by initiating him into non-
duahsm. The expertence of mirvikalpa samadhi did not lessen his
devotion to Kali and Krishna. Since childhood, Ramakrishna had been
accustomed to chant Krishna’s name as the sun was setting, dancing and
clapping his hands as he did so. One evening, when he was with Tota,
he began acting in this manner. “What are you doing® Tota asked him
sarcastically, ‘Making chaparis?® (The chapati is a thin flat cake of
unleavened bread which is made by clapping the dough between the
palms.) Ramakrishna laughed, but he reproved Tota for his intoler-
ance, and Tota never made fun of Ramakrishna’s devotions again.

Tota used to polish his tongs and his waterpot every day, so that
they ghttered. And, every day, he spent long hours in meditation.
“Why do you need to meditate,” Ramakrishna once asked him, ‘~ you
who are a knower of Brahman?® Tota pointed to the waterpot. ‘Look
how bright it is,’ he answered. ‘But it will lose its lustre if 1t isn't
polished every day. The mind is like that. It gets dirty if it isn’t kept
clean by daily meditanon.” ‘But,” said Ramakrishna, ‘suppose the
waterpot is made of gold® Then it won't get dirty, even if it isn’t
polished.’

Ramakrishna liked to tell a story illustrating Tota’s fearlessness.
Once, in the dead of night, Tota had built up the dhuni fire in the
Panchavati and was about to sit down to meditate. There was a deep
silence all around, except for the occasional hooting of the owls which
sat on the pinnacles of the temples. There was no wind at all; but
suddenly the branches of the tree under which Tota was standing
began to shake and a tall male figure climbed down out of it. Looking
steadfastly at hum, the figure advanced to the fire and sat down. Like
himself, it was naked. Tota asked the stranger who he was. ‘I am an
attendant of Lord Shiva,” he replied. ‘I dwell in the tree to protect this
Holy place.” Tota was not in the least afraid. ‘Good,’ he said, ‘you
and T are the same — just two manifestations of the same Brahman.
Let us meditate together.” But the apparition laughed out loud and
vanished. And Tota sat down to meditate as though nothing had
happened. Next morning, he described his visitor to Ramakrishna.
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“Yes, 1t’s true he lives there,” Ramakrishna answered. ‘I've seen him
myself, many times. Sometimes he foretells future events. Once he
told me that the English were trying to buy the whole temple garden
to build a powder magazine on. I was afraid I shouldn’t be able to
worship Mother here any more. But Mathur started a lawsuit against
the English on the Rant’s behalf] to stop them buying the land. And
then, once again, I saw that sprit sitting under the tree. He made a
sign to me that the English would lose the lawsuit; they wouldn’t get
the land. And that's how it actually turned out.’

On another occasion, Ramaknishna and Tota were sitting before
the dhuni fire, engaged 1n philosophical conversation. Tota had been
expounding the non-dualistic viewpoint, that Brahman was the one
reality, and that, to the knower of Brahman, the world of appearance
(Maya) was a trivial thing. Maya could have no power over him, he
said. Ramakrishna disagreed. He knew only too well how powerful
Maya could be. As they were talking, a temple servant came by. The
servant wanted a light for his pipe and, seeing the fire, he came over and
was about to take a piece of hot charcoal. Tota flew into a rage. To
him, the servant’s act was not only impertinent but sacrilegious, and
Tota threatened to hit him with his tongs. The servant ran away and
Ramakrishna laughed until he rolled on the ground, crying, ‘Oh, for
shame! You forgot already!” “What are you laughing about?’ Tota
asked indignantly. “The man was insolent !’ Still laughing, Ramakrishna
answered, ‘Oh yes — he was nsolent. But you were forgetting your
knowledge of Brahman! Weren’t you just telling me that there’s noth-
ing but Brahman and that a knower of Brahman can’t be deceived by
Maya® Yet the next moment, you forget all that and you're ready to
beat one of Brahman’s manifestations! You see? Maya, which you
despise, 1s stronger than you think. Maya 1s omnipotent.” Tota became
very serious and was silent for some moments. Then he said, “You’re
quite right. I forgot Brahman under the influence of anger. Anger 1s a
deadly thing. T shall give it up from this moment.” And it 1s said that
Tota Pur1 was never seen to be angry again.

Tota’s constitution had always been strong. He had had little
experience of the miseries of physical hife, the aches and pains which
distract the mind from contemplation. But now the climate and the
water of Bengal began to affect him; and he had a severe attack of blood
dysentery. At the first warnings of the disease, he thought he should
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go away; but he found himself unwilling to leave the company of
Ramakrishna, to whom he had become devoted. Several times, he
made up his mind to go to Ramakrishna and bid him Good-bye; but,
as soon as the two were together, they would become absorbed in
talk about God and Tota would forget his purpose. So he grew
steadily weaker and weaker,despite the medicines which Ramakrishna
obtained for him through Mathur.

Tota had always scorned the body and believed that it should be
rejected at once if it interfered with one’s awareness of Brahman. One
night, as he lay alone in the Panchavati, Tota found that he was in
such pain that he could no longer meditate. He was filled with disgust
for his body. ‘I must get rid of this nuisance,” he said to himself. “Why
do I stay in 1t and suffer? I'll commit it to the Ganges.’

(1 should make it clear, at this point, that Hinduism, like Christi-
anity, condemns suicide. According to Hindu belief, it is a great oppor-
tunity and privilege — attainable only after many rebirths into lower
forms of life — to obtain birth in a human body. For it is only during a
lifetime in a human body that the goal of all life can be reached:
unitive knowledge of Brahman. Therefore, to discard your body
wilfully is to frustrate your own spiritual development. Such an act
may have terrible consequences. It may even cause your rebirth in
some lower life-form or condemn you to a long period in some kind
of purgatory or limbo.

But, once Brahman is known, the body has served its purpose.
Therefore, 1f a knower of Brahman like Tota Pur: decides to discard it,
his act will not be regarded as suicide in the culpable sense.)

Fixing his mind on Brahman, Tota waded out into the great river.
But he did not drown. (Speaking about this episode many years later,
Ramakrishna said that Tota must have chanced to walk along a shoal
which ran out from the bank, near the bathing-ghat, a little below the
surface of the water.) After a while, trees and houses began to be
visible through the darkness and he realized that he had crossed almost
to the other side. And now, he had a dazzling sense of enlightenment.
He understood the power of Maya. ‘Mother is indeed omnipotent,” he
exclaimed. ‘Until she wills, the body is not even able to die!” For the
first time, his heart was overcome with love for the Divine Mother.
He waded back the way he had come, reached the Panchavati and sat
down beside the fire.
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In the morning, when Ramakrishna came to visit Tota, he found
him transformed. He was smiling with bliss and the sickness had
entirely left him. He signed to Ramakrishna to sit down beside him,
and said, “The disease has acted like a friend to me. Ah, how ignorant
I have been, all these years!” And, as the horns of the musicians sounded
their morning music from the Nahabat, Tota accompanied Ramakrishna
for the first time to the Kali Temple and prostrated himself before the
image.

Tota felt now that the Divine Mother’s double purpose in bringing
him to Dakshineswar had been accomplished. A few days later, he said
Good-bye to Ramakrishna and started on his homeward journey. His
intended three-day visit had stretched itself to eleven months.

He never returned.

After Tota Puri had left Dakshineswar, Ramakrishna decided to
remain for at least six months in nirvikalpa samadhi. ‘For six months,’
he used to say later, ‘I was in that state from which ordinary mortals
never return. Ordinarily, the body can live for twenty-one days only
in that state; then it falls like a dry leaf from a tree. There’s no con-
sciousness of time; the coming of day or the passing of night. Just as
flies enter the nostrils and mouth of a dead man, so they entered my
mouth. But a holy man came here. He had a small stick like a ruler in
his hand. He recognized my state as soon as he saw it. Therefore he
would bring food from time to time. He struck my body with his
stick again and again, trying to bring it back to consciousness. The
moment he saw signs that I was getting conscious, he’d thrust some
food into my mouth. Some days a little food found its way into the
stomach. On other days'none did.’

This period of nirvikalpa samadhi came to an end with a vision of
the Mother, who told Ramakrishna that henceforward he must remain
in the state called bhavamukha, because he had a mission to perform
for the good of the world and must therefore not withdraw from it
into nirvikalpa. Bhavamukha is defined as a state in which one is
aware of the outer world and its phenomena, not in the usual way but
as waves within the Cosmic Mind. One is aware not of the personal ego
but of oneself as the Cosmic Ego which is the source of all creatidn.
These are matters of profound and subtle spiritual experience, quite
beyond the grasp of ordinary imagination; so perhaps it 1s bettet to
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oversimplify a little and say that Ramakrishna had, throughout the
rest of his life, the faculty of being simultaneously aware of God and the
physical universe.

One result of experiencing nirvikalpa samadhi was that Ramakrishna
became even more catholic 1n his views and felt a keen sympathy for
any and every sect which sincerely struggled to know God. At this
time, a certain Govinda Roy came to Dakshineswar; he was a Hindu
of the kshatriya caste by birth, but, as a seeker after truth, he had
studied many religions and had finally embraced Islam. It is not known
just how far he followed Moslem manners and customs, but he cer-
tainly practised the sadhanas which are taught by the Sufis.

It had always been the Rani’s policy that Moslems as well as Hindus
should be welcome at Dakshineswar, provided that they had renounced
the world; and both kinds of devotees were supplied with appropriate
food. So Govinda Roy settled down to meditate in the Panchavati.
Ramakrishna happened to talk with him and was charmed by his faith
and love of God. ‘“This also is a path to God-realization,” Ramakrishna
said to himself. “The Mother has shown herself to many people through
ths sadhana also. I must practise it.’

Govinda initiated him at his request. ‘And then,” Ramakrishna used
to relate, ‘I devoutly repeated the name of Allah, wore a cloth like the
Arab Moslems, said their prayers five times daily and felt disinclined
even to see images of the Hindu gods and goddesses, much less worship
them — for the Hindu way of thinking had disappeared altogether from
my mind. I spent three days in that mood, and I had the full realization
of the sadhana of their faith.” Ramakrishna also said that he had had a
vision of a shining impressive personage with a long beard. This figure
merged into Ishwara, and Ishwara then merged into Brahman.

Hriday told how, while Ramakrishna was practising the sadhana
of Islam, he wanted to eat Moslem food. Mathur begged him not to,
because this would include beef. So, as a compromise, a Moslem cook
was brought to instruct a Hindu cook how to prepare food in the
Moslem manner — more or less. At this time, Ramakrishna never once
entered the temple courtyard. He left his own room and slept in the
Kuthi.

Saradananda finds great significance in Ramakrishna’s practice of
Islam. He believes that Ramakrishna wished to demonstrate by it that
non-dualistic Vedanta 1s the only valid link between the many dualistic
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religions. It is certainly idle to pretend, as some well-intentioned hiberals
do, that there is very little difference between religions, or races. There
is a very big difference — on the surface. Unity can only be found by
going deep, to the underlying, all-projecting Brahman.

Ramakrishna had then just recovered from acute dysentery. It was
feared this might recur for lack of pure drinking water; the water of
the Ganges would become salty during the approaching rainy season.
So it was arranged that Ramakrishna should return to Kamarpukur
for a few months. He went there sometime in May 1867, with the
Bhairavi and Hriday. Chandra did not care to go too; she had resolved
never to leave the bank of the Ganges again.

Ramakrishna had not been in Kamarpukur since 1860, and it will be
remembered that, on that occasion, everyone had feared for his sanity.
Since then, the rumours which had reached Kamarpukur from Dak-
shineswar had been alarming enough: Ramakrishna had been wearing
women’s clothes, he had become a Moslem, etc. etc. So his friends and
relatives were delighted and relieved to find him very much his normal
self. True, he was now surrounded by an aura of such evident spiritual
power that they were shy of him at first; but his affectionate warmth
quuckly reassured them.

And now the ladies of Ramakrishna’s family sent to Jayrambati to
fetch Sarada Deyi. Sarada was now a girl of thirteen. Ramakrishna
began to train her in the management of a household and other wifely
duties; just as he had trained Mathur’s daughters. Sarada was now
better able to appreciate her extraordinary husband. She delighted in
his company.

Only the Bhairavi disapproved. A most unfortunate though
temporary change had come over this remarkable woman. Perhaps it
had started when Tota Puri arrived at Dakshineswar. Although the
Bhairavi was spiritually so far advanced, she was quite incapable of
understanding non-dualism. She had strongly urged Ramakrishna not
to be initiated by Tota. ‘My child,” she had warned him, ‘don’t visit
him often — don’t have much to do with him His path is dry and
austere. You’ll lose all your devotion ’ This may have been said by the
Bharravi in good farth, but she was certanly prone to jealousy and
possessiveness. She could not bear that anyone but herself should
instruct Ramakrishna.
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And now, at Kamarpukur, she professed to believe that Rama-
krishna’s continence would be endangered if he spent much time with
his beautiful young wife. But Ramakrishna listened to her warnings as
little as he had listened when she spoke against Tota Puri. This indiffer-
ence only made the Bhairavi more aggressive. To those who were
about to ask Ramakrishna’s opinion on some spiritual matter, she
would say scornfully, “What could e tell you — it was 7 who opened
his eyes!’ She would scold Ramakrishna’s female relatives, assuming
the airs of mistress of the house. Ramakrishna remained calm, however,
and continued to treat her with reverence. He told Sarada to do like-
wise; and the girl showed the Bhairavi the respect due to a mother-in-
law.

At length, a furious quarrel arose — too trivial and too complicated
to be worth describing in detail — about a matter connected with
caste-rules. The Bhairavi turned upon Hriday — of whose long intimacy
with Ramakrishna she was probably anyhow jealous. After uttering
many threats, she repented, however, and felt ashamed of herself.
She made a flower-garland and brought sandal-paste to adorn Rama-
krishna, whom she then saluted as a divine incarnation, begging his
forgiveness. Ramakrishna forgave her freely. The Bhairavi said Good-
bye and went away to Benares, where she lived in a high state of
devotion.
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Mathur

In the last chapter, I mentioned the Durga festival of 1864 at which
Mathur failed to recognize Ramakrishna while he was dressed as a
woman. I must now return 1o this Durga festival, to give an nstance
of Mathur’s power of devotion. This had been growing enormously
ever since his vision of Ramakrishna in the aspeets of Kali and Shiva,
which is described in Chapter 8.

The Durga festival lasts five days, ending on the evening of the fifth
with the immersion of the image which has been used in the worship.
Two kinds of image are used in Hindu mitual; permanent and tempo-
rary. The permanent image, made of marble or some other durable
stone, is placed in a temple, dedscated, and worshipped every day
thenceforward. The temporary image, made of clay, is used only for
one particular religious festival; then it is consigned to the nearest
river, lake or sea.

The temporary image is just as sacred as the permanent image; but
only during the period of the festival. Before it can be worshipped, the
worshipper must evoke the Divine Presence from his own heart and
transfer that Presence to the image. Before the image can be removed
from the shrine and immersed, the Divine Presence must be withdrawn
from it again, and reinstalled within the worshipper’s heart. The reason
for this procedure is obvious enough. But devation is not reasonable.
And it may happen that the worshipper suffers great pain in conse-
quence. If he can truly believe that the Presence Aas entered the image,
then there is a danger that his devotion may fasten upon the image
itself, Image and Presence may become completely identified in his
mind, The thought that they must be separated again will then naturally
fill him with dismay.

This is what happened to Mathur at the Durga festival, And when
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the priests came to him, at the end of the last day of worship, to tell
him that it was time for the 1mage to be immersed, Mathur was first
overwhelmed with grief and then violently agitated. He cried out that
the 1mage must not be removed. It must be kept in the shrine and
worshipped every day. And he uttered bloodthirsty threats against
anyone who should dare to immerse it, against his wall.

The priests were disconcerted. Such an extreme of devotion was
unintelligible to them; and, just as in the case of Ramakrishna, they
explamed 1t to themselves by deciding that Mathur had gone mad. But,
mad or not, Mathur was still master of the situation. The worship had
been held 1n his home; and 1f he chose to forbid the immersion of the
image the priests would have to obey him. Ironically enough, it was to
Ramakrishna that they appealed for help. They begged him to go to
Mathur and dissuade him from his decision.

‘What are you afraid of?’ Ramakrishna asked Mathur. ‘Do you
really think Mother will leave you, just because her image is dropped
mto the Ganges? Can a mother ever leave her child? For three days
you've been worshipping her in the shrine. But now she’s coming
to be much nearer to you, within your own heart.” As Ramakrishna
spoke, he rubbed Mathur’s chest gently with his hand; and, as always,
his touch gave power to his words. Mathur understood that his fears
had been meaningless. He was happy again. And the immersion cere-
mony was performed.

While Ramakrishna was 1n an ecstatic mood, he would occasionally
make some prophecy about the future of one or other of his disciples.
Once he told Mathur: ‘I shall stay at Dakshineswar as long as you are
alive.” Mathur rejoiced to hear this; but then he remembered his wife
and their son. ‘Jagadamba and Dwarka are so devoted to you,” he said.
‘Please don’t leave them after I am dead.’ ‘Very well,’ said Ramakrishna,
‘Tl stay here as long as they both live.” And, 1n fact, not only Mathur
himself but also Jagadamba and Dwarka were dead by 1881; more
than three years before Ramakrishna left Dakshineswar.

When Rani Rasmani died, her estate was divided between Pad-
mamani and Jagadamba, her daughters. One day, Jagadamba went to
bathe 1n a pond which belonged to her sister. There she found a fine
bed of watercress and, thinking no harm, plucked some to take back
with her. Ramakrishna, who happened to be passing, saw her do this.
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Greatly concerned, he hurried to Padmamani and reported the ‘theft’.
She was much amused; thinking it absurd that Ramakrishna should be
shocked at the taking of anything so little valuable as watercress.
However, she pretended indignation, shook her head and exclaimed,
‘That was very wrong of her!” Then Jagadamba herself came by,
learned what had happened, and jomed in the game; reproaching
Ramakrishna for betraying her crime. But, after a few moments,
the sisters could no longer control themselves and began to laugh.
Ramakrishna could not see that he had done anything funny. T don’t
know your worldly ways,” he told them. ‘But, when property has
been divided, 1t is not good to take anything without the owner’s
knowledge.” And still the sisters laughed, finding him charmingly

naive.

Mention has already been made of the strange alternations in the
relationship between Ramakrishna and Mathur. Sometimes, Mathur
would treat Ramakrishna as his revered spiritual father, sometimes as
an innocent, trresponsible young boy. Mathur himself could behave on
occasion like an irresponsible boy, but not always an innocent one.
Once he even encouraged his servants to take part in a brutal gang-
fight with the servants of a rival landowner. Several men were killed,
and Mathur found himself in danger of prosecution. Boylike, he ran
to Ramakrishna in blind panic and pleaded for his help. And Rama-
krishna scolded him like a stern father, telling him that he would now
have to take the consequences of his folly. But as Mathur went on
pleading, Ramakrishna finally said, “Well - it will be as Mother wishes’
— greatly to Mathur’s relief, because he knew from experience that
this was Ramakrishna’s way of agreeing to a request. Mathur never
was prosecuted, after all. The case against him was dropped.

We have seen various instances of Mathur’s generosity in relation to
Ramakrishna. This generosity was sometimes severely tested, for
Ramakrishna had no sense of money whatsoever. This he demon-
strated when he went with Mathur to watch the yatre; the folk-plays,
usually based on some sacred story, which were performed by com-
panies of travelling players in any courtyard or open place, with the
audience sitting all around them. Mathur would give Ramakrishna a
hundred rupees at a time, arranged in stacks of ten, so that he could
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reward the various actors with a stack each. But Ramakrishna would
simply push the whole hundred rupees over to the first actor who
pleased him by a song or a dance. Mathur would replace the money.
Ramakrishna would give it all away again. Then, wishing to reward
another actor and finding no money laid out for him, he would take
off the cloth he was wearing and give the actor that, even though it left
him naked.

Ramakrishna went with Mathur to visit Devendra Nath Tagore.
Devendra Nath was the father of the famous Bengali poet, Rabindra
Nath Tagore; he was also the leader of one branch of the Brahmo
Samaj, 2 movement which aimed at modernizing and reforming certain
Hindu customs and religious beliefs. (See Chapter 13.) Mathur and
Devendra Nath had been classmates at the Hindu College in Calcutta,
so the visit could be made without formalities, although Devendra Nath
was such a prominent public figure.

What interested Ramakrishna was to know how far Devendra Nath
had advanced in spirituality; this was the only reason he ever had for
wanting to meet important religious leaders. With his usual directness,
he asked Devendra Nath to show him his bare chest. Devendra Nath
raised his shirt and did so — perhaps with a little pardonable self-satis-
faction; for his chest was flushed in the manner which indicates deep
and prolonged meditation. “This world is like a chandelier, said
Devendra Nath, ‘in which every living crearure is a light. God has
created man to proclaim his glory. If there are no lights in the chandelier,
all is darkness. One can’t see the chandelier, even.” This remark greatly
impressed Ramakrishna, because he himself had had a similar vision,
while meditating in the Panchavati.

Devendra Nath then urged him to attend the anniversary ceremony
of the Brahmo Samaj. ‘That depends on the Lord,” Ramakrishna
replied. “You see the condition I'm in? There’s no knowing what kind
of a state he will put me into at any particular time.” Devendra Nath
answered that Ramakrishna must come anyway, whatever state he was
in; but added that he must please wear both an upper and a lower
garment, for propriety’s sake. “That’s impossible,; Ramakrishna ex-
claimed, ‘T can’t be dressed Itke a Mister!” Devendra Nath laughed
heartily at this. But it seemed that he was not so amused, after all; for,
next day, Mathur got a letter from him cancelling the invitation and
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explaining that he could not have Ramakrishna coming to the ceremony
without proper clothes.

Mathur used to beg Ramakrishna to communicate ecstasy to him by
a touch. Ramakrishna tried to dissuade him from this desire, telling
him he would do much better to wait and be patient, and that, anyhow,
he should keep his life balanced between devotion to God and worldly
obligations; that being his dharma. But Mathur persisted, until Rama-
krishna said, “Very well, I'll ask Mother about it; she will do as she
thinks best.” A few days later, Mathur went into the lower form of
samadhi at his house in Calcutta.

This is how.Ramakrishna would describe what happened next.
‘He sent for me; and when I went there I found him altogether
changed — he wasn’t the same man. Whenever he spoke of God, he
shed floods of tears; his eyes were red from weeping. And his heart
was pounding. When he saw me, he fell down and clasped my feet.
“Father,” he said, “T admit it — I'm beaten! I've been in this state for
the past three days. I can’t apply my mind to worldly affairs, however
hard I try. Everything is going wrong. Please take back the ecstasy you
gave me. I don’t want it.”” “But you begged me for ecstasy,” I said. “I
know I did. And it is indeed a blissful state — but what’s the use of bliss,
when all my worldly affairs are going to pieces? This ecstasy of yours,
Father, it only suits you. The rest of us don’t really want it. Please take
it back!” Then I laughed and said, “That’s what I told you, all along.”
“I know you did, Father. But what I didn’t understand was that this
thing like a spirit would possess me, and that I'd have to take every step
and do everything exactly as it told me to, twenty-four hours a day!”

So then I just rubbed Mathur’s chest with my hand, and he was himself
again.’

Mathur and his wife Jagadamba decided to make a pilgrimage to the
chief holy places of northwestern India, and they persuaded Rama-
krishna to come with them. Saradananda suggests two reasons why
Ramakrishna' may have agreed to do this. On the level of everyday
consciousness, it is necessary for a great spiritual teacher, even an avatar,
to learn, by travelling around the country, about the spiritual and
physical condition of the people, and about the kind of religious ideas
which are common amongst them. And, on the higher, spiritual level,
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there 1s another reason why great souls should go on pilgrimages;
they visit holy places not to get but to give. They recharge, as it were,
each shrine they visit, renewing the spiritual power which masses of
worshippers are daily taking from it.

This pilgrimage of Mathur’s was carried out on a royal scale, at
huge expense. About a hundred and twenty-five people took part in
it, including Mathur and Jagadamba, Ramakrishna and Hriday, with
other relatives and friends of Mathur and many male and female
servants. One second-class and two third-class cars were reserved
for them on the railway, and these could be uncoupled at any point
along the line at which it was decided to make a stop. The pilgrimage
started out from Howrah station on January 27, 1868.

The first stop was made to visit the shrine of Shiva at Deoghar; and
several days were spent there. Rarhakrishna was overcome with
compassion for the poverty of the villagers. He said to Mathur,
“You're a steward of Mother’s estate. Give these people one piece of
cloth and one good meal each, and some oil for their heads.” (The dry
hot climate of India makes it necessary to keep the hair from becoming
brittle by moistening it with oil, and it was only the very poorest who
had to do without this luxury.) At first, Mathur hesitated. ‘Father,’ he
said doubtfully, ‘this pilgrimage is going to cost a great deal. And
there are many people here. If T give them what you ask me to, I may
find myself short of money later. What do you think I ought to do?’
But Ramakrishna refused even to discuss the problem. He was shedding
tears over the plight of the villagers. “You wretch !’ he cried. ‘I’'m not
gomg to that Benares of yours! I'm staying here with these people.
They have no one to care for them. I won’t leave them.” Mathur yielded;
he had cloth brought from Calcutta and did everything else for the
villagers that Ramakrishna demanded. And so they went on towards
Benares. Not quite without accident, however. At a wayside station
near Mogulsarai, Ramakrishna and Hriday alighted from the train, and
it left without them. Mathur telegraphed from the next station that
they should be sent on by the next tramn. But, before this could be
done, an official of the Railway Company happened to arrive on a
tour of inspection and took them on with him 1n his special train.

As Ramakrishna approached Benares in a boat, crossing the Ganges,
he saw in a vision that the city was made of gold; that is to say, he saw
that the subtle form of the city had been made golden by the love and
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faith of its innumerable devotees throughout the ages. Ramakrishna
had such a strong sense of the sacredness of Benares that he was even
careful not to relieve himself within its limits. Nevertheless, he was
disappointed. ‘T had expected,” he said later, ‘to find everybody in
Benares merged in samadhi, contemplating Shiva twenty-four hours a
day; and everybodyin Vrindavan wild with joy in the company of
Krishna. But, when I got to those places, I found it all different.’

" Mathur rented two houses, side by side on the Kedarghat in Benares,
and lived there in pomp. Whenever he went out, a servant held a silver
umbrella over his head. Ramakrishna had his own palanquin, since
he was unable to walk far without the danger of losing outward con-
sciousness and falling. Mathur fed brahmin pandits and gave them
presents. This caused them to squabble enviously amongst themselves.
He also indulged in worldly conversation with other rich landowners.
All this pained Ramakrishna; he wished himself back in Dakshineswar.

Still, not all his experiences were disappointing. He went to see the
famous holy man, Trailanga Swami, and found him indeed holy. ‘I
saw, said Ramakrishna, ‘that the Universal Lord Himself was using
the Swamy’s body to manifest His presence. All Benares was illumined
by his stay there. He was in an exalted state of knowledge. He had no
body-consciousness. The sand there gets so hot in the sun that no one
can walk on it; but he lay on it comfortably. I cooked rice pudding and
brought it with me and fed him with it. At that time, he couldn’t speak
to me because he had taken a vow of silence. So I asked him by signs
whether Ishwara was one or many. He replied by signs that Ishwara is
known to be one when a man enters the state of samadhi; but as long
as any consciousness of “I”” and “You’ persists, Ishwara is perceived
as many. I told Hriday, “In him you see the condition of a true Knower
of Brahman.””’

One day 1n Benares, Mathur took Ramakrishna on a boat trip to see
the holy places. As they approached the chief burning-ghat near
Manikarnika, the air was full of smoke; for many bodies were lying on
the funeral pyres in the process of cremation. At the sight, Rama-
krishna’s face expressed ecstatic joy and the hairs of his body stiffened.
He came out from the covered part of the boat, walked over to the
bows and passed into samadhi. The boatmen ran to catch him, lest he
should fall into the water. But, this time, Ramakrishna did not fall; he
remained standing erect, with a wonderful smile. Hriday and Mathur
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stood protectively beside him but did not touch him. The boatmen
gazed at this extraordinary figure in astonishment.

Later, when Ramakrishna had returned to outer consciousness, he
told them that he had seen a tall white figure with matted hair approach
each funeral pyre in turn, carefully raise each individual soul from its
cast-off body and whisper into its ear the particular name of Brahman
that liberates a soul. Meanwhile, on the opposite side of the pyre, sat
Mother Kali, untying the knots of bondage created by the individual
karma and thus setting the soul free. The pandits who were present
confirmed the truth of this vision from their knowledge of the Scrip-
tures. For 1t 1s written that, if the individual soul gives up its body in
Benares, it will be immediately liberated from the wheel of rebirth and
death, through the grace of the Lord Shiva.

After a week in Benares, the pilgrims moved on to Allahabad, where
all of them bathed at the confluence of the Ganges and the river Jumna,
a spot which is regarded as especially sacred. Then they went on to
Vrindavan. Here, amidst the scenes of Krishna’s early life, Rama-
krishna was in a state of continuous ecstatic excitement. The cowherd
boys returning from the pastures, the cattle crossing the river at sunset,
the meadows, the little hills, the trees, the peacocks and the deer; all
made him think of Krishna. “Where is Krishna!’ he cried wildly.
“Where is Krishna! Why can’t I see him? Everything here has been
blessed by his presence — but where is 4e?’

However, in Vrindavan, Ramakrishna met Ganga Mata, a woman
in her sixties, who was a great devotee of Krishna and Radha. Ganga
Mata had spent most of her life in the village of Barshana, the birth-
place of Radha; and many people regarded her as a reincarnation of one
of Radha’s attendants. When Ganga Mata saw Ramakrishna, she
recognized in him a reincarnation of Radha herself. Almost at once,
the two of them assumed the roles of intimate woman friends, and
Ramakrishna was ready to settle down and live with Ganga in her hut,
despite the protests of Hriday. Neither Hriday nor Mathur could move
him from his purpose, and it began to look as if he might stay there
indefinitely. But, suddenly, Ramakrishna remembered his mother
Chandra, living alone in the music-tower at Dakshineswar; and he
knew that he must go back there and look after her.’

After two weeks, the pilgrims returned to Benares. During their
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first visit to Benares, Ramakrishna had seen the Bhairavi again. She

was living at one of the ghats with another woman devotee. She accom-

panied him to Vrindavan, and he advised her to remain there for the.
rest of her life. She died in Vrindavan, only a short while after Rama-

krishna’s return to Dakshineswar.

During his stay in Vrindavan, Ramakrishna had felt a desire to
listen to the music of the stringed instrument called a vina. But that
was not possible, for there was no competent vina-player in Vrindavan
at that time. So Ramakrishna had to wait until he could visit the house
of Mahesh Chandra Sarkar, an acknowledged master of the vina, in
Benares. As soon as Mahesh Chandra began to play, Ramakrishna felt
himself going into samadhi. ‘Mother,” he pleaded, ‘please let me histen
to the music!’ After this, he was able to remain externally conscious.
He listened to the vina with delight and, from time to time, sang to
accompany it. Mahesh Chandra used to visit Ramakrishna daily.
Ramakrishna praised his powers of -concentration, saying, “While
Mahesh plays, he loses himself completely.’

Mathur stayed in Benares until May, because he wanted to be present
at a certain religious festival. When this was over, he suggested that
they should Visit Gaya. But Ramakrishna refused to do so. For it was
at Gaya that his father Khudiram had had the vision, described in
Chapter 2, in which the Lord announced that he would be reborn on
earth as Khudiram’s son. Ramakrishna was convinced that, if he
himself were to go to Gaya, he would become merged in his own divine
orign and leave the body before his mission was accomplished. For the
same reason, he refused to visit places such as Puri, at which one of the
avatars had given up his body.

So the party returned to Calcutta in the middle of 1868. Ramakrishna
had brought back from Vrindavan some dust which he had taken from
the most sacred spots of the city. This he scattered in the Panchavati,
and on the floor of the hut in which Tota Puri had initiated him and he
had for the first time attained nirvikalpa samadhi. ‘Now,” he said, ‘this

place is as sacred as Vrindavan!’

Hriday’s wife died shortly after his return from the pilgrimage. Up to
this time, as we have seen, Hriday had not been a man of contemplative
temperament; his spiritual strength lay rather in his devotion to Rama-
knishna. But now sorrow made him meditative, and he began to aspire
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to mystical experience. Ramakrishna kept assuring him that this was
unnecessary in his case. But Hriday would not listen —~ just as Mathur
had not listened — and presently, like Mathur, he had his desire ful-
filled.

Late one night, Hriday saw Ramakrishna going towards the Pan-
chavati. Thinking that his uncle might need his waterpot and towel,
Hriday took them and followed him. As he did so, his spiritual sight
became opened. He saw the figure of Ramakrishna become luminous
as it walked ahead of him. This was no longer the figure of a human
being; it was made of light. The Panchavati was illuminated by the
light which streamed from that body. Hriday now saw that the figure
was not walking at all but moving through the air, just above the
ground. He ¢ould not believe it. He thought he must be dreaming and
rubbed his eyes. But the shining figure did not vanish; nor did the solid
trees and shrubs around it. Then Hriday looked down at his own body
and saw that it, too, was shining and full of light. And he became aware
that this light was not other than the light which formed Ramakrisiana.
Light had merely detached itself from light, in order that the Master
might have someone to serve him. Hriday was wild with joy at this
discovery. ‘Oh, Ramakrishna,’ he cried, ‘you and I are the same!
We are no mortal beings! Why should we stay here? Come with me -
let’s go from land to land, setting men free from bondage !’

Ramakrishna turned to him at once, begging him to be silent. If
Hriday made such a noise, he said, he would wake up everybody in
the compound. People would think a murder was being committed.
Placing his hand on Hriday’s heart, Ramakrishna hastily begged
Mother to ‘make this rascal dull and stupid again !’

Hriday came down with a bump into the dull world of gross matter.
He began to sob. “Why did you do that to me, Uncle? You've taken
that blissful vision away from me! Now I'll never have it again!’

T didn’t say you should never have it again,” Ramakrishna told him.
‘T only wanted to calm you down. You were making such a to-do over
that little vision of yours — that’s why I had to ask Mother to make you
dull. If you only knew how many visions I have, every day! And do /
raise such a racket? You're not ready for visions yet. The time will come
for them.’

Hriday accepted the rebuke in silence, but he felt hurt. Privately,
he determined to seek further visions. And so he went secretly to the
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Panchavati at dead of night, and sat down in the very spot on which
Ramakrishna was accustomed to meditate. Fortunately for Hriday,
Ramakrishna himself felt an impulse to meditate in the Panchavati,
that night. When he reached it, Hriday cried out piteously to him,
‘Uncle, save me ! I’m being burned to death !” No fire was visible around
Hriday, nor were his garments burned. Ramakrishna asked him what
the matter was. “No sooner had I sat down in that spot,” Hriday told
him, ‘than it was as if a plate of live charcoal had been thrown right over
me!’ Ramakrishna passed his hand over his nephew’s body, cooling it
at once. ‘Haven’t I told you again and again,’ he asked, ‘that you’ll
gain everything just by serving me?’ Hriday never went back to the
Panchavati after this.

Nevertheless, he was to have another vision, and without any
unpleasant consequences. In 1868, he wished to celebrate the Durga
Puja in his own home. Mathur gave him the money to do so; and
Ramakrishna instructed him carefully in the performance of the
worship. But Hriday was not satisfied. He wanted his uncle to be
present; and this was physically impossible, because Mathur insisted
that Ramakrishna should attend the worship in 4is house. Ramakrishna
consoled Hriday by telling him that he would be present in the subtle
body. On each of the three days of worship, Hriday saw the luminous
figure of his uncle standing beside the 1mage. Ramakrishna told Hriday
later that he had gone into samadhi while seated before the shrine 1n
Mathur’s house, and had felt himself pass along a shining track to stand
beside Hriday’s shrine.

In Chapter 3, I mentioned Akshay, the motherless son of Ram-
kumar, Ramakrishna’s eldest brother, and a favourite of Ramakrishna’s
since early childhood. That Akshay should return Ramakrishna’s affec-
tion was all the more natural because Ramkumar, his own father,
would never take him on his lap or play with hum. This apparent
hardheartedness was really due to Ramkumar’s psychic foreknowledge
of events. We have seen how Ramkumar’s married life was saddened
by the knowledge that his wife would die if she bore him a child. When
Akshay was born, Ramkumar foreknew that his son would not live
long; so he avoided showing Akshay affection lest he should become
painfully attached to him, and suffer from his loss. A vain fear, after
all - since Ramkumar himself was fated to die thirteen years before his
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son! His knowledge of the future was tragically useless; it merely
made him afraid to live in the present.

Meanwhile, Akshay had grown up into a strikingly handsome and
graceful youth. Everybody loved him — and, indeed, of all the family,
he most resembled the young Gadadhar. Like Gadadhar, he was natur-
ally devotional; and, like Gadadhar, he came to Dakshineswar in his
teens to act as a priest. In 1865, he succeeded Haladhari and took over
the worship of Vishnu.

In 1869, Akshay got married. A few months later, he fell seriously
ill at the house of hus father-in-law. He seemed to recover and came
back to his duties at Dakshineswar. Then he fell ill again of a fever,
and weakened rapidly. Ramakrishna urged the family to call in the best
doctors available. ‘But the boy won’t recover,’ he added. Hriday begged
him in dismay not to utter such a gloomy prophecy. ‘Do I say anything
of my own accord?’ Ramakrishna answered.

The end came soon afterwards. Ramakrishna was at Akshay’s bed-
side. He told his nephew to repeat the mantra ‘Ganga, Narayana, Om
Rama’. Akshay repeated it three times. Then he died. Hriday burst into
tears. Ramakrishna laughed aloud in ecstasy.

T felt nothing at the time,” Ramakrishna said later. ‘I stood there
and watched how Man dies. It was as if there was a sword in a sheath.
Then the sword was drawn out of the sheath. The sword was sull the
sword, as before. Nothing had happened to it. And the sheath lay there,
empty. When I saw that, I felt great joy. Ilaughed and sang and danced.
They took the body away and burned it, and came back.

‘But, the next day, I was standing on the porch outside my room —
and do you know what I felt? I felt as though a wet towel was being
wrung inside my heart. That was how I suffered for Akshay. Oh,
Mother, I thought, this body of mine has no relation even to the cloth
that enfolds it; then how can it feel so much for a nephew? And if I
feel so much pain, what agony must the householders suffer! Is that
what you are teaching me, Mother? But, you know, those who hold
on to the Lord, they do not lose themselves in grief.’

Akshay had died at the Kuthi. After his death, Ramakrishna would

never consent to stay there again.

At Colootollah, 1n Calcutta, there was a house at which Vaishnavites
used to meet and sing devotional songs or listen to readings from the
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religious classics. In this house, one of the sitting places for meditation
was always kept vacant and decorated with flowers. It was called
‘Chaitanya’s Seat’.

Chaitanya, who lived in the fifteenth century, founded one of the
Vaishnava sects. He is accepted as an avatar. These Vaishnavites at
Colootollah regarded hum as their chosen ideal, and they believed that
he was actually present at their ceremonies, in the subtle body. His
Seat was therefore very sacred to them.

One day, not long after Akshay’s death, Ramakrishna went to this
house with Hriday, at the invitation of the devotees. A recitation from
the Bhagavata was in progress. Ramakrishna and Hriday entered with=
out attracting notice. But, presently, Ramakrishna became overpowered
with emotion. He ran forward and stood on Chaitanya’s Seat, his hands
raised, in samadhs. -

At first, the devotees were more excited than shocked. Catching
something of Ramakrishna’s ecstasy, they chanted the name of God.
But later, after he had left the house, a dispute began. Some said
that his action had been sacrilegious; others excused or defended it.
Unable to agree, they appealed to a famous holy man and Vaishna-
vite, Bhagavan Das Babaji. Bhagavan Das was angry when he
heard of the occurrence, and told them to take precautions lest it
should ever happen again. Ramakrishna, of course, knew nothing of
all this.

In 1870, Mathur, Ramakrishna and Hriday set out by boat to visit
Nadia, Chaitanya’s birthplace. On the way, they stopped at Kalna,
near Burdwan, where Bhagavan Das was living. While Mathur
arranged for suitable lodgings, Ramakrishna and Hriday went to visit
Bhagavan Das.

When they reached the place, Ramakrishna became suddenly shy.
He told Hriday to go in ahead of him. As Hriday entered the room
where Bhagavan Das was, he heard him say, ‘It seems to me that some
great soul has come here.” Having said this, Bhagavan Das looked
around at his visitors. He evidently saw at a glance that Hriday was not
the great soul he expected; for he went on talking about a certain sadhu
who had done something wrong. Bhagavan Das exclaimed indignantly
that he personally would seize the sadhu’s rosary and confiscate it, and
then expel him from the Vaishnava community. During this outburst,
Ramakrishna entered the room. He had wrapped himself from head
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to foot in a cloth, so that even his face was partially hidden. He respect-
fully saluted Bhagavan Das and sat down among the other visitors.
Hrnday said, ‘My uncle loses himself in the name of God. He’s
been doing it for a long time, now. He has come to pay. a visit to
you.”

Bhagavan Das then broke off his denunciation of the erring sadhu
and asked politely where Ramakrishna and Hriday had come from.
Hriday noticed that he told his beads from time to time; so he asked
Bhagavan Das, ‘Sir ~ why do you tell your beads, now that you have
attained enlightenment? You no longer have any need to.” Bhagavan
Das replied, ‘It is true that I don’t need to practise such disciplines for
myself. But I must tell my beads to set an example to others. They
always do as I do. If I don’t tell my beads, I shall be leading them
astray.’

It had pained Ramakrishna to hear this egotistical language from
such a holy man as Bhagavan Das was reputed to be. From Rama-
krishna’s point of view, the pronoun ‘I’ should mean ‘I — the servant of
God’, and ‘I did this’, ‘T did this as His mstrument’. So now Rama-
krishna rose to his feet and exclaimed indignantly to Bhagavan~Das,
‘Is that how you think of yourself — even now? You think you teach
people? You think you’/l expel this man from your community? You
think you can decide to give up telling your beads or not? Who made
you a teacher? Do you think you can teach the world, unless the Lord
who made it allows you to?’

By this time, Ramakrishna’s words had taken on the character of an
inspired utterance. There was nothing personal in his rebuke; he seemed
to be addressing mankind. The cloth had fallen from his shoulders to
the ground, so had the cloth from around his loins. He stood there
naked, with a strange radiance shining from his face.

No one had spoken like this to Bhagavan Das for many years; he
was accustomed to humility and reverence. Yet he was no ordinary
man, and he was able to recognize these words as the words of truth
and accept them without the resentment of injured vanity. He knew
well enough that there is no doer in the world but God; and he felt
grateful to Ramakrishna for reminding him of this. The two of them
now talked together for some while; and their mood became ecstatic.
When Bhagavan Das finally realized that it was Ramakrishna who had
stood on Chaitanya’s Seat, he humbly begged Ramakrishna’s pardon
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for his anger, sayimng that he had misunderstood altogether the meaning
of that action. And so they parted lovingly.

At Nadia, Ramakrishna displayed one more aspect of his mystical in-
sight. In the city itself, he experienced little or no spiritual emotion.
But in the boat out on the river, he had a vision of two boys, ‘bright
as molten gold’, who rushed to meet him, smiling, and were merged
into his own body. These boys were identified by Ramakrishna as
Chaitanya and Nityananda, his closest friend and disciple; and Rama-
krishna interpreted the vision to mean that the ancient city of Nadia,
Chaitanya’s actual birthplace, had been swallowed up by the river and
buried under its sandbanks. That was why he had felt no emotion 1n
the modern city.

It is said that subsequent research has confirmed this as an historical
fact. '

In July 1871, Mathur caught typhoid fever and died, after a short
illness. Ramakrishna was not physically present at his deathbed. But
Saradananda believes that, while apparently remaining 1n his room, he
went forth in the subtle body to join Mathur and guide him through
the death-experience. At five o’clock that afternoon, Ramakrishna
came out of samadhi and said, “Mathur’s soul has ascended to the sphere
of the Mother.” And this was, in fact, the exact hour of Mathur’s death
in his home in Calcutta.

Some” time after this, a friend of Mathur’s said to Ramakrishna,
‘Sir, what became of Mathur after death? Surely, he won’t have to be
born again, will he?’

Ramakrishna did not answer this question positively. He said,
‘Perhaps he has been born again as a king. He still had a desire for
pleasure.” After which, he immediately changed the subject.
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Sarada and Chandra

Sarada Devi had not seen her husband since his visit to Kamarpukur
in 1867. After that visit, Sarada had gone back to her native village of
Jayrambati and had been living there with her family ever since. Now
she was growing up into a quiet, thoughtful young woman who did
her household duties conscientously and was quick to sympathize
with and help people in their troubles. Those who knew her well, loved
her, but perhaps rather took her for granted; a life lived without egotism
is apt to appear relatively effortless and therefore somewhat uninterest-
ing to outsiders. There can have been few, if any, of Sarada’s kinsfolk
and friends who realized that they were in the presence of an evolving
samnt.

Although Sarada had been only thirteen when she last saw Rama-
krishna, the impression he had made upon her had been lasting.
During these years of their separation, she had come to regard her
marriage with him as a fully established relationship. She loved
Ramakrishna with a sprritual love which gave her a sense of extraor-
dinary security, because it was free from jealousy and possessiveness.
Her thoughts were constantly with him in Dakshineswar and she
longed to see him again; but she assured herself that he would not for-
get her and that he would send for her to come to him in his own good
time.

Nevertheless, the years were passing; and Sarada, for all her faith
in her husband, could not help being troubled by the gassip about his
seemingly insane behaviour — gossip which was continually being fed
with fresh rumours from Dakshineswar. The men of Jayrambati made
fun of Ramakrishna; the women treated Sarada with condescending
pity, as the wife of a madman. Sarada knew that Ramakrishna had
certainly not been mad when he was with her in Kamarpukur; but that,
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after all, was a long time ago. What if he 2ad changed? What if he were
now really mad? That would explain why he had not sent for her; he
might be needing her, just the same. If the husband is sick, physically
or mentally, it is the wife’s duty to be at his side. ... Thus, Sarada came
to the decision that she must somehow get to Dakshineswar as soon as
possible and find out the truth for herself. By now it was 1872, and she
was eighteen years old.

In the spring of the year, a religious festival is held which is called
the Dol Purnima. During the festival, images of Krishna and Radha
are swung, in a swing as they are traditionally supposed to have swung
on that particular day. It is also the birthday of Sri Chaitanya. On the
streets, people throw handfuls of powder and squirt red water at each
other to express their joy. (The colours in the powders used to be
washable. Nowadays, these are fast colours, almost mmpossible to
remove, so it is advisable to go out in your oldest clothes.) Devotees
from all over Bengal come to Calcutta and other places where they can
bathe in the Ganges on this auspicious day.

Some villagers who were distantly related to Sarada were planning
to come up from Jayrambati to Calcutta on the occasion of the Dol
Purnima that year. Sarada asked if they would take her with them;
they answered that she must first get leave from her father, Ramchandra.
Ramchandra guessed at once what Sarada’s real reason was for wanting
to go to Calcutta. Being in complete sympathy with her, he arranged
to take her there himself.

At that time, there was no railway in the area and the journey from
Jayrambati to Calcutta took several days. The wealthy could afford
to have themselves carried in palanquins; everybody else went on foot.
Sarada was unused to travelling; in her eagerness to reach her husband,
she overtaxed her strength and became feverish. To her dismay,
Ramchandra insssted that she must stop and rest at a wayside inn. She
was put to bed, helpless and desperately impatient, with her fever
mounting,.

In her delirium, she was comforted by a vision. This is how she later
described it: ‘My fever rose until I lost consciousness. There I lay, not
even able to be careful that my clothes weren’t disordered. Then I saw
a girl come and sit down beside me. She was black in complexion, but
I never saw such beauty before. She began passing her hand over my
head and body. Her hand was so soft and cool that the burning in my
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blood began to subside. I asked her affectionately, “May I know where
you come from?”’ The girl said, “I come from Dakshineswar.” I was
astonished and said, “Dakshineswar! That's where I long to be - to see
my husband and to look after him. But now I have this fever, and per-
haps I shall never see him again.” “Why shouldn’t you see him?”
said the girl. “Of course you'll get to Dakshineswar! As soon as you’re
better, you shall go to him. I’ve been taking care of him, for your sake.”
“How good you are!”’ I'said. “Tell me — are you one of our relatives?”’
“I am your sister,” she told me. I said, “Ah — so that’s why you’ve come
to me!” After this I fell asleep.’

Next morning, Sarada’s fever had temporarily left her. Ramchandra
decided to continue the journey, no doubt because he realized that
inaction and anxiety would be worse for Sarada than fatigue. After
walking only a short distance, they were lucky enough to find a
palanquin for her. Presently, Sarada felt her fever returning, but it was
not as high as before and she said nothing about it; this time, she did
not become delirious. They arrived at Dakshineswar at nine o’clock
that evening.

Ramakrishna received his wife with loving solicitude, He arranged
for her to have a bed in his own room, lest she should take cold.
‘Alas,’ he exclaimed, ‘my Mathur isn’t here any more to look after
you!” But he supervised her nursing capably, arranging for her medicine
and diet; and, in three or four days, she was well again. She then
moved from Ramakrishna’s room to the music-tower in which his
mother Chandra was already living. Sarada was now entirely reassured.
Obviously, Ramakrishna was not mad; the sanest of husbands could
not have been more thoughtful and attentive. She rejoiced that she
was in Dakshineswar at last, to see him daily and to serve him.

The question may be asked: Why, if Ramakrishna was so pleased
to see Sarada, had he done nothing to bring her to Dakshineswar
sooner — especially since a word from him would have been sufficient?
Saradananda reminds us that we must never try to judge Ramakrishna’s
conduct by our own standards. He had resigned himself to the will of
God with a completeness which is beyond our imagination. He was
therefore incapable of making any decision except from one moment
to another. Planning seemed positively horrible to him. (On one
occasion, it is related, he saw Hriday with a calf and asked him what
he was going to do with it. ‘I’'m taking it home,” Hriday answered; ‘in
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a few years it'll be full-grown and ready for the plough.” Ramakrishna
was so shocked that he fell into a swoon. When he came back to his
senses, he exclaimed, ‘Look how worldly people hoard for the future!
It’s only a calf now, but it will grow and work in the fields! Always
planning so far ahead! Won’t they ever rely on God! Ah — that’s
Mayal’)

Besides, says Saradananda, Ramakrishna regarded Sarada’s coming
as a test of purity; and it was not for him, but for God, to decide when
it should take place. This test was to be, in fact, the last of his sadhanas.
During the eighteen months that now followed, Ramakrishna and
Sarada lived together in the closest intimacy. Often they slept together
in the same bed. When Sarada spoke of this period later in her life,
she would describe it as one of continuous ecstasy; a state of married
bliss which was neuertheless absolutely sexless. Such a relationship
is so unthinkable to most of us that we can do nothing but take it on
trust,

If she had not been so pure,” Ramakrishna used to say of Sarada,
‘if she had lost her self-control and made any demand on me — who
knows? Perhaps my own self-control would have given way. Perhaps
I should have become sex-conscious. After I got married, I implored
the Divine Mother to keep Sarada’s mind absolutely free from lust.
And now, after living with Sarada all that timé, I know that the Mother
granted my prayer.’

One day, while Sarada was massaging Ramakrishna’s feet, she
asked him, ‘How do you think of me?’ And he answered, ‘The same
Mother who's in the temple, and the same Mother who gave birth to
me and is now living in the music-tower ~ that same Mother is rubbing
my feet. That's the truth: I always see you as a form of the blissful
Divine Mother.’

Once, at night, as he watched Sarada lying asleep beside him,
Ramakrishna addressed his own mind, in 4 mood of discrimination:
‘Ohy my Mind, this is the body of 2 woman. Men look on it as an object
of great enjoyment; something to be highly prized. They devote their
lives to enjoying it. But, if one possesses this body, one must remain
confined within the flesh, one can’t realize God. Oh my Mind, don’t be
thinking one thing in private and outwardly pretending another' Be
frank ! Do you want this body of a woman, or do you want God?’ The
mere idea of touching Sarada’s body with lust made Ramakrishna’s
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mind recoil and lose itself so deeply in samadhi that he did not regain
normal consciousness all night.

Sarada became accustomed to seeing her husband in these super-
conscious states, but she was always made anxious by them. And when,
sometimes, she tried and failed to rouse him from them, she became
terrified. Her fear would keep her awake. When Ramakrishna found
this out, he told her she had better go back to sleeping in the music-
tower, to spare herself anxiety.

Meanwhile, he continued the training he had begun five years ago in
Kamarpukur. He taught Sarada everything he felt she ought to know,
both as a wife and a devotee — how to put a wick in a lamp, how to
behave when she visited someone’s house, how to treat the various
members of the family, how to meditate, how to worship, how to pre-
pare the mind for the knowledge of Brahman. Nothing was too trivial,
nothing was too sublime to be included in his instructions.

In the spring of 1872, Ramakrishna confirmed, by one of the most
memorable acts of his life, the truth of the answer he had given to
Sarada’s question, ‘How do you think of me?’ It was May 25, a day of
the new moon which is set aside for a special worship of the Goddess
Kali. This worship was of course performed in the Kali Temple. But,
on this occasion, Ramakrishna gave instructions that preparations for
the worship were also to be made in his own room.

Hriday was performing the worship in the temple, so could not
be present. The priest of the Radhakanta Temple had finished his
worship, however, and now came to assist. Ramakrishna had sent to
ask Sarada to be present. When she had arrived, he began the worship.

The first phase of the ritual is concerned with the purification of
each of the objects which are to be used in the worship. They are
purified by the uttering of a mantra and, in some instances, also by the
making of a mudra, a prescribed gesture of the hands which has its
special mystic significance. The worshipper sits facing north or east.
Facing him, or to his left, is the seat reserved for the Goddess; a wooden
seat with an ornamental design on it in liquid rice-paste.

When Ramakrishna had finished these preliminaries, he beckoned
to Sarada to come forward and sit on the seat of the Goddess. Sarada,
who was already in a state of spiritual exaltation and only partly con-
scious of her surroundings, obeyed him without question.

He began by sprinkling Sarada with water that had been made holy
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by the recitation of the mantras, just as if she were an image of the
Goddess in a shrine. Then he recited the prayer to the Goddess: ‘Oh
Lady, Oh Mother, Oh Mistress of all power, open the door to perfec-
tion. Purify the body and mind of this woman. Manifest yourself in
her. Be gracious.” Then he made to Sarada the sixteen ritual offerings —
including earth, ether, air, fire and water, to represent the entire universe
— treating her now as the Goddess in person. When he made the food
offering, he put some of the food to her mouth with his hand. At this,
Sarada went into samadhi; so did Ramakrishna. They remained thus
until more than half of the night had passed. Then Ramakrishna re-
turned to semi-consciousness and made his final offering to the
Goddess: himself. He offered up the fruits of all his sadhanas, together
with his rosary, at her feet. And so ended the last of Ramakrishna’s
sadhanas.

Abouit a year and five months later, in October or November 1873,
Sarada left Dakshineswar for Kamarpukur, to live for a while with
Ramakrishna’s famuly.

During the next year, Ramakrishna got to know Shambhu Charan
Mallik, a man of great generosity who came to take, to some extent,
the place of Mathur as fulfiller of Ramakrishna’s wishes and needs.
Shambhu was a devout student of the scriptures of various religions.
He was the first to read to Ramakrishna from the Bible and speak to
him of Jesus of Nazareth; Sri Jsha, as the Hindus call him. Rama-
krishna’s thoughts began to dwell upon the personality of Jesus. As
it happened he often took walks to a garden-house which was situated
to the south of the Dakshineswar Temple grounds, and rested there;
and the parlour of this garden-house was hung with pictures of holy
persondlities, including one of the Virgin Mary with the child Jesus
sitting on her lap. Ramakrishna became especially attached to this
picture. One day, while he was looking at it, he felt that the figures of
the Mother and Child began to shine, and that rays of light struck forth
from them and entered his heart. As this happened, he was aware of a
radical change in his attitude of mind. He felt —just as he had felt during
the time of his initiation into Islam by Govinda Roy — that his Hindu
way of thinking had been pushed into the back of his mind and that
his reverence for the Hindu gods and goddesses had weakened. Instead,
he was filled with love for Jesus and for Christianity. He cried to Kali,
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‘Oh Mother, what are these strange changes you are making in me?’
but his appeal did not alter his condition. And now he began to see
visions of Christian priests burning incense and waving lights before
the images of Jesus in their churches, and he felt the fervour of their
prayers. Ramakrishna came back to Dakshineswar under the spell of
these experiences, and for three days he did not even go into the temple
to salute the Divine Mother. At length, on the evening of the third day,
while he was walking in the Panchavati, he saw a tall, stately man with
a farr complexion coming towards him, regarding him steadfastly as
he did so. Ramakrishna knew him at once to be a foreigner. He had
large eyes of uncommon brilliance and his face was beautiful, despite
the fact that his nose was slightly flattened at the tip. At first, Rama-
krishna wondered who this stranger could be. Then a voice from
within told him, “This is Jesus the Christ, the great yogi, the loving
Son of God and one with his Father, who shed his heart’s blood and
suffered tortures for the salvation of mankind!’ Jesus then embraced
Ramakrishna and passed into his body. Ramakrishna remained con-
vinced, from that day onward, that Jesus was truly a divine incarnation.

In October 1873, Ramakrishna’s surviving brother, Rameswar, died
of typhoid fever at Kamarpukur, shortly after Sarada’s return there
from Dakshineswar. He was forty-eight years old.

Rameswar had an easygoing and liberal nature. When wandering
monks came begging to his door, he would give them anything they
asked for if he had it in the house — cooking-pots, waterpots, blankets —
regardless of the inconvenience he was causing himself and his family.
“We shall get more of them somehow,’” he would say. “Why worry
about it?’

After the death of Akshay, Rameswar had been appointed priest in
the Radhakanta Temple. However, because of his family obligations,
he had often had to visit Kamarpukur, leaving some other priest to
officiate for him. When he was about to leave Dakshineswar on what
was to be his last journey, Ramakrishna, who was in a state of clair-
voyance, had said to him, ‘So you’re going home? All right — but don’t
share your bed with your wife. If you do, you won’t live much longer.’
Soon after his arrival at Kamarpukur, Rameswar had fallen sick. ‘So
he didn’t listen to the warning,” Ramakrishna said to Hriday, when they
heard the news, ‘now I'm afraid they won’t be able to save his life.”
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Rameswar himself foreknew the time of his death four or five days
before it took place. He told his relatives of this, and personally made
arrangements for his funeral. Seeing that a mango tree in front of the
house was being cut down, he remarked, ‘That’s fortunate — it’'ll pro-
vide the wood for my pyre.” During his last hours, he continued to
chant the name of Rama until he lost consciousness. He died shortly
afterwards, in the middle of the night. According to his instructions,
he was not cremated in the cremation-ground but on the road that ran
alongside of it. When asked why he wanted this done, he had replied,
‘If I am cremated on the road, the feet of many holy men will pass over
the spot. I shall have the dust of their feet and be greatly blessed.’ Later,
Rameswar’s son Ramlal brought his ashes to Calcutta and scattered
them on the Ganges. Ramlal succeeded his father as priest at the
Radhakanta Temple.

When the news of Rameswar’s death reached Dakshineswar,
Ramakrishna was afraid to break it to their mother Chandra, fearing
the effects of the shock it would give her. First he entered the temple
and prayed to the Divine Mother to lessen Chandra’s grief; then, with
his eyes full of tears, he went across to the music-tower. ‘I was afraid,’
he said later, ‘that my mother would fant when she heard the news
and that it would be hard to save her life. But, in fact, the opposite
happened. Mother heard the news and expressed some grief — but then
she started to console me. “This world is transitory,” she told me,
“everyone must die some day, so what's the use of grieving?”’ and so
forth. It seemed to me that the Divine Mother had tuned Mother to a
high pitch, like a stringed instrument keyed up to a very lugh note.
That was why worldly sorrow couldn’t touch her. When I saw this, I
gave thanks to the Divine Mother, and I wasn’t anxious about Mother
any longer.’

In April 1874, Sarada returned to Dakshineswar. This time, she made
the journey with a party of women pilgrims. Sarada could not walk fast
enough and kept dropping behind the others. Some of them offered to
stay with her, but Sarada would not agree to this, for now they were
passing through an uninhabited district which was notorious as a haunt
of bandits, and she did not want to endanger the lives of her companions
as well as her own by delaying them there after nightfall. Thus it
happened that Sarada presently found herself walking through the
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gathering darkness, alone and afraid. All at once, she saw approaching
her a tall, dark-skinned man of sinister appearance, armed with a long
stick. She knew at once that he was a bandit and stood still, since run-
ning away would have been futile. At first, the man spoke to her in a
menacing tone, asking her where she was going; but then, as he came
closer to her and looked into her face, his manner seemed to change
and soften. ‘Don’t be afraid,” he told her, ‘my wife is with me — she’s
only a little way behind.” At thus, Sarada was inspired to make an
extraordinary demonstration of trustfulness. ‘Father,’ she said, ‘my
friends here left me behind and I seem to have lost my way. My hus-
band lives at the Dakshineswar Temple. If you'll take'me to him he’ll
give you a warm welcome.” And, when the bandit’s wife appeared,
Sarada said to her, ‘Mother, I'm your daughter Sarada. I was lost and
didn’t know what to do, until Father met me.’ Treating her as if she
were mndeed their daughter, the bandits found a place for her to sleep,
fed her and brought her next day to rejoin the other pilgrims. On
several occasions after this, the couple visited Dakshineswar and were
affectionately received by Ramakrishna.

Again, Sarada settled in the Nahabat with Chandra. Seen from the
outside, these two music-towers are handsome and quite massive
two-story structures with domed roofs; but most of their floor-space is
taken up by arched porches designed for the musicians to play and sing
in. Therr interior rooms are small indeed, and the doors are too low.
The visitor to Dakshineswar today must marvel that anyone could have
lived there for any length of time. Yet Sarada never complained of the
inconvenience. It was Shambhu Mallik who became concerned about
her and decided to build a spacious thatched hut for her own use. He
therefore bought a plot of land which was just outside the Dakshines-
war compound, near the Temple of Kali.

Captain Vishwanath Upadhyaya, another devotee of Ramakrishna,
helped Shambhu by supplying timber for the hut. Vishwanath was
able to do this because he was in charge of a timberyard belonging to
the State of Nepal. The timberyard was situated on the opposite bank
of the Ganges, so Vishwanath had some logs of wood for the hut
floated across the river to Dakshineswar. There was a strong tide that
day, and one of the logs wus carried away. Hriday said that this accident
proved that Sarada was ‘unlucky’. He often took the opportunity to
disparage Sarada, of whom he was jealous; it is always hard for a
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faithful attendant of Hriday’s type to yield first place to a wife. How-
ever, Vishwanath replaced the lost log, the hut was built, and Sarada
moved into it. A woman was hired to help her with her household
work. Every day, Sarada cooked the food which was first offered to
the Divine Mother and then eaten by Ramakrishna. She brought it
over to the temple with her own hands, served it to her husband later
and then returned to her hut after his meal. Ramakrishna would also
visit Sarada at her hut, but he only once stayed the night there, when
caught by a downpour of rain.

After Sarada had been living for about a year in her hut, she was
attacked by dysentery. Shambhu called in a doctor, who cured her;
but when she went back to Jayrambati, to convalesce, she had a violent
relapse. Indeed, she was so seriously ill that her family did not expect
her to recover. Hearing this, Ramakrishna said to Hriday, ‘Just think
— if she should die now! Her coming into the world would have been
in vain. She would have failed to achieve the only purpose of life.” This
remark seems most strange, on first hearing — for, after all - if the only
purpose of life is to know God — and Ramakrishna cannot have meant
otherwise — Sarada was in no danger of failing to achieve it; she had
already experienced samadhi. We can only assume that Ramakrishna
was referring to the great role which Sarada was destined to play in her
later life, as the spiritual Mother of the whole Ramakrishna Order.
We may also suspect that Ramarkrishna knew Sarada was not going to
die, anyway.

But Sarada herself did not have this conviction. She felt her situation
to be so grave that she determined to practise prayopavesana, the fast
to which Chandra had resorted years earlier when she believed that
her son was insane. Without telling her mother or her brothers of her
intention — Ramchandra, her father, had died some time earlier — Sarada
went to a temple in the village and began her fast. But, after only a
few hours, she was inspired by the deity to follow a certain cure, after
which she quickly recovered.

In 1876 Shambhu fell sick with diabetes. Ramakrishna went to see
him on his sickbed and came away saying, “There is no o1l left in
Shambhu’s lamp.” His prediction soon proved true. Shambhu died
calmly and cheerfully. ‘I have no anxiety about death,’” he told his
friends. T’'ve packed my baggage and I'm ready for the journey.’
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In March of the same year, Chandra died also, at the age of ninety-
four. Towards the end she had become somewhat senile and suffered
from delusions. Having taken a dislike to Hriday, she even began to
believe that he had killed Akshay and was trying to kill Ramakrishna
and Sarada. She often warned them, ‘Never do anything Hriday says..
Near the Dakshimeswar garden was a jute mill. The millworkers had a
midday break and were called back to work by a steam whistle. Chandra
got it into her head that the sound of this whistle was celestial; that it
was the blowing of conch-shell horns to announce a banquet in
Vaikuntha, the paradise over which Vishnu is supposed to rule. She
therefore refused to take her food until the whistle had sounded, feeling
that it was impious to begin eating before the gods had begun. On
holidays, when the mill was closed and the whistle silent, it was ex-
tremely difficult to get Chandra to eat at all. Ramakrishna and Hriday
had to coax her in all sorts of ways.

Four days before Chandra died, Hriday was due to go home on
holiday to his native village. But he felt a vague foreboding and was
unwilling to leave. He told Ramakrishna, who said, “Then you had
better stay here.” Four days passed without incident. Chandra’s health
was normal. Ramakrishna spent the evening of the fourth day with her,
talking of his childhood and telling stories which filled the old lady
with delight. She was put to bed at midnight, and he returned to his
room.

Next morning, Chandra did not appear, as she usually did, around
eight o’clock. The woman who looked after her went upstairs to the
door of her room and called her. There was no answer. The woman
put her ear to the door and heard stertorous breathing. She could not
go in, because the door was barred from the inside, so she ran and
called Ramakrishna and Hriday. Hriday forced the door open. They
found Chandra unconscious.

For three days, she remained alive, and they fed her with Ganges
water and with milk, drop by drop, at frequent intervals. When she
was at the point of death, they carried her to the bank of the sacred
river. Ramakrishna made an offering of flowers at'her feet as she passed
quietly away.

The life of a sannyasin is based on the assertion that the world and
all its changes and chances are unreal; therefore he cannot ordinarily
take part in any religious ceremony related to birth, marriage or death.
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He does not recognize their existence. Being a sannyasin, Ramakrishna
could not perform his mother’s funeral rites; this was done by Ramlal.
But Ramakrishna felt guilty, nevertheless, that he had not honoured
Chandra by any of the ritual actions proper to a son. And so, when the
funeral rites were over, he wished at least to make the offering which
is called tarpana; an offering of water to a god or the spirit of an
ancestor. But the water must be offered in the cup of the hand, and this
Ramakrishna was physically unable to do; every time he tried to take
the water, his fingers became numb and opened of their own accord,
leting it run away. He tried again and again without success. Then
he begged his mother’s spirit, with tears, to forgive him for his failure.
. . . Some time after this, Ramakrishna was told by a pandit that he had
no reason to reproach himself. The Scriptures state that, when a man
has reached a certain high level of spiritual development, he will be
literally unable to fulfil the prescribed ritual duties, even when he
earnestly wants to do so.
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Keshab Sen

The last chapter ended in March 1876, with the death of Chandra Devi.
I intentionally left out of 1t one most important event which took place
almost exactly a year earlier; the meeting between Ramakrishna and
Keshab Chandra Sen. From an historical point of view, this meeting is
so full of significance that it demands a whole chapter to itself. Keshab
Sen has been briefly referred to as a prominent Hindu reformer of the
nineteenth century. Now I must explain in detail what it was that he
wanted to reform, and how his ideas were influenced by the teaching
and example of Ramakrishna.

Something has already been said, in Chapter 4, about the influence
of the British upon India. One of the many evils of foreign conquest is
the tendency of the conquered to imitate their conquerors. This kind
of imitation is evil because it is uncritical; it does not choose certain
aspects of the alien culture and reject others, but accepts everything
slavishly, with a superstitious belief that if you ape your conquerors
you will acquire their superior power.

The Bntish certainly had much to offer India that was valuable:
medical science and engineering, the arts of the West, a clearly-defined
legal code. Unfortunately, they brought with them also two creeds —
scientific athersm and missionary evangelism — diametrically opposed to
each other yet equally narrow and dogmatic. These two creeds had
done quite enough harm already in the West, where they were indi-
genous; exported to India, they had the added power of novelty and
threatened to produce spiritual and cultural chaos. The young Indians
who came into contact with them nearly all reacted violently. Either
they lost belief n everything Hindu and got nothing from England in
return but despair; or they were thrilled by the fanaticism and self-
assurance of the missionaries and embraced a wretched version of
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Christianity which was both abject and self-seeking. (Since the mission-
aries had charge of most of the new educational facilities provided by
the British, they got the opportunity to indoctrinate many of the most
intelligent students of each generation.) Thus the young were growing
up into cultural hybrids; laughed at and despised by the British because
of their hopelessly silly efforts at imitation; condemned by orthodox
Hindus of the old school as impious traitors to the religion and tradi-
tions of their race.

The English missionaries attacked Hinduism as a polytheistic
religion; a primitive tangle of cults and idolatry. In this they showed
their utter ignorance of the Vedas, which state, again and again, that
the substratum of all the many divine forms is Brahman, the one and
indwvisible. As for the charge of idolatry — ‘the heathen in his blindness
bows down to wood and stone’ — it must be remembered that the great
majority of missionaries, in Bengal at least, were Protestant. The
Catholics could not very well condemn the cult of holy images in
theory, though they showed much zeal in destroying those which
belonged to other creeds.

Stupid as these accusations were, there were some Hindus who
accepted them as a challenge. In spite of their own better knowledge,
they had been made by their conquerors to feel that Hinduism was
antiquated, and hence that it should be reformed — purged of super-
stitions and obsolete customs and thus brought into line with the other
world-religions. It'might well have been retorted that the other world-
religions needed purging, every bit as badly; but here the inferiority
complex of the conquered came into play and made the criticism one-
sided. We may deplore this mistaken humility, but we must realize
that the urge to reform Hinduism was also motivated by a not ignoble
kind of patriotism. India — said the reformers to themselves — had been
conquered politically, but that was no reason why she should be
conquered spiritually as well. Spirituality had always been India’s
greatest strength; and now India had to assert herself spiritually —as a
first step (some of these reformers undoubtedly added) to regaining her
political freedom.

The first important reform movement of the nineteenth century was
founded by Ram Mohan Roy, who was born in Bengal in 1774. Ram
Mohan belonged to an orthodox brahmin family which he offended by
publishing, at the age of sixteen, a book against image worship He
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then left home and travelled for some years — visiting, among other
places, Tibet, where he studied Buddhist mysticism. He was also sympa-
thetic to the teachings of Christianity and Islam. A distinguished
scholar, he knew Sanskrit, Persian, Arabic, English and some European
languages.

In 1828, Ram Mohan founded what he called the Brahmo Samaj,
dedicated to ‘the worship and adoration of the Eternal, the Un-
searchable, the Immutable Being, who is the Author and Preserver
of the Universe’. (The title, Brahmo Samaj, cannot be translated
succinctly into English; it means the Society of believers in a personal
God without form.) The God of the Brahmo Samaj was not the
impersonal Brahman, but rather the Hindu Ishwara (see Chapter §)
or the Mohammedan Allah or the non-trinitarian Godhead of the
Unitarians; a personal God without form but with father-attributes.
Ram Mohan borrowed something from the teachings of Christianity
but denied the divinity of Jesus, just as he denied the divinity of the
Hindu avatars. At the same time, he quoted freely from the Hindu
scriptures, choosing particularly certain passages from the Upanishads
which could be interpreted according to his belief in a personal God
without form. And he based his monothesstic philosophy partly on
the sacred writings of Islam. The Brahmo Samaj was open to all,
without regard to religion or race. Its international appeal was certainly
a challenge to the critics of classical Hinduism, but perhaps, in trying
to cover such a large area, it spread itself rather too thin. Its real
strength was in its programme of social reform, for it demanded the
abolition of those very customs to which the British most objected —
child-marriage, the veto on the remarriage of widows, and the caste-
system itself. The Brahmo Samaj refused to recognize any caste-differ-
ences among its own members. It also worked for the emancipation of
women and their education along modern lines.

In 1830, Ram Mohan was created a raja by the Emperor of Delhi.
(It must be remembered that the British did not claim the imperial title
for Queen Victoria untl 1877.) He was then sent to England to
represent the Emperor and give evidence before a parliamentary com-
mittee on the judicial and revenue systems of India. The English
politicians and scholars treated the Raja with respect and admiration;
and he had the satisfaction of being present in the House of Commons
when the practice of suttee — the Hindu widow’s voluntary cremation
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on her husband’s funeral pyre — was finally outlawed. He had worked
against suttee for many years. In 1833, while still 1n England, he died
sudddenly of a brain fever and was buried at Bristol. -

Ramakrishna therefore never had the opportunity of meeting Ram
Mohan. He did, however, meet Ram Mohan’s successor, Devendra Nath
Tagore, as we have seen in Chapter 11. Devendra Nath took over the
leadership of the Brahmo Samaj eight years after the Raja’s death.
During this interval, the movement had greatly weakened, but
Devendra Nath reorganized it and soon made it stronger than ever
before. He agreed with Ram Mohan in condemning image worship,
but he was not much concerned with other world-religions. A monod-
theist, he drew his inspiration entirely from the Hindu scriptures and
fought to prevent Christian ideas from infiltrating the Samaj. On this
point he was altogether at variance with his successor, Keshab Chandra
Sen.

Keshab was two years younger than Ramakrishna and a whole
generation younger than Devendra Nath. He was born in a Bengali
family of moderate means and educated at an English school. He did
not know Sanskrit. He had little natural sympathy with the popular
traditions of Hinduism. He was, indeed, very powerfully influenced
by the personality of Jesus, and, if he differed from the Christians, it
was only because of their claim to possess the one truth faith. Keshab
held that Jesus, Moses, Buddha and Mohammed should be equally
honoured.

Some of Keshab’s followers carried his neo-Christian ideas even
farther. They wanted a new, Indian kind of Christianity which should
embrace all religions in the name of Jesus Christ. Here is part of an
article which appeared in one of the last issues of the New Dispensation,
a magazine which was founded by Keshab and continued after his
death:

“Who rules India? What power is that which sways the destinies of
India at the present moment? It is not the glittering bayonet nor the
fiery cannon of the British Army that can make our people loyal. . . .
No. If you wish to secure the attachment and allegiance of India, it
must be through spiritual influence and moral suasion. And such indeed
has been the case in India. You cannot deny that your hearts have been
touched, conquered and subjugated by a superior power. That power
need I tell you — is Christ. It is Christ who rules British India, and not
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the British Government. England has sent out a tremendous moral
force in the life and character of that mighty prophet, to conquer and
hold this vast empire. None but Jesus ever deserved this bright, this
prectous diadem, India, and Jesus shall have it.” It is amusing to think
that this, and other expressions of a similar opinion, must have dis-
mayed the Chrisdan missionaries almost as much as the orthodox
Hindus. And, in fact, Keshab’s activities had the effect of much
reducing missionary influence in Bengal. At the same time, Keshab
was compelled by his own views to break with Devendra Nath
Tagore. In 1868, he founded The Brahmo Samaj of India. Devendra
Nath retained leadership of the other half of the movement, which was
now called the Adi Samaj, or First Brahmo Samaj.

In 1870, Keshab went to England. He was warmly welcomed there,
especially by the Unitarians. Queen Victoria herself received him in
audience. While at Oxford he visited Edward Pusey the theologian,
in the company of Max Muiller, who describes one of their discussions
as follows: “At the end of their conversation the question turned up
whether those who were born and bred as members of a non-Christian
rehigion could be saved. Keshab Chandra Sen and myself pleaded for
1t, Pusey held his ground against us. Much of course depended on what
was meant by salvation, and Keshab defined it as an uninterrupted
union with God. “My thoughts,” he said, “are never away from
God;’ and he added, “my life is a constant prayer, and there are but
few moments in the day when I am not praying to God.” This, uttered
with great warmth and sincerity, softened Pusey’s heart. “Then you*
are all right,” he said, and they parted as friends, both deeply moved.’
This anecdote alone is enough proof that Keshab’s nature was capable
of great humility and tolerance in the face of provocation; of compas-
sion too, no doubt, for the naturally good-hearted but dogma-bound
old man.

In 1875 another Samaj, called the Arya, was founded by Swami
Dayananda, a famous Sanskrit scholar. Dayananda worked for the
same reforms as Devendra Nath and Keshab, but he was uncondition-
ally opposed to all non-Hindu religious influences in India; Moslem,
Christian and Buddhist alike. He was a pugnacious man and the Arya
Samaj was a fighting movement. Although he reinterpreted the Vedas
to suit his own kind of monotheism, his ideas were sufficiently orthodox
to appeal to the masses and not merely the intellectuals. The influence
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of the Arya Samaj was strongest in the Punjab, where the struggle
between Hindus and Moslems was most embittered.

Ramakrishna met Dayananda during one of his visits to Bengal.
Mahendra Nath Gupta once heard him refer to this meeting and has
recorded what Ramakrishna said. (Gospe! of Sri Ramakrishna; October
11, 1884.) ‘Yes, I went to see him [Dayananda]. At that time he was
living in a garden-house across the Ganges. Keshab was expected there
that day. He was longing to see Keshab as the chatak bird longs for
rain.’ (According to legend, the chatak bird will only drink rain-water;
1t declines all other water, no matter how frantic with thirst 1t may
become. Ramakrishna was fond of using this bird as a metaphor for
intense spiritual thirst.) ‘He was a great scholar. He believed in the
existence of the various deities. Keshab didn’t. Dayananda used to
say, “God has created so many things — why couldn’t he have created
the deities?”” Dayananda believed that the Ultimate Reality has no form.
Captain (Vishwanath Upadhyaya) was chanting the name of Rama.
Dayananda said to him sarcastically, “You’d do better to keep saying
‘sandesh’ I”” (Sandesh is a kind of sweetmeat made of cheese and sugar.
In other words, Dayananda did not approve of making japa, or of any
similar devotional practice.)

One day in March 1875, while Ramakrishna was in samadhi, he felt
a prompting to go and visit Keshab. It so happened that he had seen
Keshab once, many years before this, when they were both young men.
Ramakrishna had seen Keshab meditating at the Brahmo Samay, which
was then still under the undisputed control of Devendra Nath Tagore.
With his spiritual insight, he had realized that Keshab was the only one
among the devotees present who had achieved a state of true medita-
tion. Now, in samadhi, he had a vision of Keshab in the form of a
peacock, with its tail outspread and a ruby adorning its head. The
peacock’s tail, he later explained, symbolized Keshab’s followers and
the ruby Keshab’s own nature; his qualities of leadership and proselyt-
izing zeal.

Keshab was engaged 1n sadhana with his disciples at a garden-house
in Belgharia, a few miles to the north of Calcutta. Ramakrishna went to
visit him there with Hriday, in a carriage belonging to Captain Vish-
wanath. On this occasion, Ramakrishna was dressed simply but quite
adequately, in a dhoti with a red border, one end of which was thrown
over his shoulder. They arrived about an hour after noon. Getting
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out of the carriage, Hriday saw Keshab and his disciples seated on a
brick-built ghat at the edge of the garden pond. Hriday went first
alone to speak to Keshab, just as he had gone into the house of Bhaga-
van Das, in order to introduce his uncle. ‘My uncle is a great lover of
God,’ he said. ‘He loves to hear talk and songs about the Lord. When
he hears them, he goes into samadhi. He has heard that you are a great
devotee, and he has come to listen to you talking about God and his
glories. With your kind permission, I'll bring him to you.” Keshab of
course agreed, and Hriday helped Ramakrishna out of the carriage and
led him over to them. Keshab and the others had been awaiting him
with keen curiosity, but now they felt disappointed. On first inspection,
Ramakrishna did not seem to them to be anyone out of the ordinary.
‘Is it true, gentlemen,” Ramakrishna asked humbly, ‘that you have
the vision of God? I want so much to know what it’s like. That’s why
I’ve come to see you.” Presently he sang to them - it was a well-known
song of Ramprasad’s: “Who knows what Kali is? The six philosophies
cannot explain her.” Immediately after singing, he went into samadhi.
Even this did not greatly impress the onlookers. They took Rama-
krishna’s loss of outer consciousness to be some kind of mental iliness,
or, worse still, a trick played to impress them. But when Hriday
recalled his uncle to his senses by chanting the name of Om in his ears,
and when they saw a smile of dazzling innocence and sweetness
overspread Ramakrishna’s face, they began to be charmed out of their
scepticism. And then Ramakrishna spoke to them, using his favourite
parables, comparing the many aspects of God to the different parts of
the elephant that the blind men touched, or to the different colours
of the chameleon seen at different times by different men — and taken
-always by their ignorance to be the onjy aspect, the only colour. . . .
Soon, his hearers were listening and gazing at him enthralled — not so
much by his teaching as by the manner of it. Indeed, they felt them-
selves to be in the presence of an enlightenment which was altogether
beyond their understanding. They were unaware that the time for the
next meal had long since gone by, and that they were even in danger of
omitting the next period of prayer. It amused Ramakrishna to see this
change in their attitude. He said to them, smiling, ‘If any other kind
of animal comes to a herd of cattle, they’ll turn on it and gore it with
their horns. But, if a cow joins the herd, they’ll lick its body and wel-
come it as one of themselves. . . . That’s what has happened to us here
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today.” Then, addressing Keshab, he added, “Your tail has dropped
off.” This odd-sounding remark startled and displeased Keshab’s dis-
ciples; they took it at first for some kind of insult. But Ramakrishna
went on to explain, ‘As long as the tadpole has its tail, it can only live
in the water, it can’t come on land; but, when the tail drops off, it can
live on land as well as in the water. As long as a man wears the tail of
ignorance, he can only live in the world; but, when the tail drops off, he
can live either in the knowledge of God or in the world, whichever he
pleases. Your mind, Keshab, has reached that state now. You can live in
the world and still be aware of God.’

From that day onward to the end of his life, Keshab remained under
the influence of Ramakrishna. True, he did not yield to this influence
immediately or unconditionally. At first he mistrusted his own judge-
ment and sent some of his followers over to Dakshineswar to observe
Ramakrishna and report their impressions of him. And even much
later, when Keshab had become absolutely convinced of Ramakrishna’s
spiritual greatness, he was still tormented by the conflict between his
own previous ideas and prejudices and Ramakrishna’s teachings. Never-
theless, the influence grew in strength, until Keshab found that he could
hardly endure to stay away from Ramakrishna for more than a few
days at a time. Sometimes he would come to Dakshineswar; sometimes
he would invite Ramakrishna to visit him at his house in Calcutta,
which was called the Kamal Kutir, the Lily Cottage. Sometimes Keshab
and a party of Brahmo devotees would take Ramakrishna for a steamer
trip on the Ganges, so that they could enjoy his society without fear of
any intrusion.

Although Keshab was now one of the most famous men in India,
and was himself looked up to as a teacher, he always treated Rama-
krishna with the utmost humility and respect. Whenever they met,
Keshab brought the offering of fruits which is traditional when the
pupil visits his guru. And, like a devoted pupil, Keshab would seat
himself at Ramakrishna’s feet. Once, Ramakrishna said to him play-
fully, ‘Keshab, you delight so many people with your lectures — please
expound something to me, too!” To which Keshab replied, ‘Sir, am I
to sell needles in a blacksmith’s shop?’ (The Indian proverbial equiva-
lent of ‘carrying coals to Newcastle’.) ‘Please talk and let me listen.
People are delighted whenever I tell them anything you have told me.’

One day, Ramakrishna said to Keshab that, if one admits the
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existence of Brahman, one must also necessarily admit the existence
of Brahman’s Power, through which the universe is created — since
Brahman and its Power are eternally one and the same. To this Keshab
agreed. Ramakrishna then told him that the Scriptures, the Devotee
and God are also one and the same. To this also Keshab agreed. Rama-
krishna next told him that the Teacher, God and the Devotee are also
one. But Keshab became disturbed and perplexed. At length, he said
respectfully, ‘Sir — just now I can’t accept anything more. Please, let us
not speak of this for the present.” ‘Very well,” Ramakrishna told him.
“Then we'll stop there.’

In 1878, a scandal split the Brahmo Samaj. The Maharaja of Cooch-
Behar had asked for the hand of Keshab’s daughter. The marriage was
one of the most brilliant that a Hindu girl could possibly have made,
and Keshab agreed to it. There is no reason to suppose that he did this
from motives of self-interest, because of the Maharaja’s rank and huge
wealth; no doubt he was thinking only of his daughter’s future. Un-
fortunately, however, the girl was not yet quite fourteen years old, and
so Keshab was acting against one of his own publicly declared ob-
jectives: the abolition of child-marriage. Immediately a conflict broke
out and two parties were formed — one defending Keshab, the other
condemning him as the worst of traitors and hypocrites. The opposition
party then left The Brahmo Samaj of India and founded a movement
of its own, called the General Brahmo Samaj.

When Ramakrishna heard of this schism, he was much distressed.
He had never approved of Keshab’s campaign against child-marriage.
‘Birth, death and marriage are all subject to the will of God,” Rama-
krishna had said. “They can’t be made to obey hard-and-fast rules. Why
does Keshab try to make such rules?’ Nevertheless, if anybody spoke
of the Cooch-Behar marriage in Ramakrishna’s presence and blamed
Keshab, Ramakrishna would defend him: ‘How is Keshab to blame?
He’s a family man. Why shouldn’t he do what he thinks best for his
sons and daughters? He wasn’t acting against religion or morality. He
has only done his duty as a father.” Ramakrishna refused to take sides
in the quarrel, and remained on friendly terms with members of both
movements.

One of the most prominent of these was Vijay Krishna Goswami.
After the Cooch-Behar schism he had become a leader of the newly-
formed General Samaj. He visited Ramakrishna often and would tell
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everyone he met that Ramakrishna was the greatest soul in India,
bewailing the blindness of those who could not recognize this fact. He
used to say to Ramakrishna, ‘Dakshineswar is so near to Calcutta —
we can visit you whenever we like; there are plenty of boats and
carriages. If we don’t understand you and value you highly enough,
it’s only because you’re so near home and so easily available. If you
were sitting on a mountain-top, and we had to walk miles without food
and climb precipices to reach you, clinging on to the roots of trees —
then we would know what a treasure you are. As it is, we imagine there
must be better teachers living far away from here; and so we run seek-
ing them this way and that way, and put ourselves to endless trouble for
nothing.’

Ramakrishna thought very highly of Vijay’s spiritual attainments.
‘Vijay has reached the room just next to the innermost chamber,” he
would say, ‘and now he’s knocking at its door.’

Before the schism, Keshab and Vijay had been good friends; after it,
they stopped seeing each other. However, as both continued to visit
Ramakrishna regularly, a meeting between them was sooner or later
inevitable. Mahendra Nath Gupta tells us that Vijay was sitting with
Ramakrishna in his room at Dakshineswar, on the afternoon of
October 27, 1882, when some of Keshab’s followers arrived with an
invitation. Keshab had chartered a steamer which had just dropped
anchor opposite the temple compound; would Ramakrishna go out
with them in a rowboat to the steamer and join him® Ramakrishna
agreed, and Vijay went along with him — we are not told how willingly
or unwillingly.

The encounter could hardly have begun more embarrassingly. No
sooner was Ramakrishna in the rowboat than he went into samadhi.
They had difficulty in getting him on board the steamer. Partially
conscious of his surroundings but still moving stiffly and mechanically,
he was helped downstairs into a cabin. Keshab and the others bowed to
him. He did not seem to recognize them. He was placed in a chair.
Keshab and Vijay sat down on two others. As many devotees as could
squeeze into the cabin squatted on the floor; the rest peered in through
the door and the windows, which had to be opened because the cabin
had already become tembly stuffy. Meanwhile, Ramaknishna went
back into samadhi. Keshab and Vyay were thus left virtually alone
together, awkwardly enthroned in the midst of this audience which was,
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no doubt, eagerly curious to see if they would show any signs of their
hostility. They appear to have behaved with formal politeness.

Gradually, Ramakrishna returned to external consciousness. He
whispered to himself, ‘Mother, why have you brought me here?
They’re shut in. They’re not free. Can1 free them?’ A Brahmo devotee
spoke to him of a holy man whom some of them had visited, and added,
‘He keeps a photograph of you in his room, sir.” This seemed to amuse
Ramakrishna. Pointing to his body and smiling, he said, ‘It’s just like
a pillowcase.” A train of 1deas had thus been started, bringing him back
to the plane of consciousness on which he was able to speak as a
teacher. And now he began to talk to them about the heart of the devotee
whiach is the ‘favourite parlour’ of God, about the dream which we call
our life, about the dance of Mother Kali. He compared the Divine
Mother just before the recreation of the universe to a housewife who
keeps a pot of seeds ready for the next sowing. He mimicked the sound
of the English language: Foot fut it mit. He sang hymns to Kali and
Durga. His hearers were so delighted that they did not want the voyage
to end, and Keshab asked the captain to steam a little farther down
the river. Puffed rice and grated coconut were served.

Yet there was stll a constraint between Keshab and Vyay. Rama-
krishna noticed 1t and said to Keshab, ‘Look — here is Vijay. Your
quarrel reminds me of the fight between Shiva and Rama. Shiva was
Rama’s guru. They fought each other but they soon made it up again.
It was their followers, Shiva’s ghosts and Rama’s monkeys, who went
on making faces and chattering at each other; they wouldn’t stop!
You have a religious society, so Vijay thinks he has to have one too.
That’s quite natural. While Sri Krishna, who was incarnate God
himself, was happy in the company of the gopis at Vrindavan — even
then, those two troublemakers, Jatila and Kutla, had to appear on the
scene. Why? Because the plot can’t thicken without troublemakers.
Without Janila and Kutila there’s no fun.” Ramakrishna’s affectionate
teasing of Keshab and Vijay had been greeted by loud laughter, and
now the two leaders were forced to become reconciled with each
other. But Keshab’s ‘ghosts’ and Vijay’s ‘monkeys’ continued to carry
on the feud, just as Ramakrishna had hinted that they would.

The public recriminations ‘caused by the Cooch-Behar marriage
had had one good result: Keshab now began to feel a distaste forall the
vanities of public life and a longing for spiritual experience. Under
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KESHAB SEN

Ramakrishna’s influence, he now accepted many Hindu rituals and
symbolic acts which he had previously rejected as meaningless: the
offering of oblations, bathing in consecrated water, shaving the head,
wearing the ochre-dyed cloth. Within two years, he had formulated
and began to preach a new creed which he called ‘The New Dispensa-
tion’. “The New Dispensation’ was, fundamentally, a presentation of
Ramakrishna’s teachings — as far as Keshab was able to understand
them. What chiefly appealed to Keshab in Ramakrishna was his
universality, and particularly the fact that he had had the vision of
Jesus of Nazareth. But, over and above this, he regarded Ramakrishna
as a living embodiment of his creed. When he came to Dakshineswar
he would bow down before Ramakrishna and symbolically take the
dust of his feet, exclaiming, ‘Victory to the Dispensation! Victory to
the Dispensation!” It was through Keshab that Ramaknshna first
became known to the general public of Calcutta.

Ramakrishna delighted in Keshab’s spiritual growth. He now began
to appear frequently, unannounced, at meetings of the Brahmo Samaj,
joining with the Brahmo devotees in their kirtan (singing of religious
songs). Not unnaturally, the Brahmos were encouraged by his visits to
regard him as their exclusive property and to imagine that he shared
their particular beliefs and theirs only. They could not understand that
Ramakrishna’s absorption in God made him eager to take part in re-
ligious observances of any kind.

Ramakrishna tried to wean the Brahmos away from their excessive
preoccupation with social reform and turn their minds towards
meditation and the realization of God. But he knew human nature and
did not expect too much of them. T have said whatever came into my
head,” he used to tell them. “Take as much of it as you want. You can
leave out the head and the tail.” Later 1n his life, he would describe the
Brahmo meetings to his own disciples: ‘T went to Keshab’s house and
watched them praying. After the speaker had talked a long time about
the glories of God, he said, “Let us now meditate on him.” I wondered
how long they’d meditate. But, oh dear, they’d scarcely had their eyes
shut for two minutes before it was all over! How can one know God by
meditating like that® While they were meditating, I was watching
their faces. Afterwards, I said to Keshab: “I’ve seen a lot of you medi-
tate, and do you know what it reminded me of? Troops of monkeys
sometimes sit quietly under the trees at Dakshineswar, just as if they
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RAMAKRISHNA AND HIS DISCIPLES

were perfect gentlemen, quite innocent. But they aren’t. They’re sitting
thinking about all those gourds and pumpkins that householders train
to grow over their roofs, and about all the gardens full of plantains and
eggplants. After a hittle while, they’ll jump up with a yell and rush
away to the gardens 10 stuff their stomachs. I saw many of you meditat-
ing like that.” And when they heard that, they laughed.’

Ramakrishna would also try to correct the Brahmos’ 1deas about
worship. “Why,” he would ask them, ‘are you always talking so much
about the various powers of God? Does a child who's sitting beside
his father keep thinking how many horses, cows, houses and estates his
father has? Isn’t he simply happy to feel how much he loves his father
and how much his father loves him? The father feeds and clothes the
child - and why shouldn’t God? After all, we are his children. If he
looks after us, 1s that so extraordinary? So, instead of dwelling on that,
a real devotee makes God his very own, through love. He begs — no,
he demands that his prayers shall be answered and that God shall reveal
Himself to him. If you dwell so much on God’s powers, you can’t think
of him as your nearest and dearest — and so you can’t feel free to demand
things of him. Thinking about his greatness makes him seem distant
from his devotee. Think of him as your very own. That's the only
way to realize him.’

Ramakrishna did succeed to a large extent in curing the Brahmos of
their unreasonable fear of image worship, which was based on the con-
viction that God is without form. Some of them, at least, began to
understand what Ramakrishna meant when he said, ‘You should never
set limits to God’s nature’ — that God is both with form and formless.

Ramakrishna himself was no reformer, and he did not worry at all
about the effects of Western culture upon India — believing, as he did,
that nothing could have happened or would happen without the
sanction of the Divine Mother. But the Brahmo Samaj and its kindred
movements were destined, as we shall presently see, to exert an
important influence, both direct and indirect, upon Ramakrishna’s
disciples and hence upon the Mission which bears his name.

166



14
The Coming of the Disciples

We have seen that Ramakrishna did not expect too much of the
Brahmos; their previous conditioning had left them incapable of any
radical change of life and mind. Contact with them made Ramakrishna
long all the more earnestly for some really dedicated disciples ~ young
ones preferably — who would be ready to renounce every worldly
desire and follow his teaching without any reservations. The others,
he was accustomed to say, could no more be taught true spintuahty
than a parrot can be taught to speak after the ring of coloured feathers
has appeared around its neck.

‘In those days there was no limit to my yearning,” he would recall.
‘During the daytime, I could just manage to keep it under control,
though the ralk of worldly-minded people tormented me. I would
yearn for the time when my beloved companions would come to me;
I kept thinking what a relief it would be to talk freely and openly to
them about my experiences. Everything that happened made me think
of them; I couldn’t keep my mind on anything else. I kept planning
what I should say to this one and what I should give to that one, and so
forth. When evening came, I couldn’t master my feelings any longer.
1 was tortured by the thought that another day had passed and that they
hadn’t arrived! When the evening worship started and the temples
resounded with the ringing of bells and the blowing of conch-shell
horns, I would climb up on to the roof of the Kuthi and cry out at the
top of my voice in the anguish of my heart, “Come to me, my boys!
Where are you? I can’t bear to hive without you!” A mother never
longed so for the sight of her child, or a friend for his friend or a lover
for his sweetheart, as I did for them! O, it was beyond all describing!
And, soon after this, they did at last begin to come.’

The Brahmo Samaj was actually the means of bringing several of
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these monastic disciples, as well as many householder devotees, to
Ramakrishna. Its influence in this direction worked both positively and
negatively; there were those who came to Ramakrishna because they
had heard his greatness constantly proclaimed by the lectures and
writings of Keshab, and there were those who came because they were
disappointed in the Samaj and hoped to get from Ramakrishna the
spiritual reassurance which it had been unable to give them.

Ram Chandra Datta and his cousin Manomohan Mitra had read
about Ramakrishna in Keshab’s newspaper, Sulabk Samachar. Ram
Chandra was a doctor who had a post at the Calcutta Medical College.
Manomohan was a businessman. Both of them were agnostics with a
leaning towards outright atheism; but their lack of faith made them
restless, not merely complacent, and they had the saving virtue of
intellectual curiosity. They decided to go to Dakshineswar and see for
themselves what Keshab’s saint was like. This was towards the end of
1879.

The cousins arrived at Dakshineswar expecting to meet a freak and
probably a fake. The door was opened to them by a plainly-dressed
person who looked disappointingly ordinary. His hair was not matted,
his body was not smeared with ashes; he was not at all their idea of 2
holy man. Yet this was Ramakrishna himself. He welcomed them as
though he had been awaiting them, and at once began to ply them with
questions. Hearing what Ram Chandra’s profession was, he called to
Hriday, who was suffering from a fever, ‘Hriday, come ~ here’s a
doctor! Let him feel your pulse!” Ram Chandra and Manomohan were
both charmed by his unaffected cordiality. They felt completely at
ease with him, and stayed the whole afternoon. Before they left, Rama-
krishna fed them with sweetmeats and asked them to visit him again.

Ram Chandra and Manomohan were men of considerable intuition,
and they became aware, even after that first encounter, that they had
been in the presence of spiritual greatness. A profound though gradual
change began to work in them, and their thoughts turned away from
worldly matters. Soon their relatives noticed this and became alarmed.
One day, when Manomohan was about to visit Ramakrishna, his aunt
tried to persuade him not to go. He refused to listen to her and set out,
with Ram Chandra. They found Ramakrishna sitting on his bed, look-
ing sad. When they asked him what was wrong, he answered, ‘There’s
a devotee who likes coming here, but his aunt doesn’t approve; she
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tries to stop him. It makes me sad to think that he may listen to her
and give up coming.” Manomohan and Ram Chandra were astonished
at Ramakrishna’s clairvoyance. Not long after this, Manomohan’s wife
also objected to his visiting Dakshineswar and Ramakrishna behaved
and spoke in the same manner.

‘Does God really exist?” Ram Chandra asked. ‘Of course he exists,’
Ramakrishna told lum. ‘You don’t see the stars in the daytime, but
that doesn’t mean that the stars don’t exsst. There’s butter in milk, but
how could anyone guess that by looking at it? To get the butter you
must churn the milk in a cool place. To get the vision of God you must
practise mental disciplines — you can’t see him just by wishing.’

Ram Chandra came of a family of Vaishnavas and was therefore
familiar with the life of Sr1 Chaitanya. One evening, he was at Dak-
shineswar and alone with Ramakrishna in his room. “What are you
looking at?” Ramakrishna asked him, suddenly. ‘T am looking at you,
Ram Chandra told him. ‘And what do you think of me?’ ‘I think you
are Chaitanya.” There was a silence. Then Ramakrishna said quietly,
“Well — the Bhairavi used to say the same thing.’

At such times, Ram Chandra was full of faith. But then agam doubts
crept in upon him. Was Ramakrishna truly a knower of God or merely
endowed with extraordinary psychic powers® He could not decide.

One night he dreamed that Ramakrishna gave him a mantra and
told him to repeat it several times a day. Next morning, he hurried to
Dakshineswar with this news and Ramakrnishna assured him that this
was indeed a blessed experience. No sooner had Ram Chandra left his
presence, however, than he began to say to himself that a dream was
only a dream after all; it proved nothing.

A few days later, he was talking to a friend in the College Square,
in the middle of Calcutta. They had been speaking of Ram Chandra’s
doubts. All at once they were aware of a very dark-skinned man who
was standing beside them. ‘Why are you so anxious?’ he asked. ‘Have
patience.” The next moment, he had vanished — and yet they had both
seen him. When Ramaknishna was told of this, he said, “Yes — you'll
be seeing many more things like that!’

But Ram Chandra remained obstinately doubtful; and, the more
he doubted, the more he loathed his hife and the world around him.
When he came back to-Dakshineswar for help, Ramakrishna amazed
and dismayed him by exclaiming impatiently, “What can 7 do? It all
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depends on God’s will.” ‘But, sir,” cried Ram Chandra, ‘I’ve been
relying on you. If you won’t help me, what shall I do?’ ‘I don’t owe
you anything,’ Ramakrishna told him with seeming indifference, ‘you
can keep on comng here if you want to — please yourself.” This kind
of shock-treatment was no doubt exactly what Ram Chandra needed.
He rushed out of the room determined to drown himself in the Ganges,
but a little reflection brought him to his senses; he decided to make a
serious effort on his own account, instead of expecting Ramakrishna
to save him in spite of himself. Accordingly, Ram Chandra lay down
on the northern veranda outside Ramakrishna’s room and began to
repeat the mantra Ramakrishna had given him in the dream. Hours
passed. In the middle of the night, Ramakrishna opened the door and
told him, ‘Serve the devotees of the Lord and you will find peace.’
Having said this, Ramakrishna went back into his room.

Now 1t happened that Ram Chandra was miserly by nature, and so
Ramakrishna’s advice was distasteful to him; if he followed it, he would
have to spend a lot of money. At first he did nothing. But Ramakrishna
returned to the subject a short while later and set a day on which he
and the devotees would visit Ram Chandra’s house. Ram Chandra was
therefore obliged to arrange for their entertainment, and, as he did s,
he began to understand that Ramakrishna had accorded him a great
privilege in allowing him to be of service.

The evening after Ramakrishna’s visit, Ram Chandra went to
Dakshineswar. Ramakrishna received him affectionately and they
talked until ten o’clock. The night was*very dark. Ram Chandra had
already taken his leave and was standing on the veranda when he saw
Ramakrishna coming towards him. ‘Tell me what you want,” Rama-
krishna said. Ram Chandra at once felt himself to be in the presence of
something more than human, a power which was really able to grant
him anything he might wish for. His voice shook with emotion as he
answered, ‘Lord, I don’t know what to ask for. You decide.” Rama-
krishna held out his hand. ‘Give me back the mantra I gave you in
your dream,’ he said, and as he spoke he passed into samadhi. Ram
Chandra prostrated himself and repeated the mantra. Ramakrishna
touched him on the head with the toe of his right foot. They remained
thus for a long time. Then Ramakrishna took his foot away and Ram
Chandra stood up. ‘If there is anything you want to see,” Ramakrishna
told him, ‘look at me.” Ram Chandha looked, and he saw that Rama-
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krishna was the embodiment of his Chosen Ideal, the form of God
that was dearest to his heart. “You needn’t practise any more spiritual
disciplines,” Ramakrishna told him. ‘Just come here and see me now and
then. And you should bring some little offering with you, any little
thing.’

From that time on, Ram Chandra became not only a steadfast

devotee but a lavishly generous provider for the needs of Rama-
krishna and his disciples.

Manomohan, Ram Chandra’s cousin, was naturally generous and his
devotion came to him more easily. He had a different defect; envy
arising out of spiritual pride. One day, in Manomohan’s presence,
Ramakrishna praised a devotee named Surendra Nath Mitra, saying
that his devotion was ‘unequalled’. Manomohan was proud of his own
devotion and took this praise to mean that Ramakrishna valued
Surendra more highly than himself. Bitterly hurt, he left the room,
resolving never to return to Dakshineswar. Since he was a regular
Sunday visitor, his absence was noticed at once by Ramakrishna, who
asked Ram Chandra to find out what was the matter. But Manomohan
would not, of course, admit to his motive for staying away; and Ram
Chandra could only report that his cousin was well and that there
seemed to be no explanation of his behaviour. Manomohan, meanwhile,
was saying mentally to Ramakrishna, ‘Enjoy yourself with your devo-
tees — you don’t need me — to you, I’'m nobody.” By now, he had
cultivated his resentment to the point of insanity. It was Ramakrishna,
he told himself, who had driven him away from Dakshineswar. And,
when Ramakrishna continued to send messengers urging him to come
back, he actually moved to Konnagar, a few miles outside Calcutta,
even though he had to take a tran into the city every day, to be at his
office. Thus Manomohan became increasingly miserable. He could not
stop thinking about Ramakrishna and attend to busmess. At last he
had to admut to himself that he did not hate Ramakrishna but loved him
dearly.

One day, he went to bathe in the Ganges. He remembered how
Ramakrishna had often spoken of 1ts great sancnty, and the memory
brought with it a vision of Ramakrishna, so vivid that he could not
get 1t out of his mind. And now, as Manomohan stood beside the
water, he became aware of a boat with two figures in 1t. One of them

171



RAMAKRISHNA AND HIS DISCIPLES

was Ramakrishna himself. The other was Niranjan, one of Rama-
krishna’s boy disciples. (See Chapter 17.) Manomohan was amazed to
see them. This was like a materialization of his vision. “Why don’t you
come to Dakshineswar?’ Niranjan asked him. ‘Sri Ramakrishna has
been so anxious about you.” It was a very hot day and Ramakrishna
was fanning himself. He passed into samadhi as the boat drew nearer to
Manomohan. ‘And he has taken all this trouble for my sake !” Manomo-
han thought. ‘How I have wronged him!" He burst into tears and was
about to fall, when Niranjan jumped out of the boat and caught him.
Ramakrishna returned to outer consciousness and told Niranjan to
help Manomohan on board. ‘I was so worried about you,” he said
tenderly to Manomohan, ‘that I had to come for you.” Manomohan
threw himself at Ramakrishna’s feet, sobbing, ‘Sir — 1t was all because of
my vanity!” Niranjan turned the boat towards Dakshineswar.

Surendra Nath Mitra, the innocent object of Manomohan’s envy,
had a good job with an English firm in Calcutta and was a relatively
wealthy man. Before he met Ramakrishna, he was not much interested
in religion. He drank a great deal and was sexually promiscuous. At
the same time, however, he was well known for his generosity to the
poor.

Surendta was friendly with Ram Chandra Datta, and Ram Chandra
was always suggesting, that they should go to Dakshineswar together.
At first, Surendra refused. But at length he said, ‘All right — but if that
holy man of yours is a fake, I shall pull his ears " When the two of them
artived in Ramakrishna’s room, it was full of devotees. Surendra was
determined to preserve an attitude of critical independence, so he sat
down without offering Ramakrishna any mark of respect. Ramakrishna
was saying, “Why does a man behave like a young monkey.and not like
a kitten? The monkey has to cling to its mother by its own effort as
she moves around. But the kitten just stands there and mews until its
mother comes and picks it up by the scruff of its neck. The monkey
sometimes loses its hold on 1ts mother; then it falls and hurts itself

“badly. But the kitten is in no such danger, because the mother herself
carries it from place to place. That’s the difference between trying to
do things for yourself and giving yourself up to the will of God.” This
parable made a tremendous impression on Surendra; it seemed to reveal
to him just what was wrong with his own hfe. ‘I behave like the young
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monkey,’ he thought, ‘and that’s the cause of all my troubles. From
now on, I'll be satisfied with any condition the Divine Mother puts me
into.” And he felt great happiness and inner sirength. When he was
about to leave, Ramakrishna said to him, ‘Be sure to come again.’
Surendra now willingly prostrated himself at Ramakrishna’s feet. And,
on the way home, he exclaimed enthusiastically, ‘Ah — how he turned
the tables on me! It was he who pulled my ears! How could I have
dreamed that there could be such a man? He read my innermost
thoughts. Now at last I feel that my life has some meaning.’

Surendra’s warm generous nature was easily turned towards spiritual
devotion. Even after this first meeting with Ramakrishna, he was
vistbly changed. But this did not mean that he immediately gave up his
old habits. He would stll visit prostitutes from time to time and then
be s0 ashamed that he would stay away from Dakshineswar, pretending
that he was kept in Calcutta by business. However somebody — such
people are never lacking in the company of the holy — reported to Rama-
krishna what Surendra had really been doing. Ramakrishna did not
seem at all worried or shocked. ‘Oh yes,” he said, ‘Surendra still has
some desires. Let him enjoy them for a while longer. He’ll become pure
soon enough.’ Surendra was told that Ramaknshna had said this about
him, so he was emboldened to return to Dakshineswar the next Sunday.
But he did not presume to approach Ramakrishna. He took his place
in a corner of the room. Ramakrishna saw him, however, and 1nvited
him affectionately to come nearer. Then, in 2 semi-conscious state,
Ramakrishna said, “When a man goes to a bad place, why doesn’t he
take the Divine Mother with him? She would protect him from many
evil actions.” Surendra was guiltly embarrassed by this remark, fearing
that Ramakrishna was about to expose him before the whole company.
But Ramakrishna sard no more. And Surendra found this advice very
helpful in the future, when he was struggling agamnst his sexual inclina-
tions. -

Surendra was even less inclined to give up his drinking, though
Ram Chandra tried to dissuade him from it — not so much because he
feared it would harm Surendra’s health as because he felt Ramakrishna’s
reputation would suffer when it became known that one of his promi-
nent devotees was a drunkard. But Surendra told his friend to stop
lecturing him. “The Master would certainly warn me,” he said, “if he
thought this was really bad for me. He knows all about it.” “Very well,’
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said Ram Chandra, ‘then let’s go and visit him. I'm certain he’ll tell
you you ought to give it up.” Surendra agreed to this, but he cautioned
Ram Chandra not to bring up the subject. ‘If the Master refers to it
of his own accord and tells me to stop, then I promise I will stop.’

On this understanding, they went to Dakshineswar where they
found Ramakrishna sitting under a tree in a high state of spiritual
exaltation. As soon as they had greeted him, he began talking to them
as though he were continuing a conversation which had been briefly
interrupted: ‘But, Surendra, why, when you’re drinking wine, do
you have to think of 1t just as ordinary wine? You should offer it first
to Mother Kali and then drink it as her prasad. Only you must be care-
ful not to get drunk. Don’t let your footsteps stumble or your mind
wander. At first, you’ll feel only the kind of excitement you usually
feel; but that will soon lead to spiritual joy.” Surendra followed Rama-
krishna’s instructions from that day onward. He would always offer a
little wine to the Goddess before he drank any himself] and this action
filled him with devotion. He began to cry plaintively for the Divine
Mother, like a child, and wanted to talk of her only. Often he would
become absorbed in deep meditation. He never became intoxicated
again.

There were many other devotees — of varying quality — who came to
Ramakrishna about this time. There was Kedarnath Chatterjee, who
had a great talent for philosophical argument. Ramakrishna sometimes
asked hum to give prelimmary instruction to the newcomers — for
there were now more of them than he could possibly teach himself.
There was the wealthy and charitable Maharaja Jatindra Mohan. There
was Kristodas Pal, editor of a newspaper called The Hindu Patriot,
who used to declare that all Ramakrishna’s talk of renunciation was
escapism, and that one should spend one’s life working for the better-
ment of social conditions. Ramakrishna reproved him for this attitude,
drawing a distinction between the secret sense of superiority which
thinks 1n terms of egotistically 4elping the world and the true lack of
egotism which 1s expressed in the idea of serving the world. ‘How dare
you talk of helping the world? God alone can do that. First you must
be made free from all sense of self; then the Divine Mother will give
you a task to do.’

Mahima Charan Chakravarty had been a visitor to Dakshineswar
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for several years already. He was a man of some spiritual growth,
but a great show-off — boasting of his initiatioh by Tota Puri, who, he
claimed, had told him to remain in the world as a householder. He had
a liking for names which were elaborate to the point of absurdity.
Thus, he opened a free school which he called, ‘The Educational Section
of the Institute of the Oriental Aryans’ and named his only son,
‘Holy-mouthed One with the Moon upon his Head’. Mahima had a
library of Sanskrit and English books in his house. Once, when a group
of Ramakrishna’s young disciples were visiting him, they asked
Mahima if he had read everything in his library. Mahima answered
“Yes’, with the becoming modesty of a great scholar. “Then why, sir,
are the pages of some of these books uncut?’ ‘Well, you see,” Mahima
blandly explained, ‘these are books which people borrowed and did not
return. I had already read them but I replaced them with new copies.
Now I don’t lend my books any more.” The boys were not impressed
by this explanation — and rightly; for they later discovered that all the
books in Mahima’s house were uncut.

Pratap Chandra Hazra was one of those troublemakers who, accord-
ing to Ramakrishna, are necessary to make the plot thicken. He had a
spiteful, mercenary nature, but Ramakrishna tolerated his presence and
some of the disciples found his sharp tongue amusing. There will be
more to write about him later.

Now it is time to speak of the coming of the monastic disciples for
whom Ramakrishna had longed. The first three of these to be mentioned
are Latu, Gopal Ghosh and Rakhal.

Rakhturam — more usually known by Ramakrishna’s name for him,
Latu — was the first to come to Ramakrishna. He had been born of very
poor parents in a village of Bihar, the state immediately northwest of
Bengal. His parents died when he was a child and an uncle looked
after him. This uncle was later obliged to leave the village and seek
work in Calcutta. Latu went along with him and found employment
as a houseboy. His employer — out of all the possible employers in
Calcutta — was Ram Chandra Datta! We shall have several other
occasions to remark how tightly woven was the web of circumstances
which gathered in Ramakrishna’s disciples-to-be.

Latu proved himself a faithful and willing servant. But he was proud,

plain-spoken to the point of rudeness, and no respecter of persons.
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Once, a friend of Ram Chandra’s hinted a suspicion that Latu might
pocket some of the money he had been given for marketing. Latu did
not take the accusation meekly. ‘Understand this, sir,” he exclaimed, in
his broken Bengali, ‘I am a servant, not a thief!” There was a natural
dignity in him which silenced Ius accuser; but the man felt offended
that the boy had dared to speak to him in such a tone of rebuke and he
complained to Ram Chandra. But Ram Chandra refused to mistrust
Latu.

At the time of Latu’s arrival, Ram Chandra had already become a
devotee of Ramakrishna, so there was frequent talk of God in the
household. Latu heard Ram Chandra say, ‘Anyone who is earnest in
seeking God will realize him without fail’, and ‘one should go into
solitude and pray and weep for him — only then will he reveal himself’;
remarks which he was of course quoting from Ramakrishna. Latu
took them to heart and began acting upon them; thereafter he was often
to be found lying covered with his blanket, wiping tears from his eyes
with his hand. The ladies of the family were touched by this, and
supposed that the boy must be grieving for his native village or the
company of his uncle. Latu never enlightened them. Indeed, throughout
his life, he remained extremely reticent about himself.

Having heard Ram Chandra talk of Ramakrishna, Latu was impatient
to visit him. He soon found an opportunity to go to Dakshineswar.
In Ramakrishna’s company he felt immediate joy. The second time
he went there, Ramakrishna was just about to begin eating. He offered
Latu food. But Latu, like most of the orthodox people of Bihar, had
been tramned not to eat food cooked by strangers or by people not of
his own caste; so he refused. Ignoring this, Ramakrishna brought him
a cup of Ganges water and a plantain leaf for a plate. Again, Latu re-
fused. “Why won’t you eat?” Ramakrishna asked him. “This food has
been cooked in Ganges water and, besides, it’s the prasad of Mother
Kali” ‘Please excuse me,’ said Latu in great embarrassment, ‘T can’t
take it.” But Ramakrishna went on pressing him to eat and, suddenly,
he found himself giving way — he scarcely knew why. ‘All right,’ he

told Ramakrishna, ‘T’ll take the food if it’s your prasad.’
- Latu soon became so devoted to Ramakrishna that he could no
longer work for Ram Chandra with his former zest; his only happiness
was t0 be sent by Ram Chandra to Dakshineswar with gifts of sweet-
meats for Ramakrishna. Ram Chandra’s family noticed this lack of
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enthusiasm, but they understood its cause and, being fond of Lat,
did not scold him for it.

In 1880, Ramakrishna was away from Dakshineswar on what was to
be his last visit to Kamarpukur. Latu was miserable. During Rama-
krishna’s absence, he would sometimes go to Dakshineswar, but these
visits only made him miss Ramakrishna more. In later years, he used
to say, “You can’t imagine how I suffered at that time. I used to go into
Sri Ramakrishna’s room or wander around the gardens, but everything
seemed tasteless. I would weep to unburden my heart. Only Ram
Babu [Ram Chandra] could partly understand what I was feeling. He
gave me a photograph of the Master.’

‘When Ramakrishna returned from Kamarpukur, he felt the need of
a personal attendant and asked Ram Chandra if he could have Latu.
Ram Chandra agreed. So Latu became Ramakrishna’s servant, and this,
in itself, was his whole spiritual life. To serve the guru, to obey him
literally and implicitly, was Latu’s way of finding God. Because Rama-
krishna had once mildly reproved him for sleeping during the evening,
saying, ‘If you sleep then, when will you meditate?” Latu gave up
sleeping at night altogether. Instead, he meditated, and took short
naps only in the daytime. He was quite unsophisticated and without
education. Ramakrishna, who was very little of a scholar himself, tried
to teach Latu to read, but Latu could never master the letters. His
funny Hind1 accent made Ramakrishna laugh, and then Latu would
begin laughing at himself. Finally, the lessons were given up as hope-
less.

When the monks assumed monastic names, after Ramakrishna’s
death, Latu became Swami Adbhutananda. He lived till 1920 and kept
his Hindi accent and his childlike disposition throughout his life.
Ramakrishna used to say that frankness is a virtue which enables one
to realize God very easily; and Latu was certainly frank. When, in
later years, disciples came to him for instruction, he told them simply
to repeat the name of God. ‘How can we surrender ourselves to a God
we have never seen?’ one of them asked. And Latu answered, ‘It
doesn’t matter that you've never seen him. You know his name. What
do you do when you go to an office? You send in your application to
an official you've never seen; you only know his name, but that’s
enough. So apply to God by name, and you'll get his grace.” When
asked how he had had time for worship and meditation while he spent
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such long hours looking after Ramakrishna, he would reply, ‘Service
to the Master was our highest worship and meditation.’

All of the monastic disciples loved Latu. Naren (Swami Vivekananda)
was particularly devoted to him and called him Latu-bhai (Brother
Latu). Latu called Naren ‘Loren’, not being able to pronounce his name
correctly Naren used to say of him, ‘Latu is Ramakrishna’s greatest
miracle. Without any education at all, he acquired the deepest wisdom,
just by virtue of Ramakrishna’s touch.’

Gopal Ghosh was by far the eldest of this group of future monks. He
was a few years older than Ramakrishna himself. He was a paper mer-
chant and a widower. The shock of losing his wife had turned his mind
towards religion. A friend advised him to go to see Ramakrishna. This
he did, and his grief for his wife began gradually to disappear. Gopal
was neat and clean and by temperament methodical and orderly.
Ramakrishna would address him as ‘Old Gopal’ or ‘Overseer’. The
other monastic disciples called him Gopalda or Gopal the Elder Brother.
He later became Swami Advaitananda.

Rakhal Chandra Ghosh, like Latu, came to Ramakrishna while still
in his teens. He was born in 1863 at Sikra, a village near Calcutta. His
father was a very wealthy landowner. His mother was a devotee of
Sri Krishna and she had therefore named her only son Rakhal (Cowherd
of Vrindavan) in honour of the cowherds who were the companions of
the youthful Krishna.

When Rakhal was twelve, he was sent by his family to Calcutta to
study at an English secondary school. The boys of this school used to
exercise at a gymnasium, and it was there that Rakhal met Naren.
Rakhal’s gentle, affectionate nature was at once drawn to Naren’s
aggressive boldness, and Naren felt equally drawn to Rakhal. Thus it
happened that the two who were destined to become the leaders of the
future Ramakrishna Order were already close friends before either of
them met Ramakrishna. .

Naren joined the Brahmo Samaj and persuaded Rakhal to do like-
wise. Both of them signed the Brahmo pledge to worship and meditate
upon God without form. Rakhal was naturally contemplative and he
now became so preoccupied with the mystery of life and death that he
neglected his schoolwork and lost all other worldly interests. His father
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was concerned about this and hit upon the usual remedy, marriage.
Rakhal accepted his father’s decision with his customary submissive-
ness. At the age of sixteen he was married to a young girl named
Visweswari. No doubt Rakhal’s father imagined that he had thus pro-
tected his son from other-worldly influences; as a matter of fact he had
done the opposite. For Visweswart’s brother was Manomohan Mitra,
and it was Manomohan who took Rakhal to visit Ramakrishna, early in
1880.

Some time before the coming of Rakhal, Ramakrishna had prayed
to the Divine Mother for a companion: ‘Bring me a boy who is like
myself, and is pure-hearted and devoted to you.” A few days later, he
saw in a vision a boy standing under a banyan tree in the temple
grounds. Later, in a second vision, the Divine Mother placed a boy,
recognizably the same but much younger, on his lap and told him,
“This is your son.” Ramakrishna was dismayed at first, supposing that
he would have to beget this son by an act of sex, but the Mother
reassured him; this would be his spiritual, not his physical child. Then,
on the very day that Rakhal and Manomohan were coming to visit
him at Dakshineswar, Ramakrishna had a third vision. He saw a lotus
blooming on the surface of the Ganges and two boys dancing upon it.
One of them was Krishna, the other was this same boy.

And then the boat arrived, carrying Manomohan and Rakhal, and
Ramakrishna recognized in Rakhal the boy of his visions. For some
time he stared at Rakhal in silent amazement. Then he turned to
Manomohan and said with a smile, “There are wonderful possibulities
in him.” Thereafter, he talked to Rakhal as if they were already old
friends.

The love which Ramakrishna now began to feel for Rakhal seems
to have been motherly rather than fatherly. He identified himself with
Yashoda, the foster mother of Krishna. Such a relationship is mysterious
beyond our comprehension. It was more than a re-enactment, it was —
one must suppose — a recreation of a relanonship which existed in the
past and continues to exist eternally. What is most strange is that
Rakhal, a teen-age schoolboy, was able to accept this relationship and
enter into it as completely as Ramakrishna himself did. It is hard to
explain Rakhal’s behaviour without admitting that he and Ramakrishna
actually did ‘recognize’ each other; that they recommenced an associa-
tion which had begun in another life and time.
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Thus is what Ramakrishna said of it: ‘In those days, Rakhal had the
nature of a child of three or four. He treated me just like a mother.
He would keep running to me and sitting on my lap. He wouldn’t move
a step from this place. He never thought of going home. I forced him
to, from time to time, lest his father should forbid his coming here
altogether. His father was a landowner, immensely rich, but a miser.
At first he tried to stop his son from coming here, in various ways. But
then he came here once and saw how many rich and famous people
visit this place, and so he didn’t object any more. After that, he came
now and then, to visit Rakhal. I was most respectful and attentive to
him. He liked that.’

‘As for the family of Rakhal’s wife, they raised no objection —
because the ladies all used to come here very often. Soon after Rakhal
first came here, his mother-in-law brought Visweswari, his wife. I
wanted to see if she would stand in the way of Rakhal’s devotion to
God. I examined her physical features minutely and saw that there
was no cause for fear. She represented an auspicious aspect of the
divine Shakti. I sent word to the Nahabat [i.e. to Sarada] to give
Visweswari a rupee and unveil her face.’ (This was the traditonal
ceremony by which a mother-in-law welcomed her daughter-in-law.
The daughter-in-law arrived wearing a veil. The mother-in-law gave
her a present, removed the veil and kissed her. Since Rakhal was to be
the spiritual son of Ramakrishna and Sarada, Visweswari became their
daughter-in-law.)

‘What a wonderfully childlike nature Rakhal had! Sometimes I
fed him and played with him to keep him happy. Often I'd carry him
around on my shoulders. When he did anything wrong, I scolded him.
One day, he took butter from the temple prasad and ate it, without
waiting for me. “How greedy you are,” I said. “You ought to have
learnt, from being here, to control yourself!” He shrank into himself
with fear and never did that again. . . . And he was jealous too, like a
child. He simply couldn’t bear it if I loved anyone but him. I was
afraid he would do himself harm by being jealous of the people the
Divine Mother brought to this place.’

Three years after Rakhal first came to Dakshineswar, he went to
visit Vrindavan. Ramakrishna was anxious about this visit, because
he was convinced that Rakhal had actually been one of the cowherd
companions of Krishna and he feared that Rakhal would remember his
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divine identity and leave his present body. So Ramakrishna prayed, and
Rakhal returned safely.

‘Mother has revealed many things to me about Rakhal,” Ramakrishna
used to say. ‘And some of them I am forbidden to tell.”

Hriday, as we have seen, became Ramakrishna’s personal attendant
in 1855. He had devoted the whole of his adult life to serving his uncle
and had certainly proved the strength of his affection and loyalty. As
a young man, he had had his faults; but these were the endearing faults
of youth, silliness and impulsiveness. However, as Hriday grew older,
his character had hardened. By the age of forty, Hriday had changed
from a willing helper and protective friend into a despotic, jealous and
unkind guard, who behaved at times like a jailer. Anyone who wanted
to see Ramakrishna had to go first to Hriday and give him money;
otherwise he would not permit the meeting to take place. Ramakrishna
found out that Hriday was extorting these bribes and reproved him
strongly. But Hriday paid no attention and would not change his ways.
In his arrogance, he used every opportunity to show the world that his
uncle was completely dependent on him. He would speak rudely to
Ramakrishna in public and bully him into submission over trifles.
Hriday even dared to put on the airs of great sanctity, imitating the
gestures Ramakrishna made when he was in his ecstatic moods and
singing and dancing as Ramakrishna did. No doubt he was often
laughed at behind his back; but he was a person of too much power and
influence to be insulted to his face.

Once, when Ramakrishna was in bed with fever, some devotees
came to visit him in Hriday’s temporary absence, bringing with them a
caulifiower as a gift. Ramakrishna was very pleased, but he said
hastily, ‘Please hide it and don’t tell Hriday, or he’ll be angry with
me.” He went on to defend Hriday, however, praising his past services
and adding, “Mother has rewarded him richly for his faithfulness. He
has been able to buy land for himself. He can afford to lend out money
to people. And he’s a very important personage in this Temple, highly
honoured.” No sooner had Ramakrishna finished saying this than
Hriday entered the room and saw the cauliflower. Ramakrishna seemed
dismayed; he said pleadingly to his nephew, T never asked them to
bring me this. They brought it of their own accord. Believe me —~
I never asked them to!’ But Hriday flew into a rage and scolded
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Ramakrishna severely, saying that the doctor had forbidden him to eat
caulifiower, because it disagreed with him. (No doubt the real reason
for Hriday’s anger was that he had not been consulted, and saw this
visit and this gift as a challenge to his authority.) Meanwhile, Rama-
krishna weepingly addressed the Divine Mother, ‘Oh Mother, you
freed me from all worldly ties and yet you let Hriday humiliate me like
this!’ But then, with one of those sudden changes of mood which often
made his apparent grief or fear seem like a game he was playing, he
smiled and added, ‘Mother, he only scolds me because he loves me
dearly. He’s only a boy still - he doesn’t know what he's doing. You
mustn’t be angry with him, Mother.” After this, he passed into
samadhi.

Hriday was steadily making enemies for himself among the temple
officials at Dakshineswar; there were many who hoped and waited for
his downfall. Ramakrishna was well aware of this, and kept warning
him to be less aggressive. In February 1881, Sarada Devi came up
from the country, where she had been staying for some time, to see
her husband. Hriday insolently told her that she was not wanted, and
she started back to Jayrambati that same day. Ramakrishna had often
said to Hriday, ‘If you insult the Being that dwells in this body,’
referring to himself, ‘Mother may save you. But if you insult Mother,’
meaning the Divine Mother within Sarada, ‘then you cannot be saved,
even by Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva.

Hriday’s downfall, which soon followed this incident, did not come
about in any of the ways which might have been expected. *

Towards the end of that May, Trailokya Nath, one of Mathur’s sons,
arrived at Dakshineswar with his wife and children to take part in
the annual festival which commemorated the founding of the Temple.
Trailokya’s eight-year-old daughter — unaccompanied by her parents ~
was present in the Temple of Kali while Hriday was conducting the
worship. Suddenly, Hriday felt moved to worship the Goddess in the
person of the little girl. This was not unorthodox. Girls who have not
yet reached the age of puberty are often worshipped in this manner
during the puja of the Divine Mother. (What had made Ramakrishna’s
worship of Sarada, in 1872, so unorthodox was the fact that she was
already a grown woman and his wife.) The fittle girl submitted without
complaint; and Hriday, according to prescribed ritual, laid flowers
before her and decorated her feet with touches of sandal-paste.
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It was the sandal-paste which betrayed Hriday. Trailokya’s wife
noticed it as soon as her daughter returned from the ceremony. When
she was told what Hriday had done, she was horrified; for there was a
superstition that if a brahmin worshipped a girl of lower caste, she
would be widowed soon after marnage. (Hriday and Ramakrishna
belonged, as we have seen, to a brahmin family; the Rani and Mathur
to a family of sudras, the lowest of the four castes.) It is hard to believe
that Hriday was not aware of these facts; and, indeed, with his arrogant
temperament, he may well have decided to flout the superstition and
show that he did not care what Trailokya and his wife might think. In
any case, he went too far. Trailokya was as superstitious as his wife,
and therefore just as horrified and just as furious. He ordered Hriday
to leave the temple precincts instantly.

Hriday went to Ramakrishna, told him what had happened and said,
“You’d better come with me - if you stay here any longer, they’ll
insult you, too.” “Why should I go?’ said Ramakrishna. ‘T shall stay.’
But it appeared that Trailokya, in the first wildness of his rage, had
made some remark against Ramakrishna, implying that it would be
well to get rid of him, too. Accordingly one of the temple officials
came to Ramakrishna and ordered him to leave at once. Without the
least sign of resentment or dismay, Ramakrishna picked up his towel,
slung it over his shoulder, and walked unprotestingly out of the room
which had been his home for the past twenty-six years. He had almost
reached the gate of the compound when Trailokya came running
after him, crying, ‘Sir, where are you going?’ ‘But didn’t you want
me to go away?’ Ramakrishna asked him innocently. ‘No — they mis-
understood — I never meant that,” Trailokya assured him, ‘I beg you to
stay!” At this, Ramakrishna smiled; turned without saying a word,
went back to his room, sat down, and continued a conversation he had
been having with some devotees, as if nothing unusual had taken place.

Hriday did not go far away. He settled down 1n the garden-house of
Jadu Mallick, just outside the temple grounds. Still, he was per-
manently debarred from re-entering them; so now Ramakrishna was
delivered from his tyranny and interference. If Hriday had not been
expelled, it would have been impossible for Ramakrishna to receive
and instruct the young disciples who were now beginning to arrive.

For a while, Hriday kept trying to persuade Ramakrishna to leave
Dakshineswar and go off with him in search of some other Kali temple,
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where they could be together again. But Ramakrishna refused, and
Hriday finally went away to farm some property which he owned in the
country. Ramakrishna only saw him on the rare occasions when he
returned to Calcutta.

M. records one such meeting, at which he himself was present.
It took place on October 26, 1884. Ramakrishna was sitting in his
room, that afternoon, surrounded by devotees, when someone came to
tell him that Hriday was out at the garden-house. Ramakrishna did
not hesitate. ‘I shall have to see him,” he told the others, ‘but please
don’t leave.” He put on his slippers and went out with M. to meet
Hriday. They walked down the road to Jadu Mallick’s garden and there
was Hriday, waiting by the gate with folded hands. As soon as he saw
Ramakrishna, he prostrated himself before him. When Ramakrishna
told him to get up, Hriday burst into tears and cried like a child.
Ramakrishna also shed tears. M. marvelled a. this, remembering all the
bad treatment he had received from Hriday.

Ramakrishna then asked Hriday why he had come.

HRIDAY (still weeping): I have come to see you. Who else is there I
can tell my troubles to?

RAMAKRISHNA (smiling): You can’t avoid suffering. Pleasure and
pain are part of the life of the world. (Pointing to M.) That’s why
de and the others come here now and again. They hear about God
and they get some peace of mind. . . . What is troubling you?

HRIDAY (weeping): I suffer because I'm not allowed to be with you.

RAMAKRISHNA: But wasn’t it you who told me: You go your way
and I'll go mine?

HRIDAY: Yes — I said that. But I spoke like a fool.
RAMAKRISHNA: I'll say good-bye to you now. Come another day
and we’ll have a talk. Today is Sunday and a lot of people have come

to visit me. They’re in my room, waiting. . . . Have you had a good
crop, out in the country?

HRIDAY: Not bad.

On the way back to the temple, Ramakrishna said to M.: ‘He tor-
mented me quite as much as he served me. When I had that stomach
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trouble, and my body had shrunk to the bones and I couldn’t eat any-
thing, he said to me, one day, “Look at me — how much I eat. It’s
just your imagination that you can’t eat.” Another time, he said to
me, “You’re a fool. If I weren’t living with you, who’d ever believe
you were a holv man?”” One day he made me so miserable that 1 went
and stood on the river embankment, ready to escape from this body by
jumping into the Ganges — it was a flood-tide. . . . But, in spite of ll
that, he did serve me well, and for such a long time! How could he
ever have fallen into the state he’s in now? He used to take care of me
like a parent bringing up a child. And I would be quite unconscious of
the world for days and nights on end. I was sick for a long time, too. I
was completely in his hands.’
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Naren

Narendra Nath Datta — Naren, as he was called for short — was born
in Calcutta on January 12, 1863. His family belonged to the second
highest caste, the kshatriyas. The kshatriyas were, it will be remem-
bered, traditionally the caste of the warriors, administrators, leaders
of men; a most fitting ancestry for Naren himself. But the Dattas were
distinguished rather as scholars and philanthropists; they were very
wealthy.

Naren’s grandfather, Durgacharan, had longed since childhood for
the monastic life; and when he had done his duty to society, as the
Scriptures enjoin, by marrying and begetting a son, he left his family
and his fortune behind him and disappeared. A few years later, his wife
came to Benares, no doubt because she hoped to find him there. One
day, on her way to visit a temple, she fell down in the road, which was
slippery after a rainstorm. A monk helped her to her feet; then made
her sit down on the temple steps and examined her carefully to be sure
that she was not injured. Their eyes met. It was her husband. The
moment they recognized each other, he turned and hurried away
without even a backward glance.

It is customary for a monk to revisit his birthplace twelve years
after he has taken the monastic vow. So, in due course, Durgacharan
came back to Calcutta. He asked leave to stay at the house of an old
friend, begging him not to tell the family. But the friend well-mean-
mgly betrayed Durgacharan and the family came and took him back
home with them, practically by force. For three days and nights the
captive monk sat in a corner of the room, in miserable silence, not
moving, his eyes shut. The family at last became afraid that he was
going to fast till death, so they left the door open, and next day he
was gone forever.
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Vishwanath, Durgacharan’s son and Naren’s father, was, by con-
trast, a man of the world; an agnostic who was inclined to make fun
of religion, though in a gentle, civilized manner. He was an attorney
of the High Court of Calcutta and he earned a great deal of money.
He loved travel, sophisticated cooking, English and Persian literature,
and music, for which he had a talent. But, unlike the ordinary man of
the world, Vishwanath had almost no anxiety about his possessions.
He spent money lavishly, helped people whether they deserved it or
not, and never worried about what would happen on the morrow.
When Naren,grew older, he reproached his father for helping relatives
who only spent his morey on drink. Vishwanath answered that Naren
would one day realize how full of sorrow human life is, and that then
he would not blame people who tried to ease it by getting drunk. He
never got angry and shouted at his children, but found semi-comic
ways of reproving them which they remembered for a long time after-
wards. Once, when Naren had spoken rudely to his mother, Vish-
wanath wrote with charcoal on one of the doors, ‘Narendra spoke to
his mother as follows — It so happened that Naren was just bringing
some friends home with him, and they all read this inscription, to his
bitter humiliation.

When Naren asked his father in a moment of unkind frankness,
“What have you ever done for me?’ Vishwanath did not take offence.
‘Go and look in the mirror,” he said, ‘and you’ll see.” But, in general,
Naren was very fond of his father and respected his opinion. Once he
asked Vishwanath, ‘How ought I to behave, when I'm out in the
world?’ and was told, ‘Never show surprise at anything’ — a reply
which any nineteenth-century English gentleman might equally well
have given his son. Naren followed this advice in later life, though not
quite in the spirit in which it was given. For the calm with which he
was to encounter all kinds of hardships and mishaps was the calm of the
discriminating monk, not the good-humoured indifference of a
Vishwanath.

Naren’s mother, Bhuvaneswari, was a beautiful and stately Hindu
lady of the old school; deeply devout, with little formal education but
an astomshingly good memory. This enabled her to retain much
information which she had heard only once in the course of a con-
versation. She ran her large household with efficiency and seeming ease.
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She had three sons — Naren was the eldest of them —and four daughters;
two of these, however, died in childhood.

Physically, Naren resembled his grandfather rather than his father;
and it was noticed that, even at a very early age, he was fascinated by
wandering monks, just as Durgacharan had been. Indeed, Naren had
to be locked up whenever one of them came to the door; otherwise he
would give the monk anything in the house he could lay hands on,
including his mother’s clothes. When he was only four or five, he
would buy images of gods and goddesses in the market, bring them
home and sit down before them in the posture of meditation, with his
eyes closed. This was because he had heard tales of the ancient sages
and how they meditated until their hair grew downward and struck
roots in the earth, like the banyan tree. Naren hoped that the same thing
would happen to him.

From his childhood, Naren was possessed of a supernormal faculty.
This is how he described it in his later life:

‘From the earliest times that I can remember, I used to see a marvel-
lous point of light between my eyebrows as soon as I shut my eyes to
go to sleep, and I used to watch its various changes with great attention.
In order to watch it better, I'd kneel on the bed in the attitude a devotee
takes when he prostrates before a shrine, his forehead touching the
ground. That marvellous point of light would change colours and get
bigger and bigger until 1t took the form of a ball; finally it would burst
and cover my body from head to foot with white liquid hght. As soon
as that happened, I would lose outer consciousness and fall asleep. I
used to believe that that was the way everybody went to sleep. Then,
when I grew older and began to practise meditation, that point of light
would appear to me as soon as 1 closed my eyes, and I'd concentrate
upon it. At that time, I was practising meditation with a few friends,
following the instructions of Devendra Nath Tagore. We told each
other about the visions and experiences we had had. And that was how
I found out that none of them had ever seen that point of light or gone
to sleep in that way.’

The boy was subject to attacks of rage, during which he would smash
furniture to bits. But his mother found she could calm him by pouring
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water over his head and repeating the name of Shiva. Once, when he
was playing with some other boys, he fell down a staircase and cut his
forehead; this left him with a scar over his left eye for the rest of his
life. When Ramakrishna was told of this in later years, he commented,
‘It was probably a good thing; if Naren hadn’t lost some of his blood,
his energy would have been too great. He’d have turned the world
upside down.” Naren used to say that it was through the grace of
Ramakrishna that he finally became able to control his anger.

Naren was always a natural leader among boys of his own age.
He wras temperamentally energetic, restless and aggressively inde-
pendent; but cheerful, never sullen, He had strong passions but an
even stronger self-discipline which held him back from sensuality of
any kind. He enjoyed sports — swimming, wrestling, boxing and riding
horseback. He loved music, and could sing, dance and play several
musical instruments with outstanding skill. He organized a theatrical
troupe, made models of gasworks and factories, learned to cook,
taking up each new occupation or hobby with characteristic enthusiasm.
He had a powerful body which became somewhat heavy in later life
but always remained agile. His features were large and well propor-
tioned, but his beauty, on which so many people remarked, came
essentially from within; it was the projection of his personality.

His memory was even more phenomenal than his mother’s; he could
absorb the contents of a school textbook at a single cursory reading.
His teachers all found him exceptionally intelligent. As he matured,
this intelligence became predpminantly analytical and critical. Naren
was a doubter — in no mean-spirited way but as a man must be whose
drive to understand Life is really urgent. He £ad to doubt in order to
know. He dared not take anything that was told him on trust. Asa small
boy, he climbed a tree whose owner pretended it was guarded by a
ghost, just to prove to his playmates that the man was lying. To
Naren, the truth was too sacred to be trifled with; and it was for this
reason that he poured such bitter scorn on those whom he discovered
to have been merely exaggerating or quibbling.

In the last chapter I mentioned the gymnasium at which Naren met
Rakhal. One day, Naren and some fellow gymnasts were struggling to
set up a heavy wooden frame for a trapeze. A crowd gathered to watch
them but no one offered to help. Naren noticed a muscular British
sailor in the crowd and appealed to him. The sailor was willing and

189



RAMAKRISHNA AND HIS DISCIPLES

began trying to fit the legs of the frame into the sockets of 1ts stand,
while the boys hauled on the tackle by which the frame could be lifted.
Suddenly the rope broke, the frame fell, and the sailor was knocked
unconscious by one of its legs. Blood gushed from the wound in his
head. The crowd ran away, fearing that the police would come and
accuse them of attacking an Englishman. The boys ran away too - all
except for Naren and two or three of his close friends. Naren tore a
piece off his wearing-cloth, soaked it in water, bandaged the wound
and then sprinkled water in the sailor’s face and fanned him until he
came to his senses. Then the boys helped him into a near-by school
building, and sent word to a neighbour to come with a doctor. The
doctor told them that the wound was not serious but that the sailor
would need a week’s nursing before he could recover completely.
Naren arranged for this, providing the necessary medical supplies;
and, when the sailor was well again, he even raised a small subscription
for him.

Few people indeed are born equally fitted for the life of action and
the hife of contemplation, as Naren was. ‘Every night when I went to
bed,” he used to recall, ‘two ideals of life appeared before me. One of
them was to be a man of great wealth, surrounded by servants and
dependants and enjoying high rank and immense power. I saw myself
as foremost among the great men of the world; and I certanly had the
necessary ability in me to fulfil that ambition. But then, the very next
moment, I would picture myself as having renounced everything in the
world. I was wearing nothing but a loincloth, eating without anxiety
whatever food came my way, sleeping under a tree and living 1n
complete reltance on God’s will. I knew it was within me to lead this
life of the sages and ascetics, if I should choose to do so. These two
pictures of the two directions in which I could bend my life kept
appearing before me; but I always ended by choosing the latter. I knew
that this was the only path by which a man could achieve true happiness,
and I resolved to follow it and not the other. As I dwelt on the happiness
of such a life, my mind would become absorbed in God and I would
fall asleep.’

When Naren was fifteen years old, his father had to go to Raipur in
the Central Provinces. Finding that his business would keep him there
for some time, Vishwanath decided to have his family join him. In
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those days, there was no railway connection between the Central
Provinces and Bengal, so they had to make part of the journey in
bullock carts. For more than two weeks, they traversed dense forests
full of wild animals, and this made a lasting impression upon Naren.
To quote his own words, “What I saw and felt as we passed through
that forest has always remained printed in my memory. And one day
more than all the others. . . . It was the'day we skirted the lofty range
of the Vindhya hills. The peaks on either side of the road rose very high
into the sky. On the slopes, the trees and creepers were wonderfully
beautiful; heavy with fruit and flowers. Birds of all colours were flying
from grove to grove or swooping to the ground in search of food, and
filling the gorge with sweet cries. Seeing all this, I felt an extraordinary
peace of mind. The slowly moving chain of bullock carts reached a
place where two great rocks had come together in an embrace like
lovers over the narrow forest trail. Looking round me attentively at
the point where they met, I saw that there was a very deep cleft from
the top to the bottom of the rock on one side of the trail and that,
inside the cleft, there hung an enormous honeycomb; the result of
the bees’ labour throughout many years. Filled with wonder, I thought
about the kingdom of the bees — how it had begun and how it had
ended — and my mind became so deeply absorbed in the thought of the
infinite power of God, ruler of the three worlds, that I Jost all con-
sciousness of my surroundings for some time. I don’t know how long I
lay in the bullock cart in that conditon. When I regained external
consciousness, I found that we had passed that place and were already
far away. As I was alone in the cart, no one ever knew that this had
happened to me.’

In the following year, 1879, Naren and his family returned to
Calcutta. Shortly after this, he graduated from high school and entered
the Presidency College of Calcutta. A year later, he joined the General
Assembly’s Institution. His favourite subject was History. By this time,
he was very widely read. He studied Western logic, Western philosophy
and the ancient and modern history of various European nations.

A fellow student, Brajendra Nath Seal, later a famous scholar and
educator, wrote about Naren as follows: ‘He was undeniably a gifted
youth, sociable, free and unconventional in his manners — an excellent
singer ~ the soul of socal circles — a brilliant conversationalist, though
somewhat bitter and caustic, piercing with shafts of wit the shows and
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mummeries of the world - sitting in the scorner’s chair but hiding the
tenderest of hearts under that mask of cynicism — altogether, an inspired
bohemian but possessing what bohemians lack, an iron will —

At this time, Naren had become a temporary disciple of John Stuart
Mill and Herbert Spencer and was beginning to call himself an agnostic.
He was a strict vegetarian, slept often on the bare floor and never used
more than one blanket. He had resolved to remain celibate. When his
parents urged him to marry, he flatly refused — even when the father of
one of his proposed brides offered to pay for his schooling in England
so that he might qualify for the Indian Civil Service. Probably Naren
himself could not have explained exactly why he was practising these
austerities. Instinctively, he was preparing himself to play a great and
dedicated part in life, without quite knowing, yet, what that part would
be.

His doubt was his passion. He longed to believe but could find no
foundation for faith. Books could not satisfy him, or experiences got at
second hand. He had met Devendra Nath, now leader of the Adi
Brahmo Samaj, and had asked him, ‘Sir, have you seen God?’ Devendra
Nath was too honest to give the boy an insincere reassurance; and
Naren was disappointed. But Devendra Nath told him, “You have the
eyes of a yogi. You should practise meditation.” As we saw in the
previous chapter, Naren joined the Brahmo Samaj and persuaded his
friend Rakhal to do likewise. Naren felt uplifted by the congregational
prayers and the devotional singing of the Samaj, but he soon realized
that he was not getting the only thing he wanted; direct spiritual
experience.

The principal of the General Assembly’s Institution was then Pro-
fessor W. W. Hastie, an Englishman who regarded the culture of
India with unusual reverence and understanding, and who had made
himself loved by many Indians who came in contact with him. Hastie
at once recognized Naren’s quality; indeed, he spoke of him as ‘a
genius’. ‘I have never come across a lad of his talents and possibilities,’
he said; adding rather quaintly, ‘even among the philosophical students
in the German Universities.” Hastie also had the distinction of being
one of the very few non-Indians who had met Ramakrishna. One day,
in a literature class, Naren heard him lecturing on Wordswoith’s
The Excursion and the poet’s nature-mysticism. This led the Professor
to speak of those states of deep meditation in which outer consciousness
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is lost. He told his students that such states were only possible as the
result of purity and concentration and that they had anyway become
extremely rare in modern times. I have known only one person,” he
added, ‘who has achieved such meditation, and that is Ramakrishna
of Dakshineswar. You will understand it better if you visit this saint.’

But neither Professor Hastie nor Rakhal was the means of bringing
Naren to Ramakrishna. Perhaps Naren feared another disappointment
and therefore hesitated to follow their advice. And, as it finally turned
out, he was not required to make the decision. According to Saradan-
anda, in November 1881, Naren went to the house of Surendra Nath
Mitra, who had asked him to play and sing to entertain his guests at a
party. One of these guests was Ramakrishna.

Ramakrishna showed an eager interest in Naren from the first
moment he saw him. He called Surendra Nath and Ram Chandra Datta
and questioned them minutely about the boy. Then, when Naren had
finished singing, Ramakrishna spoke a few words to him, studying
his face intently as he did so. Evidently he was looking for certain
physical signs which would confirm his belief that this was indeed
one of his destined disciples. Then he invited Naren to visit him at
Dakshineswar. Naren agreed to do so.

For the next few weeks, however, he had to study for his examination
at the University of Calcutta. And then there was some conflict with
his family. Once again, Vishwanath was trymng to get Naren to marry.
The father of the bride was offering an exceptionally handsome dowry,
because his daughter had a dark complexion, which was regarded as a
social disadvantage. Naren refused, as before. Ram Chandra Datta,
who was a cousin of Naren’s, had been strongly urging him to agree to
the match. When he saw that Naren was really not to be moved, he said
to him, ‘All right then — if you seriously want to live a spiritual life you
ought to talk to Ramakrishna. You won’t find anything at the Brahmo
Samaj.’ And he offered to take Naren to Dakshineswar himself. They
went there a few days later, in a hired carriage with two or three friends.

When, at a later date, Ramakrishna was asked about Naren’s first
visit to Dakshineswar, he said, ‘Naren entered the room by the western
door, the one that faces the Ganges. I noticed that he had no concern
about his bodily appearance; his hair and his clothes weren’t tidy at all.
He seemed altogether unattached, as if nothing external appealed to
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him. His eyes showed that the greater part of his mind was turned
inward, all of the time. When I saw this, I marvelled to myself, “How
is it possible that such a great spiritual aspirant can live in Calcutta, the
home of the worldly-minded?”

‘There was a mat spread out on the floor. I asked him to sit, and he
sat down near the jar of Ganges water. A few of his friends were also
with him that day. I saw that their nature was that of ordinary worldly
people, just the opposite of his. They were thinking only of their
pleasure.

‘T asked him about his singing, and I found that he knew only
two or three songs in Bengali. T asked him to sing them. He began
singing the Brahmo song:

Ok mind, let us go home —
Why do you roam the world, that foreign land,
And wear its alten garb? '

‘He sang that song with his whole soul, as though he were deep 1n
meditation. When 1 heard it, I couldn’t control myself. I went into
ecstasy.’

That was all Ramakrishna himself would tell; and, as we shall see,
he showed unusual reticence. Perhaps the emotions connected with that
meeting were so powerful that he did not wish to recall them. However,
Naren has described for us the amazing scene which immediately
followed:

‘As soon as I had finished that song, the Master stood up, took me
by the hand and led me on to the northern veranda. It was winter, so
the open spaces between the pillars were covered with screens of matting
to keep out the north wind; and this meant that, when the door of the
room was closed, anyone standing on the veranda was hidden from
both inside and outside. As soon as we were on the veranda, the
Master closed the door. I thought he must be going to give me some
instruction in private. But what he said and did next was something I
could never have believed possible. He suddenly caught hold of my
hand and began shedding tears of joy. He said to me, affectionately as
if to a familiar friend, “You've come so late! Was that right? Couldn’t
you have guessed how I’ve been waiting for you? My ears are nearly
burned off, listening to the talk of these worldly people. I thought I
should burst, not having anyone to tell how I really felt!”” He went on
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like that — raving and weeping. And then suddenly he folded his palms
together and began addressing me as if I was some divine being, “I
know who you are, My Lord. You are Nara, the ancient sage, the incar-
nation of Narayana. You have come back to earth to take away the
sufferings and sorrows of mankind.” I was absolutely dumbfounded. 1
said to myself, ““What kind of a man is this? He must be raving mad!
How can he talk like this to me, who am nobody — the son of Vish-
wanath Datta?”’ But I didn’t answer him, and I let this wonderful
madman go on talking as he chose. Presently he asked me to stay there
on the veranda, and he went back into the room and came out agamn
bringing butter, rock candy and a few pieces of sandesh; and then he
began feeding me with his own hands. I kept asking him to give me the
sweetmeats, so I could share them with my friends, but he wouldn’t.
“They’ll get some later,” he said, “you take these for yourself.” And
he wouldn’t be satisfied until I'd eaten all of them. Then he took my
hand and said, “Promise me — you’ll come back here soon, alone.” I
couldn’t refuse his request; it was made so earnestly. So I had to say,
“I will.” Then I went back into the room with him and sat down beside
my friends.’

This was certainly a searching experience for an eighteen-year-old
college intellectual; and it is a proof of Naren’s maturity of judgement
that he did not leave Dakshineswar at the first opportunity and break
his promise to return. Instead, he sat watching Ramakrishna and trying
to relate what had just happened on the veranda to his present be-
haviour. For now, in the presence of the others, Ramakrishna seemed
perfectly sane. He spoke lucidly and beaudfully about renunciation.

Naren’s story continues: ““Here is a true man of renunciation,” I
said to myself; “he practises what he preaches; he has given up every-
thing for God.” “God can be seen and spoken to,” he told us, “just
as I'm seeing you and speaking to you. But who wants to see and speak
to God? People grieve and shed enough tears to fill many pots, because
their wives or their sons are dead, or because they’ve lost their money
and their estates. But who weeps because he can’t see God? And yet —
if anyone really wants to see God, and if he calls upon him — God will
reveal himself, that’s certain.”

‘When I heard these words, I became more and more convinced
that he wasn’t like any of the other teachers of religion I had met — full
of poetic talk and fine figures of speech — but that he was talking of
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what he directly knew, of what he himself had actually obtained, by
giving up everything and by calling on God with his whole heart and
strength. I thought, “Well, he may be mad — but this is indeed a rare
soul who can undertake such renunciation. Yes, he is mad — but how
pure! And what renunciation! He is truly worthy of reverence.”
Thinking this, I bowed down before his feet, took my leave of him and
returned to Calcutta that day.’

Nevertheless, Naren stayed away from Dakshineswar for a whole
month. Saradananda points out in his book that this is hardly sur-
prising. Naren hesitated to visit Ramakrishna again because he feared
the possible power of his influence, and felt instinctively that Rama-
krishna represented a challenge to his way of thinking. Even though
Naren was dissatisfied with the spiritual life of the Brahmo Samaj, he
was enthusiastic for its reformist ideals. He was critical of the traditional
Hinduism for which Ramakrishna stood. He believed — or thought he
believed — in reason rather than in intuition, in discrimination rather
than devotion. Ramakrishna’s ecstasies embarrassed him. He could not
imagine himself shut up inside a temple compound, spending his days
in meditation and worship. His restlessness demanded a wandering
life; his reformist conscience made him eager for social service.

The meeting with Ramakrishna had disturbed him profoundly.
Naren kept repeating to himself that this was a madman, a monomaniac.
Yet Naren knew that he loved him and, in spite of himself, was almost
ready to follow him. Almost — but no, it was impossible. One can’t
become the disciple of a madman. And Ramakrishna must be mad. He
kad to be mad. Because if — terrible thought! — he was sane, then John
Stuart Mill and Herbert Spencer were mad, the Brahmo reformers were
mad, the whole of the rest of the world was mad. If Ramakrishna
was sane, then everything that the world believed in and taught must
be turned inside out and upside down. And Naren would have to turn
himself inside out, too.

The violence of Naren’s struggle not to believe in Ramakrishna is a
* measure of his greatness. He could not accept anything partially. For
him, the alternative to doubt was absolute self-dedication. Years later,
when Naren had become Vivekananda, he said to one of his Western
disciples who had been teased by a friend because of her doubts, scruples
and hesitations to believe, ‘Let none regret that they were difficult to
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convince! I fought my Master for six long years, with the result that I
know every inch of the way.’

Here is Naren’s description of his second visit to Dakshineswar. This
time, he had to go the whole way there on foot.

T had no idea that the Dakshineswar Temple was so far from Cal-
cutta, because I had been there only once before and that was in a
carriage. This time, it seemed as if the journey would never end, how-
ever far I walked. But, after asking many people the way, I arrived
at Dakshineswar at last and went straight to the Master’s room. I
found him sitting, deep in his own meditations, on the smaller bed
which stands beside the bigger one. There was no one with him. As
soon as he saw me, he called me joyfully to him and made me sit down
on one end of the bed. He was in a strange mood. He muttered some-
thing to himself which I couldn’t understand, looked hard at me, then
rose and approached me. I thought we were about to have another
crazy scene. Scarcely had that thought passed through my mind
before he placed his right foot on my body. Immediately, I had a won-
derful experience. My eyes were wide open, and I saw that everything
in the room, including the walls themselves, was whirling rapidly
around and receding, and at the same time, it seemed to me that my
consciousness of self, together with the entire universe, was about to
vanish into a vast, all-devouring void. This destruction of my con-
sciousness of self seemed to me to be the same thing as death. I felt
that death was right before me, very close. Unable to control myself, I
cried out loudly, “Ah, what are you doing to me? Don’t you know 1
have my parents at home?”” When the Master heard this, he gave 4 loud
laugh. Then, touching my chest with his hand, he said, “All right ~
let it stop now. It needn’t be done all at once. It will happen in 1ts own
good time.,” To my amazement, this extraordinary vision of mine
vanished as suddenly as it had come. I returned to my normal state
and saw things inside and outside the room standing stationary, as
before.

‘Although it has taken so much time to describe all this, it actually
happened in only a few moments. And yet it changed my whole way of
thinking,. I was bewildered and kept trying to analyse what had hap-
pened. I had seen how this experience had begun and ended in obedience
to the wiil of this extraordinary man. I had read about hypnotism in
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books and I wondered if this was something of the same kind. But my
heart refused to believe that it was. For even people of great will-power
can only create such conditions when they are working on weak minds.
And my mind was by no means weak. Up to then, in fact, I had been
proud of my ntelligence and will-power. This man did not bewitch
me or reduce me to his puppet. On the contrary, when I first met him,
I had decided that he was mad. Why then should I have suddenly
found myself in this state? It seemed an utter mystery to me. But I
determined to be on my guard, lest he should get further influence over
me in the future.’

After Naren had recovered from his vision, Ramakrishna joked
with him and gave him food, behaving with such frank affection that
Naren felt embarrassed. When evening came, he told Ramakrishna that
he must return home. Ramakrishna seemed pained and disappointed.
He made Naren promise to return as soon as he possibly could.

When Naren did return, about a week later, he was very much on
his guard; determined not to be hypnotized. Ramakrishna proposed
that they should walk together in a near-by garden just south of the
Dakshineswar compound, because the compound itself happened to be
crowded with devotees. They went into the garden-house — the same
in which Ramakrishna had first seen the picture of the Virgin with the
child Jesus ~ and sat down. After a short while, Ramakrishna passed
into samadhi. Naren watched him. Suddenly, Ramakrishna touched
him, just as on the previous occasion. Despite Naren’s strong will to
resist, he was unable to cling to his consciousness. This time he became
completely unconscious. When he came to himself, he found that
Ramakrishna was passing his hand over his chest and smiling at him,
sweetly and gently. He had no idea what had happened in the mean-
while.

On a later occasion, Ramakrishna told some of his other disciples,
“That day, after Naren had lost consciousness of his present individu-
ality, I asked him many questions — such as who he really was, where
he had come from, how long he would stay in this world, and so forth.
I made him able to enter into his innermost being and find the answers
to my questions there. These answers confirmed what I'd already
learned about him in visions. It is forbidden to tell all those things. But
I can tell you that, on the day when le knows who he really s, he will
no longer remain in this world. With a strong effort of-will he will
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immediately give up his body through the power of yoga. Naren 1s a
great soul, perfect in meditation.’

Ramakrishna also described a vision — one of those which, as he
said, were confirmed by the answers Naren had given him. His mind,
while in samadhi, had ascended through the world of gross matter
into the subtle world of ideas, and thence to what he described as ‘the
fence made of light’ which separates the divisible from the indivisible.
Beyond this fence, even the gods and goddesses could not penetrate,
because all Form ceased there. Nevertheless, within the realm of the
indivisible, Ramakrishna saw seven sages, whose bodies were made
only of the light of pure consciousness. These sages sat in samadhi
and their greatness exceeded the greamess of the gods. As Ramakrishna
watched, he saw a something shape itself out of the undifferentiated
light, and this something took the form of a child. The child came down
to one of the sages, threw its arms around his neck and tried to rouse
him from his samadhi. The sage awoke at last. Seeing the child, his
face became bright with dehight, and Ramakrishna knew that they
were eternal companions. T am going down there,” the child said to
the sage, ‘and you must come with me." The sage did not answer, but
his eyes expressed his joyful agreement. He went into samadhi again,
and then Ramakrishna saw a part of him come down to earth in the
form of a bright light. ‘And,” Ramakrishna added, after telling this to
his disciples, ‘hardly had I set eyes on Naren for the first time when I
knew he was that sage.” When they questioned Ramakrishna further,
he admitted that the child in the vision had been himself.

I have already explained, in Chapter 8, the Hindu concept of the
avatar. To this must be added the concept of the ‘eternal companion’.
It is the Hindu belief that every divine incarnation has such companions
and that he brings them with him when he comes to earth in human
form. (A Hindu would of course be ready to believe that the apostles
of Jesus of Nazareth were also ‘eternal companions’.) Therefore, for
Naren to realize “who he really was’ was to remember his eternal rela~
tionship with Ramakrishna, in which their few years together on earth
in India was a tiny episode. Rakhal was another such companion; but
his relationship with Ramakrishna was even closer, being that of
spiritual parent and son.

The second experience of Ramakrishna's power convinced Naren
that he was in the presence of a being whose will was altogether superior
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to his own. Yet it was still hard for him to submit. Naren had always
been opposed to the traditional Hindu idea that the disciple must follow
his guru in blind obedience. He still felt it was wrong to surrender one’s
freedom of judgement to another. He was now ready to admit that
Ramakrishna was more than an ordinary human being, and therefore a
teacher he should follow and learn from. But he was determined to test
for himself everything that Ramakrishna taught him. And we cannotbe
too grateful for this attitude of Naren’s, His scepticism makes him one
of the most reliable of all the witnesses to Ramakrishna’s greatness.
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‘The Training of Naren

In the last chapter we saw how Ramakrishna became convinced that
this young college student, Narendra Nath Datta, was actually an
incarnation of one of his ‘eternal companions’. It may well be asked
how Ramakrishna, once he had arrived at this conviction, could have
continued to feel even the smallest anxiety about Naren’s future. For
how could such a being ever come to any spiritual harm? In answer to
this question, Saradananda points out that even an avatar, when he
assumes a body and enters the sphere of Maya, must suffer some blurring
of his spiritual insight. Ramakrishna was prone to occasional doubfs
about the truth of his own visions; perhaps he had been mistaken, he
would say to himself. And so he continued to be anxious and to subject
Naren to various tests.

Ramakrishna used to say that there are eighteen qualities or mani-
festations of power which can possibly be found in a human being,.
Even two or three of these qualities are sufficient to enable an individual
to gain great fame and influence in the world — and Ramakrishna saw
that Naren had all eighteen of them. In moods of anxiety, Ramakrishna
feared that Naren might misuse these powers as he grew older; that he
might be satisfied with a partial realization of God, and that, on the
basis of this partial realization, he might merely found a new religious
sect and make himself famous and powerful in the usual worldly way.
Ramakrishna’s own life was, as we have already seen, both a protest
against sectarian exclusiveness and a demonstration that every sect can
show the way to knowledge of God. He need not have worried about
Naren, who was to prove, in the writings and lectures of his later life
as Vivekananda, how well he had learnt this lesson: T accept all the
religions of the past and T worship God with every one of them. Can
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God’s book be finished? Must it not be a continuing revelation?
Difference 1s the first sign of thought. I pray that the sects may multiply
until at last there will be as many sects as human beings.’

Ramakrishna’s devotion to Naren astonished everybody. Often,
when Naren arrived at Dakshineswar, Ramakrishna would exclaim,
“There’s Na—" and be unable to complete the name because he passed
into samadhi. If Naren stayed away from Dakshineswar even for a few
days, Ramakrishna would shed tears. ‘I can’t bear it when I don’t sec
him,” he told the other young disciples. ‘I wept so much and still
Narendra didn’t come! He doesn’t understand at all what I feel for
him. . . . What will people think, seeing a man of my age weeping and
pining for a boy like him! With you, I don’t feel ashamed of it — you
are my very own. But what must the others think? And yetI can’t stop
myself —

It was not to be expected that Naren would charm everybody.
Lacking Ramakrishna’s spiritual insight, many devotees saw only
that their beloved and revered Master was being treated in this incon-
siderate fashion by a mere youth, and a seemingly self-sausfied and
arrogant one. Saradananda recalls how he talked with a neighbour of
Naren’s before becoming personally acquanted with him, and was
told, ‘There’s a boy who lives in that house — I've never known anyone
so hopelessly spoilt. Since he got his B.A. degree he’s so vain, he thinks
nothing in the whole world matters but lum. When his father and other
older people are present he’ll start singing and beating time on a kettle-
drum, quite rudely, without any respect. He'll smoke cigars, too, right
in front of them?’

No outside observer could possibly have understood the subtlety
and comedy of the relationship between these two infinitely strange
beings. Beneath the surface of behaviour, they were communicating
and exchanging signals and probing each other. One day, Keshab Sen
and Vijay Krishna Goswami visited Dakshineswar with a number of
Brahmo devotees. Naren was also present. After Keshab and Viyjay
had left, Ramaknishna said to some of the Brahmos who had remained,
‘I could see the light of knowledge buining in Keshab and Vyay; it
was like the flame of a candle. But in Naren it was like a blazing sun.’
Naren later protested violently to Ramakrishna against this remark:
‘People will think you’re mad,if vou talk like that! Keshab is famous
all over the world. Vijay is a saint. And I’'m nobody. How can you
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speak of us 1n the same breath? Please, I beg of you, never say such
things again!’

‘But, my child,” said Ramakrishna, with his innocent smile, “what can
I do about it? You don’t suppose I'd say such things of my own accord?
It was Mother who showed me the truth about you, and so I had to tell
it. Mother has never told me a lie.’

‘How do you know it was Mother who told you?’ Naren objected.
‘All this may be a fiction of your own brain. Science and philosophy
prove that our senses often deceive us, especially when there’s a desire
in our minds to believe something. You are fond of me and you want to
believe that I'm a great man — that may be why you have these visions,’

When Ramakrishna was in a high state of spiritual insight, Naren’s
scepticism merely amused him. But sometimes he would become
worried, appeal to the Divine Mother for guidance, and be told, “Why
do you listen to Naren? He will accept the truth before long.’

Once, when Naren had stayed away from Dakshineswar longer than
usual, Ramakrishna grew so anxious that he decided to go into Calcutta
and look for him. The day happened to be a Sunday, so Ramakrishna
went to the headquarters of the Brahmo Samaj, knowing that Naren
was usually there on Sundays to sing devotional songs during the
evening service. Ramakrishna felt confident of a warm welcome,
because of his affectionate relations with Keshab and some other Brahmo
leaders; what he did not realize was that there were other prominent
Brahmos who resented the change he had brought about in Keshab
and Vijay, and who had stopped coming to Dakshineswar for that very
reason.

Ramakrishna got to the Brahmo headquarters in the middle of the
service. His arrival caused a disturbance; many people stood up on
benches to get a look at him, and there was noise and disorder. This
naturally annoyed the prominent Brahmos who were present and
particularly the preacher, who was obliged to end his sermon abruptly.
But Ramakrishna was quite unaware of this. Without glancing to left
or to right, he advanced to the altar, where he went into samadhi. This
excited the congregation more than ever. The ushers, finding that they
could not restore order, turned out all the gashghts to make people
leave the building; a stupid move which resulted in a stampede for the
doors 1n the dark.
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Naren himself was among the members of the choir and saw all
this. He managed to elbow his way to Ramakrishna’s side, led him out
through a back door, got him into a carriage and rode with him to
Dakshineswar.

Later, Naren used to say, “What pain I felt that day, when I saw the
Master being humiliated like that, and all on my account! How I
scolded him for what he had done! But he didn’t care one bit about my
scolding or his humiliation; he was just happy to have me with him
again. So then I spoke to him very severely: “It’s written in the Puranas
that King Bharata thought so much about his favourite deer that he
himself became a deer after his death. If that’s true, you should beware
of thinking too much about me!” The Master was simple as a young
boy. He took what I said literally, and asked me in great distress, “You
are right — so what’s going to happen to me, since I can’t bear not
seeing you?”’ Then he went off anxiously to consult the Divine
Mother. After a while he came back beaming with delight, and ex=
claimed, “Leave me in peace, you rascal! I'll never listen to anything
you tell me again! Mother said to me: “You love him so much because
you regard him as Narayana [Vishnu] himself. If the day ever comes
when you don’t see Narayana in him, then you won’t spare him a single
glance!””’

When Naren started coming to Dakshineswar, he was, of course,
delighted to find his old friend Rakhal already among Ramakrishna’s
disciples. But Naren soon discovered that Rakhal was breaking the
Brahmo pledge. Under Ramakrishna’s influence, Rakhal, with his
naturally devotional temperament, had turned back to the worship
of God with form. He went daily into the temples and bowed down
before the images of the various deities. Naren still despised all image
worship and he rebuked Rakhal with his usual bluntness. Rakhal was
100 gentle-natured to argue with his friend but he was much hurt and
began to avoid Naren when he came to Dakshineswar. However,
Ramakrishna heard about this and made peace between them, telling
Naren that he must respect Rakhal’s way of worship even though it
was not his own.

In the meantime, Ramakrishna was trying to teach Naren the doctrine
of pure Vedanta, which declares the absolute identity of Brahman and
Atman. He made Naren read books expounding non-dualism. Naren
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found them worse than Rakhal’s image worship; indeed, positively
blasphemous. “What’s the difference,’ he exclaimed, ‘between this and
atheism? How can a created soul think of itself as the Creator? What
could be a greater sin? What's this nonsense about / am God, you are
God, everything that is born and dies is God ? The authors of these hooks
must have been mad — how else could they have written such stuff?’
And Ramakrishna would smile at Naren’s indignation and answer
mildly, “You may not be able to accept these truths at present, but is
that a reason to condemn the great sages who taught them? Why do
you try to imit God’s nature? Keep calling on him. He is truth itself.
Whatever he reveals to you, believe that to be his true nature.’

But Naren refused, for the moment, to be convinced. How very
surprised he would have been if he could have heard himself| less than
fifteen years later, homfying his Christian audiences in the United
States by such non-dualistic declarations as, ‘See no difference between
ant and angel — every worm is the orother of the Nazarene!’

In Chapter 14, mention was made of Pratap Chandra Hazra. Hazra
was a subject of disagreement between Ramakrishna and Naren. Here
is part of a typical conversation they had about him, recorded by M.
(April 24, 1885):

NAREN: Hazra has become a different man, nowadays.

RAMAKRISHNA:-You can’t be sure of that. There are people whose
mouths are full of Rama’s name, yet they carry stones hidden under
their arms to throw at others.

" NAREN: I don’t agree with you, sir. I questioned lum about all the
things people say against him. He says they’re untrue.

RAMAKRISHNA: ] once prayed to the Divine Mother, ‘Oh Mother,
if Hazra’s a hypocrite, then please take him away from here.
Later, I told him what I’d prayed. A few days afterwards, he came
to me and said, ‘'m still here, you see. . . .” You don’t understand
him. You think you understand people — that’s why I'm telling you
this. Do you know how I regard a man like Hazra? I know that God
assumes the form of holy men — well, then, he must also. assume the
form of swindlers and rogues.

Hazra’s mouth was full of the highest philosophy and the most
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exalted sentiments. He made japa with a rosary and let himself be
seen doing it by everyone. He treated Ramakrishna with a respect
which was too exaggerated to be quite genuine. On one occasion,
when he was about to take the dust of Ramakrishna’s feet, Rama-
krishna recoiled from his touch, avoiding instinctively a physical
contact with what was insincere and untruthful. (Taking the dust of
the feet of a holy man is a symbolic gesture of reverence and humility,
still widely practised in India today.)

But Naren was amused by Hazra’s sharp and witty tongue, and Hazra
listened to everything Naren said with flattering respect. One day,
Naren was telling Hazra about Vedantic non-dualism and his unwilling-
ness to-accept it. ‘Can it be,’ he said, ‘that the waterpot is God, that the
drinking-vessel is God, that everything we see and all of us are God?’
Naren laughed scornfully at the idea and Hazra joined in, like the syco-
phant he was. While they were laughing, Ramakrishna came up to them.
“What are you two talking about?’ he asked Naren affectionately; then,
without waiting for an answer, he touched Naren and himself went into
samadhi. -

‘And then,” Naren would relate, ‘at the marvellous touch of the
Master, my mind underwent a complete revolution. I was aghast to
realize that there really was nothing whatever in the entire universe
but God. I remained silent, wondering how long this state of mind
would continue. It didn’t pass off all day. I got back home, and I felt
just the same there; everything I saw was God. I sat down to eat, and I
saw that everything — the plate, the food, my mother who was serving
it and I myself — everything was God and nothing else but God. I
swallowed a couple of mouthfuls and then sat still without speaking.
My mother asked me lovingly, ‘““Why are you so quiet? Why don’t you
eat?”” That brought me back to everyday consciousness, and I began
eating again. But, from then on, I kept having the same experience, no
matter what I was doing, — eating, drinking, sitting, lying down, going
to college, strolling along the street. It was a kind of intoxication; I
can’t describe it. If I was crossing a street and saw a carriage coming
towards me I didn’t have the urge, as I would ordinarily, to get out of
its way for fear of being run over. For I said to myself, “I am that
carriage. There’s no difference between it and me.” During that time,
I had no sensation in my hands or my feet. When I ate food, I felt no
satisfaction from it; it was as if someone else was eating. Sometimes I
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would lie down in the middle of a meal, and then get up again after a
few minutes and go on eating; thus it happened that on those days I
would eat far more than usual, but this never upset me. My mother
became alarmed; she thought I was suffering from some terrible disease.
“He won't live long,” she’d say.

“When that first intoxication lost part of its power, I began to see
the world as though it were in a dream. When I went for a walk around
Cornwallis Square, T used to knock my head against the iron railings
to find out if they were only dream-railings or real ones. The loss of
feehing in my hands and feet made me afraid that I was going to be
paralyzed. When I did at last return to normal consciousness I felt
convinced that the state I had been, in was a revelation of non-dualistic
expertence. So then I knew that what is written in the Scriptures about
this experience is all true.’

Suddenly, one day, Ramakrishna’s whole attitude to Naren — the
humble joy he had shown in hss presence, the tears he had shed when
Naren was absent — seemingly changed. When Naren arrived that
morning, Ramakrishna looked at him without the least sign of pleasure
and remained silent, instead of asking his usual solicitous questions
about Naren’s health and welfare. Naren supposed that he must be in
some high spiritual mood, and therefore unwilling to speak. So, after
waiting for a while, he went outside and began talking to Hazra.
Then he heard Ramakrishna’s voice, in conversation with some other
visitors, and came back into the room. But Ramakrishna continued to
ignore Naren. He lay on his bed with his face turned away from him.
At last, when evening came, Naren prostrated himself reverently
before Ramakrishna and returned to Calcutta.

On his next visit to Dakshineswar, less than a week later, Rama-
krishna received him with the same apparent indifference. Yet Naren
did not stop coming on this account. Ignored by Ramakrishna, he
spent the days talking to Hazra and the disciples. Ramakrishna was
privately sending one or other of the boys to report to him on Naren’s
life and behaviour in Calcutta. Naren could not have known this, but he
never showed the least resentment at Ramakrishna’s seeming loss of
interest in him.

Saradananda tells how, finally, after more than a month, Rama-
krishna suddenly asked Naren, “Why do you keep coming here, when
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I'don’t speak a single word to you?’ ‘Do you think I come hete just
to have you speak to me?’ Naren answered. ‘I love you. I want to see
you. That’s why I come.” Ramakrishna was delighted. ‘T was testing
you,” he told Naren, ‘to see if you’d stop coming when you didn’t get
love and attention. Only a spiritual aspirant of your quality could put
up with so much neglect and indifference. Anyone else would have left
me long ago.’

On another occasion, Ramakrishna put Naren to a different kind of
test. He called hum into the Panchavati and said, ‘As the result of the
austerities I’ve practised, I have long since become possessed of all the
supernatural powers. But what would a person like me do with such
powers? Why, I can’t even keep a wearing-cloth tied around my own
waist! So I'm thinking of asking Mother to transfer them all to you.
She’s told me that you'll be able to use them when necessary. What do
you say?’

“Will they help me to realize God?’ Naren asked. ‘No,’ said Rama-
krishna, ‘they won’t help you to do that. But they might be very
useful after you have realized God and start doing his work.” “Then
let me realize God first,” said Naren, ‘after that, it will be time enough
to decide 1f I need them or not. If I get these marvellous powers now,
perhaps they’ll make me egotistic. I might forget the whole purpose of
my life and use them to graufy some worldly desire. Then they would
only have been my ruin.’

Sometimes Naren would remain at Dakshineswar and spend the night
in meditation. While he meditated, he would be annoyed, during the
early morning hours, by that same steam whistle from the jute mill
which the aged Chandra had thought was a celestial trumpet. Rama-
krishna advised him to meditate upon the sound of the whistle itself;
when Naren did this, he found that it no longer distracted him. Naren
told Ramakrishna how difficult it was for him to forget the existence
of his body, so Ramakrishna did what Tota Puri had done, many
years earlier; he dug his fingernail into the skin between Naren’s eye-
brows and told him to concentrate on the pain. In this way, Naren
became able to lose consciousness of the rest of his body for long
periods of time.

Above all, Ramakrishna insisted on the importance of continence.
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He told Naren that, if a man maintains absolute continence for twelve
years, his mind becomes purified and opened to the knowledge of God.
Meanwhile, Naren’s father Vishwanath and the other members of his
family continued to urge him to marry. Once, when Ramakrishna was
visiting the house, the grandmother overheard him preaching chastity
o Naren. Henceforward, the family was opposed to Ramakrishna,
despite their admiration for his saintliness. But Naren had always done
as he liked, and they were quite unable to dissuade him from visiting
Dakshineswar.

Ramakrishna used to say to Naren, “You must test me as the money-
changers test their coins. You mustn’t accept me until you've tested
me thoroughly.” One day, Naren came out to Dakshineswar and found
that Ramakrishna had gone into Calcutta. Naren was alone in the room,
and suddenly he felt a desire to test the genuineness of Ramakrishna’s
often-expressed contempt for money. So he hid a rupee under Rama-
krishna’s mattress. Then he went to the Panchavat and began meditat-
ing. Presently, Ramakrishna returned and entered his room. No sooner
had he touched the bed than he started back; he had felt actual physical
pain. As he was looking around him in bewilderment, unable to under-
stand what it was that had happened to him, Naren came in and stood
watching him without saying a word. Ramakrishna called one of the
temple attendants and asked him to examine the bed. The rupee was
discovered, and Naren then explained what he had done. Ramakrishna
fully approved.

Early in 1884, Naren’s father Vishwanath died of a heart attack; he
had been ailing for some time. When Vishwanath died, Naren was
away from home at the house of some friends, and one of them had to
break the news to him. Naren returned home at once and performed
the customary rites. When the time came t0 look into Vishwanath’s
financial affairs, it was found that he had been spending more than he
earned and had left nothing but debts. Some relatives even tried to get
a share in the family home by means of a lawsuit. They lost the suit,
but Naren was still faced by his duty, as the oldest male member of the
family, of supporting his mother and brothers. He had never known
adversity of any kind, before.

“Even before the prescribed period of mourning was over,” he used
to relate, ‘I was running hither and thither in search of a job. Dizzy
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kept trying to reassure himself that God is good. He used to repeat
the Lord’s name as he got out of bed in the morning. One day his
mother overheard him and said bitterly, “What’s the use of that? You’ve
been repeating the name of the Lord since childhood, and what has he
done for you?’ Naren had always known his mother as the most pious
of devotees. That despair could move her to speak like this shocked
him deeply; and now he began seriously to doubt. How could God
exist, he asked himself, if the most piteous prayers remained unan-
swered? How could he be benign, when his creation was so full of
evil? .

‘It was against my nature,” Naren’s narrative continues, ‘to do
anything and conceal it from others. Even as a chuld, I had never been
able to conceal my least thought or action, either from fear or any other
motive. So it wasn’t surprising that I now began to tell people aggres-
sively that God did not exist; and that, even if he did exist, it was no
use calling on him because it produced no results. Of course, the
rumour soon spread around that I had becorne an atheist, and further-
more that I was mixing with people of bad character and visiting houses
of ill repute. Those lies only made me all the more aggressive. I now
began telling everyone, even those who didn’t ask my opinion, that I
had no objection to anybody’s drinking wine or going to a brothel
if only this would help him to forget his hard lot in this world of pain.
And I added that I would do these things myself,: without the least
regard for public opinion, if I could ever be convinced that they
would make me happy, even for a single moment.’

(Naren was being unfair to himself in saying this. As a matter of
fact, his determination to preserve his sexual purity never wavered,
even in the most trying days of his poverty and religious doubts. At
this time, there were at least two women who offered him money to
become their lover. He refused them with contempt.)

‘Such news travels fast. It didn’t take long for these words of mine,
in a completely distorted version, to reach the ears of the Master, not
to mention those of his devotees in Calcutta. Some of them came to visit
me, to find out the truth, and they made it obvious that they believed
at least part of what they had heard, if not all. T was bitterly wounded to
realize that they could think so little of me. I told them that it was
cowardice to believe in God merely from fear of hell. Quoting Hume,
Mill, Bain, Comte and other Western philosophers, I argued fiercely
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that there is no evidence of the existence of God. And so they went
away, more than ever convinced, as I afterwards learned, of my
downfall. In my defiant mood, this actually made me happy. Then the
thought came to me that perhaps the Master now believed the same
thing. As soon as I thought that, I felt terrible pain. But then I said
to myself, “Let him believe it, then. If he does, I can’t help it. People’s
good or bad opinions are worth nothing, anyhow.”” Later, I discovered
that the Master 2ad heard all of these lies about me. At first he had made
no comment. Then, when one of the devotees wept and said, “Sir,
we never dreamed Naren would sink so low!” he cried out excitedly,
“Silence, you scoundrels! Mother has told me that he could never do
such things. If you talk about this any more, I won’t have you in the
room!”

‘But what was this atheism of mine? Nothing but egotism and pride.
The experiences I had had from childhood and, most of all, since
meeting the Master, rose vividly into my mind in the brightest colours
and I said to myself, “God certainly does exist — otherwise, what is life
for, what is it worth? The path to God has to be found, no matter how
great the struggle.”

‘Summer had passed and the rainy season had begun. I went on
looking for work, as before. One night, when I was drenched with rain
and hadn’t eaten all day, I was returning home with tired legs and a
mind even more tired than my body. At length I was so exhausted that
I couldn’t go one single step farther. I lay down like a log on the open
veranda of a neighbouring house. Perhaps my external consciousness
left me for a while. All kinds of thoughts and pictures went through
my mind and I had no power to ignore any of them or concentrate
upon certain ones. Then suddenly I felt as if screen after screen had
been raised in my mind by the power of providence, and now all the
problems which had been tormenting me ~ where is the harmony
between God’s justice and his mercy, why does evil exist within a
benign creation ~ all were solved. I was beside myself with joy.
Afterwards, when I continued my walk home, I found that there wasn’t
one iota of fatigue in my body and that my mind was filled with infinite
peace and strength. The day was just breaking,.

‘I now became absolutely indifferent to the praise or blame of the
world. I was firmly convinced that I wasn’t born to earn money,
support a family or seek worldly enjoyments. Secretly, I was preparing

212



THE TRAINING OF NAREN

to renounce the world, as my grandfather had done. The day arrived
on which I had decided to start life as a wandering monk — and then
I heard that, on that very day, the Master was coming to the house of a
devotee in Calcutta. I thought this was very fortunate: I should see
my guru before I left home forever. But, as soon as I met the Master,
he told me imperiously, “You must come with me to Dakshineswar
today.” I offered various excuses, but he wouldn’t take No for an
answer. I had to drive back with him. In the carriage we didn’t speak
much. When we got to Dakshineswar, I sat in his room for some time.
Others were present. Then the Master went into a state of ecstasy. He
came over to me suddenly, took my hand in his and sang, with tears
pouring down his face:

I am afraid to speak,

I am afraid not to speak,
For the fear rises in my mind
That I shall lose you —

All this time, I had fought back the strong emotion I was feeling; now
I couldn’t do so any longer, and my tears poured down like his. I felt
sure that the Master knew all about my plans. The others were
astonished to see us behave 111 this way. After the Master had returned
to normal consciousness, one of them asked him what was the matter.
He smiled and answered, “It’s just something between the two of us.”
That night he sent the others away and called me to him and said, “I
know you have come to the world to do Mother’s work; you can never
lead a worldly life. But, for my sake, stay with your family as long asI’'m
alive.”’ ,

So Naren promised to do this. And now he set himself to find
employment with renewed energy. He got a post in an attorney’s
office. He translated some books. But these were temporary jobs;
they brought no real security to his mother and brothers. So now
Naren decided to ask Ramakrishna to pray on his behalf that the
family’s money-troubles might be overcome. Ramakrishna answered
that 1t was for Naren himself to pray. He must forget lus earlier scruples,
accept the existence of the Divine Mother and pray to her for help.
‘Today is Tuesday,’ Ramakrishna added, ‘a day specially sacred to
Mother. Go to the temple tonight and pray. Mother will grant you
whatever you ask for. I promise you that.’
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Naren was now almost free of the prejudices he had acquired from
the Brahmo Samaj. Experience had taught him to have faith in Rama-
krishna’s words, and he was eager to do as he had been told. He
waited impatiently for the night. At nine o’clock, Ramakrishna sent
him to the temple. As Naren was on his way there, a kind of drunken-
ness possessed him; he was reeling. And when he entered the temple, he
saw at once that the Divine Mother was actually alive. Naren was
overwhelmed and prostrated himself again and again before her shrine,
exclaiming, ‘Mother - grant me discrimination, grant me detachment,
grant me divine knowledge and devotion, grant me that I may see you
without obstruction, always!” His heart was filled with peace. The
universe completely disappeared from his consciousness and Mother
alone remained.

When Naren came back from the temple, Ramakrishna asked him
if he had prayed for the relief of his family’s wants. Naren was taken
aback; he had forgotten to do so. Ramakrishna told him to return
quickly and make the prayer. Naren obeyed, but again he became drunk
with bliss, forgot his intention and prayed only for detachment,
devotion and knowledge as before. ‘Silly boy!” said Ramakrishna,
when he returned and confessed this. ‘Couldn’t you control yourself a
little, and remember that prayer? Go back again and tell Mother what
you want — be quick!” This time, Naren’s experience was different. He
did not forget the prayer. But when he came for the third time before
the shrine he felt a sense of deep shame; what he had been about to
ask seemed miserably trivial and unworthy. ‘It was,’ he said later, ‘like
being graciously received by a king and then asking him for gourds and
pumpkins.” So, once more, he asked only for detachment, devotion and
knowledge. However, as he came out of the temple, he felt suddenly
convinced that all this was a trick Ramakrishna'had played on him. ‘It
was certainly you,’ he told Ramakrishna, ‘who made me intoxicated.
Now you must at least say a prayer for me that my mother and brothers
will never lack food and clothing.’ ‘My child,” Ramakrishna told him
affectionately, ‘vou know I could never offer a prayer like that for
anyone; the words wouldn’t come out of my month. I told you that
you’d get whatever you asked Mother for; but you couldn’t ask that,
either. It is not in you to ask for worldly benefits. What am I to do
about it But Naren answered firmly, “You must say the prayer, for
my sake. ’'m certain they’ll be freed from want if only you'll say they
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will.” At length, Ramakrishna yielded to Naren’s urging and said,
‘All night — they will never lack plain food and clothing.” And this
statement was proved true.

This acceptance by Naren of the worship of God with form, was, of
course, a most important event in his life. During his later years he
was accustomed to say, ‘Ramakrishna was a jnani [a man of intellectual
discrimination] within and a kaekta [a man of devotion] without; but
I am a bhakea within and a jnani without.’” In general, Naren’s teaching
as Vivekananda laid emphasis on discrimination rather than on
devotion. He once wrote to an American lady, in that serio-comic style
which was so characteristic of his mature personality, ‘Kali worship
is my especial fad.” But he was experienced enough to know that the
concept of Mother Kali is one which the majority of potential devotees
in the West will always find hard to accept; and he seldom mentioned
her 1n his American and British lectures.

There was a young man named Vaikuntha Nath Sannyal who knew
Naren shghtly, through having once worked with him in the same
office. This Vaikuntha Nath happened to visit Dakshineswar on the
morning after the events which have been related above. He found
Ramakrishna standing 1n his room and Naren still asleep outside on
the veranda. Ramakrishna’s face was beaming with delight. Here is
Vaikuntha Nath’s description of what he witnessed that day:

‘No sooner had I approached and made my prostration than the
Master pointed to Naren and said, “Look at that boy — that boy is
very good — his name is Narendra. He wouldn’t accept the Divine
Mother before. It was only last night that he did. He was in need of
money. So I advised him to ask Mother for it. But he couldn’t. He said
he felt ashamed. When he came back from the temple, he asked me to
teach lum a song in praise of Mother. So I taught him, ‘Mother, thou
art the Saviour’, and he sang it all night. That’s why he’s sleeping now.”
And then the Master smiled with joy and said, “Narendra has accepted
Kali. That’s very good, isn’t it>”” Seeing that he was as happy as a child
about this, I answered, “Yes, sir, it 1s very good.” A little later he
smiled and said again, “Narendra has accepted the Mother. It's very
good. What do you say?”’ And he kept smiling and saying that, over
and over.
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“When Naren awoke, he came and sat beside the Master. This was
at about four o’clock in the afternoon. It seemed that Naren would
now take leave of him and return to Calcutta. But the Master went into
ecstasy, and moved up close to Naren. “What I see is that I am this,
body,” he said, “and that I'm also that body. It’s true — I see no
difference. If you lay a stick on the surface of the Ganges, the water
seems to be divided into two parts; but it’s really all one, there’s no
division. The same thing here. Can you understand that? What else
exists but Mother? Isn’t that true?” Then he suddenly said, “T’ll
smoke.” T hastily prepared the water-pipe and gave it to him. After
taking a few pufls, he said, “No — I'll smoke straight from the bowl,”
and he took the tobacco-bowl in both his hands. He puffed again, then
held it to Naren’s mouth and said, “Take a puff or two, between my
hands.” Naren hesitated. The Master said, “What ignorance! Are you
and I different? This 1s T and that’s also 1.”” Saying this, he put his hands
to Naren’s mouth and forced him to smoke. Naren took a couple of
puffs and then stopped. Seeing that he had stopped, the Master was
about to start smoking again when Naren said quickly, “Sir, wash your
hands before you smoke!” But the Master wouldn’t do so. “You
wretch,” he told Naren, “you’re awfully conscious of differences!”
Then he continued to smoke through his hands, although Naren’s lips
had touched them, and uttered many spiritual truths in that state of
ecstasy. In general, the Master could not partake of anything which
had been shared by another person — to him it was like leavings.
Therefore, when I saw him behave in this way to Naren, I marvelled
and realized the closeness between them.’

Throughout the rest of his life, Naren would say frequently, ‘Ever
since our first meeting, it was the Master alone who always had faith in
me — no one else, not even my own mother and brothers. That faith
and that love of his havé bound me to him forever. The Master was
the only one who knew how to love and who really loved. Worldly
people only feign love to gratify their own self-interest.’
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17
The Young Monks

In telling this part of the story, it seems better not to keep strictly to
the chronological order of events. I have already followed the course
of Naren’s spiritual training through to the year 1885, without stopping
to record many contemporary happenings. And now, having written
about Naren, Rakhal, Latu, and Gopal Ghosh, 1t seems more logical to
complete the list of those who eventually became monks of the Rama-
krishna Order than to introduce them by twos and threes, according to
the dates of their arrival at Dakshineswar, amidst a lot of unrelated
people and events. I shall briefly sketch the life of each individual 1o 1ts
end, although that will take us far into the future. By so doing, I hope
to make the various personalities stand out in sharper contrast and
impress themselves more deeply on the reader’s memory. If I were to
show them only as a group of young men and youths during the very
short period of their association with Ramakrishna, they might appear
confusingly alike.

For the sake of completeness, I shall begin by naming all sixteen of
Ramakrishna’s disciples, including the ones who have already been
described. I shall first give the pre-monastic name of the disciple and
then the name he assumed as a monk, followed by a translation of 1t.
(The 1nvariable suffix ananda means bliss; 1n this connection, ‘he who
has the bliss of . . .” For example, viveka means spirtual discrimination.
So Vivekananda means ‘he who has the bliss of spiritual discrimina-
tion’. But there is no need to keep repeating ‘he who has the bliss of” on
the list that follows.) Nearly all of these monastic names were chosen
by Naren, often on the basis of something Ramakrishna had said about
that person. Naren gave them to his brother disciples at the ime when
they took their monastic vows, soon after Ramakrishna’s death, in 1886.
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Naren gave himself various names (which need not concern us) in
order to hide his identity during his life as a wandering monk. He did
not assume the name of Vivekananda until 1893, under circumstances
which I shall describe in the last chapter.

Narendra Nath Datta VIVEKANANDA
‘spiritual discrimination’
Rakhal Chandra Ghosh BRAHMANANDA
‘Brahman’
Latu ADBHUTANANDA
‘that which is wonderful’
Gopal Ghosh ADVAITANANDA
‘non-dualism’
Baburam Ghosh PREMANANDA
‘ecstatic love’
Nitya Niranjan Ghosh NIRANJANANANDA
‘one who has no spot of guilt’
Jogindra Nath Choudhury YOGANANDA
‘yoga’
Sarat Chandra Chakravarty SARADANANDA
‘Sarada Devi, the Holy Mother’
Shashi Bhushan Chakravarty RAMAKRISHNANANDA
‘Ramakrishna’
Tarak Nath Ghoshal SHIVANANDA
‘Shiva’
Hari Nath Chatterjee TURIYANANDA
‘the fourth state of
consciousness — i.e. samadhr’
Sarada Prasanna Mitra TRIGUNATITANANDA
‘that which is beyond the
three gunas’
Subodh Chandra Ghosh SUBODHANANDA
‘spiritual intelligence; jnana’
Gangadhar Ghatak AKHANDANANDA
‘the undivided, the infinite’
Hari Prasanna Chatterjee VIJNANANANDA

‘supreme wisdom’
218



THE YOUNG MONKS

Kali Prasad Chandra ABHEDANANDA
‘that which has no differ-
entiation; non-dualism’

BABURAM GHOSH (PREMANANDA) was born in 1861 in the village
of Antpur, in the Hoogli district of Bengal. His parents were pious,
and the boy showed a strong religious vocation from childhood. I
have already spoken of the extraordinary interrelation of circumstances
which brought so many disciples to Ramakrishna. Baburam’s sister
was married to Balaram Bose, a wealthy man who became one of
Ramakrishna’s most prominent devotees during the last years of his
life. (See Chapter 18.) When Baburam started his secondary education
in Calcutta, the principal of his school was Mahendra Nath Gupta and
one of the students in his class was Rakhal. Rakhal took Baburam to
visit Dakshmeswar in the autumn of 1882.

During this first visit, Ramakrishna subjected Baburam to certain
physical tests. Ramakrishna often did this, saying that an examination
of a man’s physical characteristics revealed his spiritual character — at
least, to the nsight of an initiated person. For example, Ramakrishna
would say that eyes shaped like lotus petals betokened good thoughts;
that eyes like those of a bull betokened a predominance of lust; that
the eyes of a yogi were reddish and had an upward cast. Those who are
in the habit of looking out of the corners of their eyes from time to
time, during a conversation, are more intelligent than the common run.
Again, a man of devotional nature has a soft body with easily flexible
joints; even if he is thin, his joints do not seem angular. Ramakrishna
would weigh your forearm, asking you to hold it loose; if it was lighter
than ordinary he would say that this showed a ‘beneficent intelligence’.
He weighed Baburam’s forearm in this manner, and also gazed into his
face and examined his limbs. The verdict was evidently saunsfactory,
for Ramaknishna urged Baburam to visit him agamn. He particularly
praised the young man’s purity, saying that, when he was in a high
spirttual mood, Baburam was one of the very few he could bear to have
touch him. Two years later, he asked Baburam to become his attendant,
and he told M.: “When I ask Baburam, “Why don’t you come here?”’
he answers, “Why don’t you make me come?”” Then he looks at Rakhal
and weeps. “Rakhal is so happy here,” he says.” Baburam’s hesitation
to accept Ramakrishna’s invitation was due to his fear of making his
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mother unhappy. But, soon after this, Baburam’s mother, who had
also become a devotee of Ramakrishna, came to Dakshineswar.
Ramakrishna asked her to give her son the necessary permission and
she did so gladly, only asking him in return that she might become
perfect in devotion to God and not live to witness the death of her
children.

Baburam begged Ramakrishna to give him the lower form of
samadhi, bhava samadhi or ecstasy. Ramakrishna appealed to the Divine
Mother and was told that Baburam could not have ecstasy but that he
would have non-dualistic knowledge of Brahman instead.

Baburam impressed all who met him by his sweetness. Ramakrishna
would say of him that he had the nature of a woman; adding that he
was like a clean new pot in which milk could safely be kept without fear
of its turning sour. Yet this self-effacing young man matured into
a marvellous teacher and trainer of the young, during the period when,
as Swami Premananda, he virtually presided over the Ramakrishna
Math (monastery) at Belur, from 1902 to 1916, two years before his
death. He looked after the young monks and novices in his charge
devotedly. His love seemed inexhaustible; it forgave and often over-
came even their worst failings. Nevertheless, he would say to them,
‘Do I love you? No — for if I really did, I should have bound you to me
forever. Oh, how dearly the Master loved us! We don’t have even a
hundredth part of that love towards you.’

NITYA NIRANJAN GHOSH (NIRANJANANANDA) first came to Rama-
krishna at the age of eightecn. At that time he was living in Calcutta
with an uncle. He was a big youth, with a fine physique, and extremely
handsome. In his boyhood, he had clairvoyant powers and was used
as a medium by a group of spiritualists. He was also a psychic healer.
A rich man who was suffering from insomnia once came to him
for help. Niranjan used to say later that he did not know if he had
been able to cure the man, but that the sight of this suffering in the
midst of wealth made him realize the worthlessness of all earthly
possessions.

It is said in one account of Niranjan’s first visit to Dakshineswar
that he was accompanied by his spiritualist friends who had heard of
Ramakrishna and wanted to use him as a medium. Ramakrishna is said
to have submutted to this experiment with his usual innocent trustful-
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ness, but later to have sensed something evil in it, and to have refused to
continue. At all events, we know that Ramakrishna did, at this meeting,
reprove Niranjan for taking part in spiritualistic practices. ‘My boy,’
he told him, ‘if you let your mind dwell on ghosts, you'll become a
ghost yourself. If you fix your mind on God your hife will be filled
with God. Now — which are you going to choose?”’

M. tells us that Ramakrishna often praised Niranjan for his guileless-
ness and frankness. ‘Niranjan has no spot of guilt on him,’ he would
say. When Niranjan took a job in an office, Ramakrishna was at first
distressed. He told the youth, T feel as if there were a dark shadow over
your face.” Then, however, he learned that Niranjan had only done this
to support his mother, and he agreed that he was justified. But, in
general, Ramakrishna felt that his young disciples should serve no
master but God.

Niranjan was habitually good-natured. But he had a violent temper.
One day, when he was coming to Dakshineswar on the public ferry-
boat, he overheard some of the other passengers speaking sneeringly of
Ramakrishna, saying that he was not a true man of renunciation but a
hypocrite who enjoyed good food and every comfort, and whose
disciples were gullible schoolboys. Niranjan protested strongly, but the
speakers ignored him. At this, Niranjan became enraged, jumped to his
feet and began to rock the boat, threatening to capsize it in midstream.
Niranjan was a powerful swimmer; he could easily have swum ashore
after carrying out his threat. The passengers were frightened and they
begged to be forgiven.

When Ramakrishna heard about this incident, he rebuked Niranjan
severely. ‘Anger is a deadly sin,” he said, ‘you ought never to let it
carry you away. The seeming anger of a good man is something
different. It’s no more than a mark made on water. It vanishes as soon
as it’s made. As for those mean-minded people who talked against me,
they weren’t worth getting into a quarrel with ~ you could waste your
whole life in such quarrelling. Think of them as being no more than
insects. Be indifferent to what they say. See what a great crime you were
about to commit, under the influence of this anger! Think of the poor
helmsman and the oarsmen in that boat — you were ready to drown
them too, and they had done nothing!’ )

After the death of Ramakrishna, Niranjan was one of those who
showed special devotion to the worship of his ashes and other relics.

221



RAMAKRISHNA AND HIS DISCIPLES

He was devoted also to Sarada Devi, whom the disciples then called
the Holy Mother. He died of cholera in 1904.

It is amusing and instructive to contrast Ramakrishna’s rebuke to
Niranjan with the quite different kind of rebuke he gave to another of
his young disciples, JOGINDRA NATH CHOUDHURY (YOGANANDA),
on a similar occasion. Jogindra, also, was once in a ferryboat on the
Ganges when he heard some passengers talking about Ramakrishna
in the same sneering way At first; Jogindra was indignant; but he had
a mild nature and soon reflected that the speakers were not to be blamed.
After all they were only speaking in ignorance; they did not know
Ramakrishna personally. What business is this of mine, Jogindra said
to himself. So he remained silent.

Later, Jogindra told Ramakrishna about the incident, expecting that
he would laugh at 1t. But Ramakrishna dismayed him by exclaiming
indignantly: ‘They spoke ill of me without any reason, and you sat in
silence and did nothing! Do you know what the Scriptures say? A
disciple should cut off the head of anyone who speaks 1l of his guru?’

On another occasion, Ramakrishna discovered cockroaches in a chest
which he used for his clothes. He told Jogindra to take the clothes
outside, shake out the cockroaches and kill them. The softhearted
Jogindra did not want to kill the cockroaches, so he merely shook them
out of the clothes and let them run away in the garden. He did not
expect that Ramakrishna would give the matter a second thought, since
the clothes were now clean. But he was wrong. Ramakrishna asked him
if he had done as he had been told, and Jogindra was obliged to confess
that he had not. ‘Always do exactly as I tell you,” said Ramakrishna.
‘Otherwise, sooner or later, you'll follow your own whim about some-
thing that really is important; and then you’ll be sorry.’

Once, Jogindra went to the bazaar to buy an iron pot. The shop-
keeper greatly impressed him by his pious talk. When Jogindra got
back, he found that the shopkeeper had cheated him — he had been sold
a pot that was cracked. Ramakrishna reproved him: ‘What — you
bought a pot and didn’t examine it first? The shopkeeper was there to
do business, not to practise religion. Why did you believe him and get
cheated? Just because you’re a devotee, that’s no reason to be a fool.”

Jogindra had first come to Ramakrishna at the age of about twenty.
His family had known of Ramakrishna for a long while and did not
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approve of him: they thought him eccentric if not downright crazy.
So Jogindra paid his visits to the temple secretly. Soon his family
found out what he was doing. But they could not stop him. With alt
his gentleness, Jogindra had another side to his nature that was strongly
independent.

This independence showed itself in Jogindra's sometimes critical
attitude, even towards Ramakrishna. One night, for example, he was
sleeping in Ramakrishna’s room. In the middle of the night, he woke
to find the door open and Ramakrishna gone. He got up and looked
out, but Ramakrishna was nowhere to be seen. Then the terrible
suspicion came to Jogindra: perhaps the Master has gone to the Naha-
bat, to be with his wife! Can it be that all his purity is a pretence?
Determined to find out the truth without delay, Jogindra went out of
doors and stationed himself near the Nahabat, so that Ramakrishna
would not be able to leave it unseen by him. But while he hirked there
and watched, Ramakrishna suddenly appeared, walking from the
direction of the Panchavati, where he had been meditating. Jogindra
was bitterly ashamed at his own lack of faith. But Ramakrishna told
him “You are quite right — before you accept anyone as your guru,
you should watch him by day and by night.’

Similarly, after the death of Ramakrishna and the founding of the
Order, Jogindra, now Yogananda, often criticized the opinions and
policy of Vivekananda, although the two loved each other dearly. He
became the attendant of Sarada the Holy Mother and remained with
her until he died, in 1899,

Ramakrishna said on several occasions that six of his disciples differed
from all the rest in being ishwarakotis: that is to say, beings who are
eternally free from the bondage of karma and who allow themselves
to be reborn simply in order to do good to mankind. Thus, an ishwara-
koti has some of the characteristics of an avatar.

The six who were named by Ramakrishna as ishwarakotis were
Naren, Rakhal, Baburam, Niranjan, Jogindra, and Purna Chandra
Ghosh.

Purna is not on the list at the beginning of this chapter because he
never took the monastic vow. He came to Ramakrishna in 1885 as a
boy of thirteen, and his visits, like those of Jogindra, had to be secret,
because of the disapproval of his guardians. At their second meeting,
Ramaknishna asked him, “What do you think of me? Purna replied
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without hesitation, “You are God himself, come to earth in flesh and
blood.” Ramakrishna was amazed and delighted by the boy’s faith.
He said that it could only be founded on the spiritual knowledge he had
gained in previous births. When Purna grew up, he was obliged by
family circumstances to marry. But he remained in close touch with
his fellow disciples, who were now monks of the Ramakrishna Order;
and they all honoured him for his spiritual greatness.

SARAT CHANDRA CHAKRAVARTY (SARADANANDA) first came to
Dakshineswar with his cousin, Shashi Bhushan Chakravarty (Rama-
krishnananda) in October 1883, when they were eighteen and twenty
years old respectively. Both were highly intelligent. Sarat’s father
owned a pharmacy and therefore wanted his son to become a doctor.
Sarat was willing to do this, especially when Naren approved of the
plan, and he entered the Calcutta Medical College. But when Rama-
krishna became fatally ill, Sarat at once abandoned his medical studies
in order to nurse his Master. He never returned to them; for he became
amonk. Throughout the rest of his life, however, he showed a vocation
for nursing the sick. This he did fearlessly, even in cases of the most
infectious diseases.

Sarat was noted for his courage and imperturbable calm, the calm
of the true yogi, which he displayed in the midst of various dangers.
On one occasion, when he was travelling by carriage in the mountains
of Kashmir, the horse took fright and bolted down a steep slope; it was
only saved from disaster because the carriage was stopped by a tree.
Saradananda got out just a moment before the horse was killed by a
great rock which fell from above. When he was asked later how he had
felt at the time of the accident, he said that his mind had remained
detached throughout, observing what took place with objective
interest. On another occasion, Saradananda was coming up the Ganges
by boat with one of the devotees when a violent windstorm arose. The
boat seemed likely to sink, but the Swami never stopped puffing away
at his hookah. His aplomb irritated the nervous devotee so much
that he finally seized the pipe and threw it into the water.

In 1893, Vivekananda went for the first time to the United States
and spent more than three years there and in Europe lecturing. (I shall
describe this visit in detail in the last chapter.) In 1896, he wrote asking
Saradananda to come to the West and carry on his work. The two
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met in London, where Saradananda had been giving some lectures.
Then Vivekananda left for India and Saradananda sailed for New York,
where he remained, as the head of the Vedanta Society, until his return
to India in 1898. He later became the first secretary of the Ramakrishna
Math and Mission and held this office untl his death in 1927.

Among Saradananda’s many duties was the direction of a magazine
called the Udbodhan (Awakening), which had been founded by
Vivekananda. In 1908, he decided to build a house which would serve
both as an office for the magazine and a home for the Holy Mother.
It was to pay off the debts incurred in building this house that Saradan-
anda began to write the articles which formed his Ramakrishna the
Great Master (called 1n Bengali Sri Srt Ramakrishna Lilaprasanga).
It was typical of him that he demanded no special privacy for himself
while he was engaged in this enormous task. Sitting cross-legged
at a low desk in a tiny room, with the chatter of visitors all around
him, he worked away with perfect concentration, breaking off, when-
ever necessary, to attend to some admunistrative detail.

In 1909, two nationalist revolutionares, both accused of terrorist
activities against the British rule, asked to be admitted into the Order
as monks, declaring that they were ready to give up their former way of
life. Saradananda accepted them at once, although his action was
criticized;; there were many who feared that he might thus have involved
the Order in trouble with the British. Saradananda, however, went to
the Chief of Police and other high officials in Calcutta and personally
guaranteed the good faith of the two young men. He was not mistaken
in them. They kept their pledge and did valuable work for the Order.

Saradananda continued his work on the Ramakrishna biography
unti the death of the Holy Mother in 1920. After that, he seemed to lose
all desire to finish it; and this is why an account of the last days of
Ramakrishna is missing from the book. Instead, the Swami busied
himself in arrangements for the building of a temple to the Holy Mother
at her native village of Jayrambati. It was consecrated in 1923.

SHASHI BHUSHAN CHAKRAVARTY (RAMAKRISHNANANDA) was

known, like Niranjanananda, as a great devotee. It was he who gathered

the relics of Ramakrishna after the body had been cremated at the burn-

ing-ghat and made a shrine for them. He would never leave this shrine

unattended, even to visit places of pilgrimage, for he regarded it as
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holier than any of them. In the early days of the Order, he_looked
after his brother monks like a mother, and was even ready to support
them by begging. When Naren chose their monastic names he wanted
at first to take the name Ramakrishnananda for himself, because it was
the one he most desired; but he decided that Shashi’s devotion gave
him the better claim to it.

In 1897, Ramakrishnananda became the founder of the Ramakrishna
Mission in Madras and remained in charge of it until his death in 1911.
Since boyhood he had had a brilliant intellect; and, though he had
gladly sacrificed his studies to devote his life to his Master, he retained
a love of astronomy and mathematics and would often solve mathe-
matical problems for his own amusement. The Madras devotees mar-
velled at the amount of work he could accomplish. He would reply
that the body is really a passive instrument, like a pen. Does a pen com-
plain that it has written too many letters? If we can realize that our
bodies are instruments of a Higher Power and if we can surrender
ourselves to being used by that Power, then, said Ramakrishnananda,
we shall feel no fatigue. The Swami himself had this sense of being an
instrument at all times. Though he had to hold classes and give lectures,
he never posed as a teacher. He would pray earnestly to his Master that
this work might not arouse a sense of ego in him. He was not a super-
ficially entertaining speaker and it once happened that not one single
student attended his class. Ramakrishnananda held the class anyway,
speaking to an empty room. ‘I have not come here to teach others,’ he
would say, ‘to me, this work is worship. I must fulfil my duty, no matter
if people come to hear me or not.’

He was very careful in his choice of novices for the Madras monas-
tery; and he could be strict with them and with the householder
devotees. Visitors who brought a newspaper with them were told,
‘Put it away. You can read that anywhere. When you come here, you
should think of God.” A member of a maharaja’s staff once began
entertaining one of the devotees with court gossip. Meanwhile, the
Swami shifted uneasxly 1 his charr, until they asked him if he was feeling
unwell. ‘T am all right,” he answered, ‘but I don’t like your conversa-
tion.” A pandit came to see him and boasted of his many acts of public
benevolence and schemes for social reform. Ramakrishnananda listened
to him for some time in silence. Then he said quietly, ‘T wonder what
God did before you were born.”
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The father of TARAX NATH GHOSHAL (SHIVANANDA) had been
a legal adviser to the Rani Rasmani, and had met Ramakrishna at
Dakshineswar a number of times during the late 1850’s. Tarak met
Ramakrishna in 1880, when he was twenty-six, at the home of Ram
Chandra Datta. There he saw Ramakrishna pass into samadhi. Shortly
after this, Tarak went to Dakshineswar. He had been a member of the
Brahmo Samaj and therefore a devotee of God without form. But,
when evening came, Ramakrishna told Tarak to accompany him to the
Kalt Temple. Ramakrishna prostrated himself before the image of the
Mother, and Tarak, after a moment’s hesitation, did likewise. For
Tarak had said to himself: “Why should I have such prejudices? Even
if this image is only an image, God must still be present in it, since he is
everywhere.” Ramakrishna was greatly pleased by Tarak’s response to
this test, and accepted him as a disciple. He said to the young man, ‘T
don’t usually ask anyone who comes here about his home and family,
but I knew, as soon as I saw you, that you belonged to this place. So,
please tell me about them.” Ramakrishna was astonished when he
heard who Tarak’s father was, saying that he remembered him well
and wished to see him again. So Tarak’s father came to Ramakrishna,
and bowed down at his feet, weeping with joy. Ramakrishna placed his
foot on the head of Tarak’s father and passed into samadhi.

Tarak felt obliged to get married, for family reasons; but the
marriage was never consummated, and his wife died a short while
later. This confirmed Tarak in his resolution to renounce the world;
and he did so with his father’s blessing.

After Ramaknishna’s death, Tarak, now Swami Shivananda, spent
some years as a wandering monk. His natural inclination was towards
solitude and meditation. But he was always ready to accept his share of
the duties which were imposed by the foundation of the Math and
Mission. In 1902, Shivananda opened a monastery of the Order at
Benares. In 1922, after the death of Brahmananda, he became the second
president of the Order. Like many other great contemplatives, he
showed himself able, when the need arose, to change his manner of
life, assume responstbility and deal with executive problems. Despite
chronically poor health, he amazed everyone by his cheerfulness. He
would sometimes point to his pet dog and then to himself, saying,
‘Here is that fellow’s master’; then again he would point to himself and
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to the picture of Ramakrishna on the shrine, adding, ‘and rkis fellow is
his dog.’

One of his devotees records the memory of an evening at the Belur
Math, when Shivananda, up in his room, could hear the laughter of the
young novices coming from the veranda below. He smiled to himself
and murmured, “The boys are laughing so much — they do seem to be
happy. They have left their homes and families in search of bliss. Oh
Master, make them blissful !’

He died in February 1934.

HARI NATH CHATTERJLE (TURIYANANDA) was born in north
Calcutta in 1863. His family belonged to the brahmin caste; and Hari,
from an early age, was drawn to the brahmin ideal of orthodoxy and
asceticism. He would bathe three times a day, recite the whole of the
Gita before dawn, sleep on the floor, spending most of the night in
meditation, and eat only the simplest food. He took so much physical
exercise that his elders would warn him not to overstrain himself; he
was determmed to harden his body to endure the severest austerities.
Although he was so orthodox in most respects, he was quite without
sectarfan nairowness, however; when he went to a school run by
Christian missionaries he would always attend the classes on the Bible,
which the other Hindu boys avoided. Any kind of religious book
fascinated him.

When Hari was only fourteen years old, he had his first glimpse of
Ramakrishna. Hearing that Ramakrishna was to visit a house in the
neighbourhood, Har1 went with several other boys to see this already
famous paramahamsa (a title of honour given to a monk who is re-
garded as a great knower of Brahman). A carriage drove up, with
Ramakrishna and his nephew Hriday in it. Hriday got out first. This
is how Hari later described him; ‘He was well built. There was a big
vermilion mark on his forehead. A golden amulet was tied on his right
arm. Looking at him one felt that he was a strong person and a very
shrewd one.” Hriday then helped Ramakrishna to alight, and the boy
watching in the crowd noted that he was ‘very thin. He had a shirt on his
body and his wearing-cloth was securely tied over his waist. . . . He
was completely unconscious, and it seemed as 1f someone quite drunk
was being taken out of the carriage. But when he got down, what a
wonderful sight! There was an indescribable radiance in his face. I
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thought, “I have heard from the Scriptures about the great sage
Sukadeva. Is he the same Sukadeva?”’ By that ime, many others joined
them and took them to the second floor of the house. I followed them.
When the Paramahamsa became a little conscious of the outer world,
he opened his eyes and saw a large picture of Mother Kali on the wall.
He immediately saluted her and started to sing in a soul-bewitching
manner. . . . It is impossible to describe the extraordinary feeling this
song aroused in everybody. After that, the Paramahamsa spoke on
many spiritual matters.’

Harr’s second encounter with Ramakrishna did not take place until
two or three years later, probably in 1880. He went to Dakshineswar
with some friends. Ramakrishna singled him out at once as a future
disciple, and asked him to visit him on weekdays, when fewer people
were around.

One day, Hari asked Ramakrishna, ‘Sir, how can we free ourselves
completely from lust?” and was told that his attitude was wrong. Lust
1s only one manifestation of the vital force. To try to destroy this force
is futile. To condemn it as evil is absurd. It should be redirected towards
God. On another occasion, Hari told Ramakrishna that he had a horror
of women, and that he could not bear to have them near him. ‘You
talk like a fool,” said Ramakrishna. “You must never look down on
women. They are manifestations of the Divine Mother. Bow down
before them with reverence. That’s the only way to avoid becoming
sensually ensnared by them. If you hate them, you will fall into the
snare.’

After Har1 had become Turiyananda, he spent the greater part of
the next thirteen years wandering from place to place or meditating in
seclusion, sometimes in the company of Brahmananda, Saradananda or
Vivekananda, sometimes alone. There was a time when Turiyananda
was troubled by doubts about the life he was leading. He said to himself
that everyone else in the world was doing something useful, and that
he was merely a useless vagrant. Then he fell asleep under a tree and
had a dream. He saw himself lying asleep on the ground, and then he
saw his body begin to expand in all directions. It went on expanding
until it seemed to fill the entire world. And then he thought: why do
you call yourself useless? One grain of truth will cover a whole world
of delusion. Get up and realize the truth. To do that is the greatest of
all ways of Iife.
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In 1899, when Vivekananda was planning to visit America for the
second time, he asked Turiyananda to come with lum, saying that he
wanted to show the West an example of an ideal Indian sannyasin.
At first, Turiyananda refused; he preferred to go on leading his
austere, orthodox life amidst familiar surroundings. But his brother
swamis pressed him to agree, and when Vivekananda threw his arms
around his neck, wept, and begged touchingly for his help, he gave
way.

Wishing to prepare himself for this journey, Turiyananda asked
an Irishwoman who was a disciple of Vivekananda and had been given
the name of Sister Nivedita, how he should behave when 1 America.
Nivedita picked up a kiife by its blade and offered it, handle first, to
the Swami, saying, ‘Sir, whenever you give something to someone
else, always take the inconvenient and unpleasant part yourself and give
the convenient and pleasant part to the other.” With this single piece of
advice for his guidance, Turiyananda set forth, in June of that year, to
face the New World.

Vivekananda’s instinct was proved right; Turiyananda was exactly
the kind of Swami the American devotees needed. One of them, shortly
before the arrival of Vivekananda and Turiyananda in New York, had
written, ‘We do not want a Westernized Swami; business and lecturing
we have enough of 1n America. We want a simple, meditative man.’
Turiyananda did not care to lecture much; he preferred to work with a
few chosen individuals. In 1900, a devotee offered Vivekananda a
property in the San Antonio Valley, Santa Clara County, Cahfornia,
to be used as an askrama (a monastery or retreat). He accepted the gift
and persuaded Turiyananda to take charge of the retreat, which was
to be named the Shanti Ashrama. (Skanti means peace, and is a word of
benediction at the end of a grace or prayer.)

In August 1900, Turiyananda, with a dozen men and women
devotees made the complicated journey from San Francisco — by
ferryboat across the Bay, by train to San Jose, by stagecoach around
Mount Hamilton and down to a point at which the party had to split
up and cover the last twenty-two mules to the site of the Ashrama on
horseback, by bicycle, or in a small spring wagon, as the case might be.
It was the hottest time of the year in this mountainous and largely
barren area. One lady fainted from the heat. A small cabin and a shed
were the only buildings on the property, so most of them had to sleep
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out-of-doors. Thenearest source of water was six miles away. They had
not brought enough food. Even Turiyananda, with his Jong experience
of such hardships, was momentarily depressea.

But, as the weeks passed, their life became better organized. Tents
and supplies arrived from San Francisco. A cabin was built for medita-
tion. The Gita was studied. The devotees worked joyfully at their
allotted household chores. To be with the Swami, to hear him talk of
Ramakrishna, to watch him react to and comment on the various daily
problems and happenings, to meditate in his presence and listen to his
chanting, this was, in itself, a spiritual education. They kept to a
vegetarian diet and tried to practise non-violence. One day, a rattle-
snake got under the wooden floor of the Swami’s tent. They agreed
that it must not be killed, so they caught it in a noose of rope, carried
1t far away from the camp and set it free, cutting the rope off short,
close to 1ts neck. Next day, however, the snake appeared again, still
wearing the noose. They nicknamed it ‘the snake with the neckde’.

Turiyananda spent the greater part of his two years in California at
the Ashrama, returning to San Francisco now and then to lecture and
hold classes. In 1902, his health began to break down and he kept
expressing a desire to see Vivekananda, who had already returned to
India. The devotees presented him with a steamship ticket, hoping
that he would recover in his native land and, one day, come back to
them. But he never did. When Turiyananda’s ship docked at Rangoon,
early in July, he heard the news that Vivekananda had died, only a few
days previously. He was heartbroken and retired into solitude in various
holy places, where he practised meditation and spiritual austerities for
about eight years. Then he returned to the life of the Order and
remained in one or other of its monasteries, training the young monks,
until he died in 1922, after a long series of illnesses.

SARADA PRASANNA MITRA (TRIGUNATITANANDA) was born in
1865. He belonged to a rich landowning family and was over-indulged
as a child, so that he became accustomed to being waited on. Like
Rakhal and Baburam, he attended Mahendra Nath Gupta’s school.
When he went to take the entrance examination at the Calcutta
Unversity, it was expected that he would do brilliantly, for he was
one of the school’s best pupils. But, on the second day of the examina-
tion, Sarada Prasanna lost a gold watch which was his most treasured
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possession; this upset him so much that he failed to do himself justice
and passed in the second division only. For weeks, Sarada was in
despair. M. loved the boy, and instead of laughing at him as a cry-
baby, took him to see Ramakrishna. Sarada began to visit Dakshines-
war regularly.

One hot day, Ramakrishna asked Sarada to bring water and wash
his feet. Sarada, regarding all kinds of work as menial, flushed with
humiliation, especially as several of his friends were present. But
Ramakrishna repeated the request and he had to obey. He used to say
later that this incident was the beginning of his education in the spirit
of service.

He started going to college, but often missed classes in order to be
with Ramakrishna. His parents wanted him to marry. He refused, ran
away from home and was brought back. Yet he passed his examination,
although he had hardly studied for nearly a year. His elder brother
feared so greatly that Sarada would become a monk that he paid a huge
sum of money for the performance of a six-weeks-long sacrificial
ceremony which was supposed to change Sarada’s mind by supernatural
means and incline him towards a worldly life. It failed to do so.

After Sarada had become Trigunatitananda, he made several pil-
grimages but spent most of his time in Calcutta. During the famine of
1897 in the Dinajpur district, he organized relief work. He himself
had strange eating capacities. He could live for a long time on a few
pieces of fruit a day; then again he could eat enough for four or five
people at a sitting. Once, when Trigunatitananda was on a pilgrimage,
he went into an inn accompanied by a young boy. The Swami asked
the innkeeper if he would charge less for the boy’s food, since he would
certainly not eat as much as an adult. But the innkeeper replied curtly
that everyone must pay the same price. So Trigunatitananda, to teach
him a lesson, began to eat and eat and eat. At last the innkeeper appeared
and told him humbly, ‘Holy Sir —I won’t charge you anything for what
you have eaten, but now you must stop, because we have no more food
in the house.’

After Vivekananda’s death in 1902, Brahmananda, knowing that
Turiyananda would not now return to America, asked Trigunatitan-
anda to go and take the Swami’s place at the San Francisco Centre. So
Trigunatitananda sailed for the United States towards the end of that
year. He was determined to remain a vegetarian at all costs, and,

232



THE YOUNG MONKS

believing in his simplicity that there might not be any vegetables in
America, he went fully prepared to live on bread and water.

Under Trigunatita’s direction, the first Hindu Temple in America
was built in San Francisco and dedicated in 1906, shortly before the
earthquake and fire. It survived these disasters and stands to this day,
a charmingly quamnt old building with small oriental domes on its
roof.

Every year, the Swami would take a selected group of devetees to
the Shanti Ashrama and teach and meditate with them there. He was
fond of teaching by means of maxims and mottoes, and had these
framed and hung on the walls. ‘Eternal vigilance is the price of liberty’,
‘Live like a hermit but work like ahorse’, ‘Do it now’, “Watch and pray’,
‘Do or die — but you will not die’. He believed in singing as a devotional
exercise and led his young male disciples in hymns and chants up on
the roof of the temple or down by the shore of the Bay in the early
morning, astonishing the fishermen and sailors passing on boats.

In December 1914, Trigunatitananda, although unwell, was holding
a Sunday service in the temple when a young man, a former student
who had become mentally unbalanced, threw a bomb at him. The
young man was killed instantly by his own bomb and the Swam1 was
badly hurt. On the way to the hospital, Trigunatitananda spoke of
his attacker with deep compassion. He died of his injuries early in

January 1915.

SUBODH CHANDRA GHOSH (SUBODHANANDA) was born in Cal-
cutta in 1867. His father and mother were both devout people. When
Subodh was eighteen, his father gave him a book 1n which some of
Ramakrishna’s teachings had been recorded. This made Subodh eager
to know Ramakrishna himself, and he visited Dakshineswar at the
first opportunity. Ramakrishna had already met Subodh’s parents and
he welcomed Subodh warmly. Holding the boy’s hand, he meditated
for a few minutes and then told him, “You will attain the goal; Mother
says so.’

During their second meeting, Ramakrishna wrote something with
his finger on Subodh’s tongue, saying, ‘Awake, Mother, awake?!’
Then he told Subodh to meditate. Subodh felt his whole body trembling
and a current rushing up his spinal column to the brain. Ramakrishna
was surprised at the boy’s power of concentration. Subodh explained
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that he had meditated regularly at home on the gods and goddesses his
mother had described to him.

After this meeting with Ramakrishna, Subodh began to see a strange
light between his own eyebrows. His mother cautioned him never to
speak about this to anyone else, for fear of some supernatural conse-
quences. But Subodh answered, “What harm could it do me, Mother?
It's not the light I want, but That from which it comes.’

Subodh, like Latu, was outspoken. Once, Ramakrishna asked him,
“What do you think of me? and was answered, ‘People say many
different things about you. I won’t believe any of them until I find clear
proofs.’” But he soon became convinced of Ramakrishna’s greatness —
so much so, indeed, that he no longer wanted to meditate, feeling 1t
to be unnecessary, now that his spiritual life was in his Master’s care.

When Ramakrishna told him to go and visit Mahendra Nath Gupta,
he replied, ‘He hasn’t been able to renounce his family — what could I
learn about God from 4im?’ Ramakrishna was pleased to find Subodh
so stern in his renunciation, but he said, ‘He won’t talk about himself;
he’ll only tell you what he has learned from me.’ So Subodh went to
see M. and, ih his blunt way, related this conversation to him. M. said
humbly, ‘I am nobody, but I live beside the ocean of knowledge and
bliss and I keep a few pitchers of that water. When a guest comes, I
offer him that. What else am I to talk about?’ And thus the two became
friends and Subodh learned to respect M. greatly.

Although Subodh took the name of Subodhananda officially, he
was known to Vivekananda and the rest of his brother monks by the
nickname of Khoka (Child) because he was so young. And even at
the end of his life everybody in the Order called him Khoka Maharaj.

He was one of the most beloved of all the swamis, because of his
childlike and sympathetic nature and his ability to cheer people up. If
he was questioned about spiritual matters, he was apt to reply, “What
do 7 know? I am a Child,’ and he would refer the questioner to one of
the senior swamis. Nevertheless, he initiated a large number of devotees
and even some children, saying, ‘They will feel the power of it when
they grow up.” Many of these devotees were untouchables.

In 1897, Vivekananda, back in India from his first visit to the West
and full of zeal for the development of the Ramakrishna Mission,
which he had just founded, decided that his brother monks ought all
to be accustomed to speak in public. So he persuaded them to give
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weekly lectures in turn. When Subodhananda’s turn came, he tried his
best to be excused, but Vivekanandawas firm. The other monks thought
this very funny, and gathered eagerly ih the hall to watch Khoka make
a fool of himself. Poor Khoka mounted the platform, miserable and
unwilling, and opened his mouth to speak. But before he could say a
word, the building began to vibrate and rock, and trees crashed down
outside — this was a major earthquake. Vivekananda said later, when
the confusion was over, “Well, Khoka, you made an earth-shaking
speech?’

Once, when Subodhananda was lying sick at Rishikesh, Ramakrishna
appeared to him in a vision, stroking his forehead to soothe his fever.
Ramakrishna asked, ‘Shall I send you a rich man who will give you
everything you need?” ‘No,” said Subodhananda, “just keep me sick,
so you'll have to go on looking after me.’

Since boyhood, Subodhananda had loved to drink tea. One evening,
Vivekananda, Brahmananda and Subodhananda were sharing a room.
Vivekananda had been meditating, while the other two were asleep.
When he had finished, he woke up Subodhananda and asked him if he
would mind bringing him a pipe to smoke. Subodhananda did so, and
Vivekananda was so pleased that he exclaimed impulsively, ‘Any boon
you ask for shall be granted!” “What could I possibly ask for?’ said
Subodhananda: “The Master gave us everything we need.” But Brah-
mananda said, ‘No, Khoka, ask for something . . .” So Subodhananda
considered carefully and then said, ‘Grant me this — that I may never,
for the rest of my life, miss my daily cup of tea.” The Swami was asked,
many years afterwards, if this boon had really been granted. He
answered that it had, and that the tea had sometimes arrived against all
expectations, just as he was about to go to sleep at night.

He died in December 1932.

It was Hari (Turiyananda) who brought his friend GANGADHAR
GHATAK (AKHANDANANDA) to Dakshineswar in 1884. Ramakrishna
told Gangadhar that he ought to associate with Naren and learn from
his example. Gangadhar followed this advice and, as a result, became
devoted to Naren. In later life, as Swami Akhandananda, he was one
of the most ardent exponents of Vivekananda’s philosophy of social
service: “The poor, the illiterate, the ignorant, the afflicted — let these
be your God.” He led the first famine relief project of the Ramakrishna
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Mission 1n 1897; then, collecting the children of those who had died in
the famine, he. started an orphanage and industrial school. The rest
of his life was devoted to such work: collecting money and food for
famine relief, agitating for the improvement of the educational system,
teaching his orphans, nursing patients during a cholera epidemic. The
sight of hunger moved him so painfully that he himself would refuse to
eat, until doctors warned hum that he would collapse and have to be
watted on. This was the only argument which could make any impres-
sion on him, for he dreaded the thought of ceasing to be useful to
others.

After taking the monastic vow, in 1886, Akhandananda had wan-
dered all over the Himalayas and had spent three years in Tibet. He
wrote articles about this period in his life for the Udébodhan.

In 1934, after the death of Shivananda, he became the third President
of the Order. He died in 1937.

HARI PRASANNA CHATTERJEL (VIJNANANANDA) was born in
1868. Like Har1 (Turiyananda), Hari Prasanna got a glimpse of Rama-
krishna during his early teens, when Ramakrishna was visiting a house
in Calcutta. Butit was not until Har1 Prasanna was seventeen oreighteen
that Sarat (Saradananda), who was a college friend of his, took him to
Dakshineswar. This is how Swami Vijnanananda would describe the
meeting in later years:

‘I felt in Sr1 Ramakrishna’s room a tangible atmosphere of peace.
The devotees present seemed to be listening in bhssful absorption to
the words which poured from the Master’s lips. I don’t recall what he
said, but I sull remember the transport of delight I experienced then
as 1f it was yesterday. For a long time I sat there, beside myself with
joy, and my whole attention was concentrated on Sri Ramakrishna.
He did not say anything to me, nor did I ask him anything. One by
one the devotees took their leave, and suddenly I found myself alone
with him. Sr1 Ramakrishna was looking at me intently. I thought it
was time for me to depart, so I prostrated before him. As I stood up to
g0, he asked, “Can you wrestle? Come, let me see how well you
wrestle!” With these words he stood up ready to grapple with me. I
was very much surprised at this kind of challenge. I thought to
myself, “What kind of holy man is this?”” Anyhow, I replied, “Yes,
of course I can wrestle.”
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‘Sri Ramakrishna came closer, with a smile on his lips. He caught
hold of my arms and began to shove me. But I was a muscular young
man, and pushed him back to the wall. He was still smiling and holding
me with a strong grip. Gradually I felt a sort of electric current coming
out of his hands and entering into me. That touch made me completely
helpless; I lost all my physical strength. I went into ecstasy, and the
hair of my body stood on end. Then Sri Ramakrishna let me go. He
said, smiling, “Well, you are the victor.” With these words he sat
down on his cot again. I was speechless. Wave after wave of bliss was
engulfing my whole being. After a while, Sr1 Ramakrishna got up from
his seat. Patting me gently on the back, he satd, “Come here often.”
Then he offered me some sweets as prasad, and I returned to Calcutta.
For days the spell of the intoxicating joy lingered, and I realized that he
had transmitted spiritual power to me.’

On another visit, Hari Prasanna complained that he could not
meditate properly. Ramakrishna touched his tongue and then told
him to go to meditate in the Panchavad, where he lost all outward
consciousness. ‘From now on,” Ramakrishna told him afterwards, ‘you
will always have deep meditations.’

Har1 Prasanna was not able to see Ramakrishna many more times,
because he had to move with his family to Bankipore, Bihar, and then
go to Poona to study civil engineering. While he was there, he had a
vision of Ramakrishna standing before him; and, the next day, he got
the news that Ramakrishna had died. Later, he worked for the Govern-
ment, apd in due course became a District Engineer. But he always
wished for the monastic life, and in 1896 — having now earned enough
money to provide for his widowed mother — he joined the Order. His
training as an engineer continued to prove very useful, however. As
Swami Vijnanananda, he supervised the building and maintenance of
the Belur Math and of the embankment along the Ganges in front of it.
In collaboration with Vivekananda, he designed the Belur Math
Temple, and lived to lay its cornerstone in 1935, and to dedicate it 1n
1938. He wrote two books in Bengali, one on astrology and the other
on engineering, as well as making many translations from the Sanskrit.
He was the last of Ramakrishna’s direct disciples to become President
of the Order, succeeding Akhandananda. He died in the following

year, 1938.
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KALI PRASAD CHANDRA (ABHEDANANDA) was a precocious
scholar. At a very early age he learned Sanskrit and studied Western
philosophy. He was naturally open-minded and felt no prejudice in
favour of any one religion. Having become fascinated by the Yoga
Sutras of Patanjali, he was eager to find someone who could teach him
to follow the methods of meditation they prescribe. One of his class-
mates told him about Ramakrishna, so he went to visit him.

As soon as Ramakrishna set eyes on the boy, he told him, ‘You
were a great yogt in your previous birth. This is your last birth. I am
going to intiate you into the practice of yoga.” Thenceforward, Kali
came to Dakshineswar as often as he possibly could. When Rama-
krishna fell sick, he was among those who nursed him most devotedly.
After Ramakrishna’s death, he entered the Order and became known as
Abhedananda.

In 1896, while Vivekananda was in London, he sent for Abhedan-
anda to join him. When Abhedananda arrived, he found, to his dismay,
that Vivekananda had already arranged a lecture for him and an-
nounced it to the Press. Abhedananda had never spoken in public
before in his life; but, such was his faith in Vivekananda’s decisions,
that he appeared in front of an audience which filled the hall to 1ts
capacity and gave a brilliant lecture. Vivekananda was delighted, and
left for India with perfect confidence that his work would be carried on
as well as could be wished. Abhedananda remained in England for a
year.

In 1897, Vivekananda asked him to take charge of the Vedanta
Society in New York. There, too, Abhedananda was most successful.
He appears to have felt more at home in America than any of his
brother swarmis. With the exception of one short visit to India in
1906, he stayed on there, teaching and lecturing, until 1921.

Abhedananda was always an individualist. When he returned to
Calcutta, he founded his own Vedanta Society, which gradually
dissociated itself from the Belur Math, though there were no unfriendly
feelings between the members of the two institutions. By 1939, the
year of his death, Abhedananda was the last survivor of the direct
disciples and one of the very few people still alive who had ever met
Ramakrishna.

There were, needless to say, other young men who were regular
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visitors to Dakshineswar. Of some of these, Ramakrishna had a ligh
opinion, praising their purity and their zeal for renunciation. The fact
that, for one reason or another, they did not subsequently join the
Order certainly does not prove that they were backsliders or that this
contact with Ramakrishna failed to influence their later lives. If T do
not mention them individually, it is only because I am trying to
simplify this story. During these final years, the stage becomes so
crowded with newcomers that Ramakrishna himself is apt to be hidden
in their midst. And I think the reader has already been given sufficient
illustration of Ramakrishna’s methods of training monastic disciples.
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Some Great Devotees

Balaram Bose came of a rich family which had estates in Orissa and
was noted for its piety and good works. From his youth, Balaram had
lived chiefly in holy places, spending most of his time in meditation
and privacy. He left the management of the family estates to a cousin
and drew from them only a small income just sufficient for his needs.
He belonged to the sect of the Vaishnavas. Balaram had married, as
we saw in the last chapter, the sister of Baburam Ghosh, the future
Swami Premananda. They had three children.

Balaram first heard about Ramakrishna through Keshab Sen’s news-
paper. In 1882, when Balaram was in his late thirties, he had to go to
Calcutta to be present at the wedding of his eldest daughter; so he
took this opportunity of visiting Dakshineswar. He arrived there on
foot — this was typical of his unassuming way of life — to find Rama-
krishna’s room crowded with people; Keshab and a number of his
Brahmo followers were there. Balaram did not introduce himself but
sat down quietly in a corner of Ramakrishna’s room, remaining there
until 1t was time for the others to go out and eat. Then Ramakrishna
turned to Balaram and said, ‘Is there anything you want to ask me?’
“Yes, sir. Does God really exist?’ ‘Certainly he does,’ said Ramakrishna;
but he added that God only reveals himself to the devotee who regards
him as his nearest and dearest. Balaram asked, ‘Then why can’t / see
him, when I pray to him so much?’ Ramakrishna smiled. ‘Is he really
as dear to you as your own children? Balaram had to admit that he had
never felt as strongly about God as all that. The next morning, Balaram
returned to Dakshineswar. As before, he came on foot. Ramakrishna
noticed this and was pleased.

During the rest of their association, Ramakrishna worked on Balaram
to make him less strict and sectarian in his attitude towards conduct
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and ritual observances. As a Vaishnava, Balaram had been fanatically
scrupulous in his practice of non-injury; he had even thought it wrong
to kill the mosquitoes which disturbed his meditation. But when he
had been for two or three years under Ramakrishna’s influence, Balaram
began to question his former scruples; surely, he said to himself, all that
matters when you are meditating is to keep the mind fixed upon God.
And how can you do that while you are being bitten? He decided to go
to Ramakrishna and lay the problem before him.

Onthewayto Dakshineswar, Balaram continued his debate with him-
self. He now found that he could not remember ever having seen Rama-
krishna kill mosquitoes; on the contrary, Ramakrishna had always
seemed far more acutely sensitive to the suffering of others than
anyone else he had known. Balaram remembered how once, when he
and Ramakrishna wege watching a man walking across a field of newly
grown grass, Ramakrishna had actually winced with pamn and exclaimed
that he could feel the man’s footsteps like thumps on his own chest.
So my question is answered, Balaram thought; I need not even ask it.
Of course he will tell me to practise absolute non-violence. Balaram
decided to visit Ramakrishna, nevertheless.

‘When he arrived at Ramakrishna’s room, he saw to his amazement
that Ramakrishna was busy killing bedbugs. As Balaram approached
and prostrated, Ramakrishna said in a matter-of-fact voice, “They’ve
been breeding in the pillow. They bite me day and night, and keep me
from sleeping. So I'm killing them.” Thus was Balaram’s question
answered for him. Balaram remained convinced, however, that Rama-
krishna had killed the bedbugs expressly for his benefit. For if, Balaram
reasoned, the Master were in the habit of killing insects, I should
certainly have surprised him at it before this, since I've been coming
here unannounced at all hours of the day. The Master must have waited
to teach me this lesson until he knew that I had sufficient faith in him
to be able to learn it.

Shortly after Balaram’s first meeting with Ramakrishna, Balaram’s
cousin had bought a house for him in the district of Baghbazar in
Calcutta. The buying of this house was the outcome of a family plot to
prevent Balaram from returning to live in Puri, where he had been
staying for a while. To Balaram’s father and cousin, Puri seemed
dangerous because it was a sacred city; if Balaram were to stay there
much longer, they feared that he might renounce the world and his
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wife and children. Balaram agreed to the move to Calcutta, although,
at first, he felt unhappy there and longed to return to Puri. But later,
as his devotion to Ramakrishna grew, he rejoiced in his new home.
Not only could he visit Dakshineswar as often as he wished but he
could have the privilege of entertaining Ramak:ishna as his guest.
During the next years, Ramakrishna and his followers would eat their
midday meal at Balaram’s house whenever they came into Calcutta;
and they went there also for religious festivals and evening parties.
Balaram thus joined the fortunate company of the suppliers of Rama-
krishna’s wants, which had included Mathur, Shambhu Mallik and
Surendra Nath Mitra. Ramakrishna used to say, “The food Balaram
serves is pure; it has been offered to the Lord who has been worshipped
by the family for generations. I can eat the food Balaram gives me with
pleasure; 1t goes down my throat of 1ts own accord, as it were.’

Ramakrishna would poke affectionate fun at Balaram’s chief fault,
which was — despite all his hospitality — a certain miserliness. M. quotes
Ramakrishna as saying that, at Balaram’s house, there were no proper
instruments to accompany the singing. ‘Do you know how Balaram
manages a festival? He’s like a miserly brahmin raising a cow. The cow
must eat very little, but 1t’s expected to give milk in torrents. Sing
your own songs and beat your own drums — that’s Balaram’s 1dea of a
festival’ And agamn: ‘One day, Balaiam hired a carriage for me from
Calcutta to Dakshieswar. He said the carriage fare would be twelve
annas. I said, “Surely the driver won’t take me all the way to Dakshines-
war for only twelve annas?” “Oh, that’ll be plenty,” he said. Before
we’d got to Dakshineswar, one side of the carriage fell out. And,
besides, the horse kept stopping. It simply refused to go. The driver
would whip the horse and then it’d trot, but only a few steps.’

Nevertheless, Ramakrishna would continually exclaim, *What a nice
nature Balaram has! What devotion to God!” And M. describes how
Balaram, while the devotees sat eating in his home, would stand
watching them humbly, like a servant. No one would have dreamed
that he was the master of the house.

Towards the end of 1883, Keshab Sen became gravely 1ll. His recovery
was-already almost despaired of when Ramakrishna paid him what
was to be the last visit, on November 28.
M. relates how Ramakrishna arrived at the Lily Cottage, Keshab’s
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home, with Rakhal, Latu and other devotees. He was received by
Keshab’s relatives, who took him upstairs to a veranda which opened
out of the drawing-room. Here they waited for Keshab to appear.
Ramakrishna, knowing the seriousness of Keshab’s condition, kept
asking to be allowed to go in and see him. He wanted to spare Keshab
unnecessary fatigue. But Keshab’s disciples, acting no doubt in
accordance with a misguided idea of politeness, insisted that Keshab
would soon come out to receive his guest. One of them told Rama-
krishna, ‘Keshab is now an altogether changed person. He talks to the
Divine Mother just as you do, sir.” On hearing this, Ramakrishna went
into samadhi.

They waited and waited. It grew dark outside. Lamps were lighted,
and the party was requested to move into the drawing-room. Rama-
krishna was helped 1nside; only then did he begin to return to the plane
of normal consciousness. Seeing the handsome furniture of the room all
around him, he muttered to himself, ‘These things were necessary once
— but what use are they now?’ He recognized Rakhal, with seeming
surprise, ‘Oh — are you here?’ Then, as he sat down on a couch, ls
mood became ecstatic again. He talked to the Divine Mother, just as
he had talked to Rakhal, ‘Mother — so you’re here too! Why are you
showing off in that gorgeous sari” Please sit down.” Then, in an ecstatic
suliloquy, he compared the body and soul to the shell and meat of a
coconut. When the coconut 1s green, the two can hardly be separated;
once it is ripe, separation becomes easy. The realization of God is like
the moment when the nut becomes fully ripe. After this, body and soul
are known to be separate.

Then, at last, Keshab entered the room. He was shockingly changed;
a mere skeleton covered with skin. He could scarcely stand and had
to keep holding on to the wall for support. Meanwhile, Ramakrishna
had left the couch and was sitting on the floor. With great difficulty,
Keshab also sat down; he bowed and touched Ramakrishna’s feet with
hus forehead. Then he took Ramakrishna’s hand and stroked it gently.
‘T am here, sir,” he said.

After a while Ramakrishna became conscious of his surroundings.
He began to talk to Keshab. M. notes that at first Ramakrishna spoke
only of God; he did not even inquire after Keshab’s health. But at
length he said, “Why are you sick? There’s a reason. Many spiritual
emotions have passed through your body. . . . I've seen big steamers
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gomg by, along the Ganges. While they’re passing, you hardly notice
anything. But, oh my goodness, what a tremendous noise there is,
when the waves they make start to splash against the banks !’

Ramakrishna compared the process of acquiring the knowledge of
God to aconflagration. He said, ‘“The fire of knowledge first destroys
the passions, then egotism; lastly it attacks the physical body.” Then,
changing the metaphor, he likened this process of acquiring knowledge
to the treatment of a patient in a hospital — saying that Keshab’s physical
tllness was actually a sign of his spiritual transformation. ‘But,’ said
Ramakrishna, ‘God won’t release you as long as the least trace of your
illness 15 left. As long as your illness isn’t entirely cured, the doctor
won’t give you a permit to leave. Why did you register your name at
the hospital at all?* Keshab thought this very funny and laughed again
and again.

Later, Ramakrishna compared Keshab to the Basra rose, from which
the gardener must clear away the soil down to its roots, in order that
they may get as much morsture as possible from the dew. ‘Perhaps,’
he said, ‘that’s why you too are being exposed to the very roots. It
may mean that you will do something great in the near future.’

Ramakrishna then told Keshab how anxious he had been on a
previous occaston when Keshab was sick; adding that, this time, he
had been anxious only for two or three days and not to the same
degree. This sounded reassuring; but; when Keshab’s mother asked
Ramakrishna to bless Keshab, he answered gravely, “What can 7 do?
Itis only God who can bless us all.” He continued, ‘“There arc two things
which make God laugh. He laughs when two brothers divide a piece of
land between them. They draw a cord across the land and tell each
other, “Ths side’s mine and that side’s yours.” God laughs and says
to himself, “This whole universe is mine, and they take this httle
clod of 1t and say, this side’s mine and that’s yours!”” God also laughs
when a doctor says to a mother who’s weeping because her child is
mortally sick, “Don’t be afraid, Mother — I shall cure your child.”
The doctor does not understand that nobody can save that child if
God wills 1t shall die.’

When Ramakrishna had finished speaking, everyone fell silent.
The aptness of his words was painfully obvious. Keshab was seized
by a terrible fit of coughing. He coughed for a long time, while the
others watched him, sad and powerless to help. The coughing left
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Keshab so exhausted that he could not talk any more. He bowed low
before Ramakrishna and made his way slowly out of the room, support-
ing himself against the wall, as before.

In January 1884, Keshab died. When Ramakrishna heard the news,
he was overwhelmed; he would not speak to anyone and remained in
bed for three days. Later, he said, “When 1 heard of Keshab’s death, I
felt as 1f one of my limbs were paralyzed.” And again, ‘Oh, how happy
we used to be together! How we used to sing and dance?

Throughout the rest of his life, Ramakrishna would speak often of
Keshab — sometimes critically or humorously, but always with pro-
found affection.

Very shortly after Keshab’s death, Ramakrishna was walking 1n the
garden at Dakshineswar when he passed 1nto an ecstatic mood, fell and
dsslocated a bone in his left arm. M., who visited him a few days later,
on February 2nd, tells how Ramakrishna addressed the Divine Mother
like a reproachful child, “Why did you do this to me, Mother? Just look
at my arm ~ how badly it’s hurt!” Turning to the devotees, he asked
anxiously, ‘Am I going to get all nght again® They reassured him as
one reassures a child. . . . But, a few moments later, he was talking
and laughing as if nothing had happened. And then he began teaching
the devotees how to pray. Was he really suffering? Nobody could

be sure. Even while the doctor was bandaging his arm, he laughed and
joked.

One of Ramakrishna’s most remarkable devotees was Nag Mahashay,
a homoeopathic physician. Nag Mahashay had made a reputation as a
doctor in Calcutta before he met Ramakrishna, and he might easily
have become wealthy if his code of ethics had not been so strict. From
his poorer patients he would accept no fee at all; he would even help
them with gifts of food and clothing. From the rich he would accept
only his regular fee and the actual cost of the medicines And in no case
would he ask for money; the patient himself had to offer it.

But Nag Mahashay was not content with humanitarianism; he longed
to realize God, and spent much tme in meditation and religious dis-
cussion. A friend and fellow-devotee heard from the Brahmo Samaj of
a great saint who was living at the Dakshineswar Temple. He told Nag
Mahashay and the two of them went to visit Ramakrishna.
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This visit led to others, and soon Nag Mahashay became convinced
that Ramakrishna was not merely a great saint but incarnate God.
Once, when they were alone, Ramakrishna said to him, “You're a
doctor — please examine my feet and see what’s the matter with them.’
Nag Mahashay examined his feet and could find nothing wrong with
them. ‘Look again,” Ramakrishna told him, ‘look more carefully.’ Nag,
Mahashay then realized that Ramakrishna was simply granting his
unspoken wish, that he might touch these feet which he now regarded
as holy. “There was no need to ask him for anything,” Nag Mahashay
said later. ‘He could read the minds of his devotees, and he gave them
whatever they truly wanted.’

Everything that Ramakrishna said, even in joke, Nag Mahashay took
to be unqualified truth. On one visit, he heard Ramakrishna say to
some devotees, It’s difficult for doctors, lawyers or brokers to make
much progress towards God. . . . If the mind clings to tiny drops of
medicine, how can it conceive of the Infinite?” That same evening, Nag
Mahashay threw his medicine-chest and medical books into the
Ganges, resolving to devote himself entirely to the spiritual life. He
went to Ramakrishna and asked permission to become a monk. But
Ramakrishna told him to remain a householder and keep his mind fixed
on God. “Your life will become an example to all householders,’
Ramakrishna added.

Henceforward, Nag Mahashay and his wife lived lives of the most
austere devotion. Ramakrishna had told them to stay at home and
associate with holy men. When asked, ‘How shall I recognize a holy
man?’ he had answered, ‘They will come to you.’

After Ramakrishna’s death, Nag Mahashay and his wife moved back
to Deobhog, his native village in East Bengal, not far from Dacca.
And here they made Ramakrishna’s prophecy come true in the fullest
possible sense, for they received every visitor to therr home as a holy
being, an embodiment of God. No service, no sacrifice was too great
to ensure the comfort of their guests. They had hardly any money.
Nag himself ate barely rnough to keep himself alive, and he was a
chronic sufferer from colic. Nevertheless, he would never allow anyone
t0 wait on him and he would never fail to provide food and hospitality.
Once, when there was no fuel to cook for a guest, he cut down one
of the wooden supports of his house. His humility was positively
terrifying. Two young monks who came to see him were so embar-
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rassed by the reverence with which Nag Mahashay treated them that
they left as soon as possible. He insisted on going with them to the
station. The train was crowded, and the other passengers were at first
unwilling to let the monks board 1t. Seeing this, Nag Mahashay was
so distressed that he uttered cries of agony and beat his forehead, until
the passengers were ashamed and relented. On another occasion, when
the house badly needed repair, Nag Mahashay’s wife hired a carpenter;
but Nag Mahashay refused to let the man work for them. He made
him sit down, fanned him and prepared a pipe for him to smoke.
When Nag Mahashay had to make a journey by boat, he would 1nsist on
doing the rowing himself. For this reason, people would avoid being
in a boat with him.

Like Ramakrishna, Nag Mahashay was above all religious prejudice.
He made no fundamental distinction between Hindus, Moslems and
Christians. He would bow down in front of a mosque and utter the
name of Jesus whenever he passed a church. After Ramakrishna’s death,
he returned to Dakshineswar several times, but he visited the Master’s
room only once, the expertence was so painful for him that he could
not repeat it. Thereafter, he would salute the room from a distance and
then withdraw. He would visit Sarada the Holy Mother and the
monastery at Alambazar; but he would never consent to spend a night
at the monastery. For Ramakrishna had told him to remain 1n the world,
and he obeyed all the Master’s directions to the letter. .

When Nag Mahashay died, 1n December, 1899, he was already

revered as a samnt throughout Bengal.

Girish Chandra Ghosh was born in 1844, in the district of Baghbazar,
Calcutta. His parents both died when he was still very young. He got
married soon afterwards, but the marriage did not stabilize his Iife.
Girish had within himself powerful forces which were often in conflsct:
great talent as a dramatist, a songwriter and an actor, a devotional
nature, a sceptical mtelligence inspired by Western ideas, and the
sensuality of an unusually strong constitution. He had to earn his
living by doing a succession of boring office jobs. His spare time
became divided between writing, amateur acting, playing practical
jokes, and vartous kinds of debauchery, violently indulged in for a
while, abstained from with bitter pangs of conscience, and then returned
to with equal violence. He was, 1n fact, a bohemian artist; a type already
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quite familiar to the big cities of nineteenth-century Europe but com-
parattvely rare and therefore scandalous in Calcutta where the strict
standards of the old Hindu society were still, despite foreign influences,
honoured in theory if not in practice.

In Girish’s case, talent and debauchery gradually achieved a state
of more or less workable coexistence; he continued to indulge his
appet.tes but he also continued to write and act. In his thirties, he had
already begun to be recognized as Bengal’s modern pioneer of the
drama. For centuries, Bengali drama had been practically extinct.
Now here was Girish, producing a vast body of dramatic work in the
Bengali language; religious and historical verse-plays on the Shake-
spearean model and contemporary social plays in the current idiom.
At the same time, Girish was training actors and actresses (who all
adored him) to perform these plays and was taking part in them himself.
Such was his versatility that he often played two or three diffecent
roles in the same drama. In 1883, the Star Theatre was opened in
Calcutta, with his money and under his direction. It became the
pioneer theatre of modern Bengal.

Meanwhile, the conflict between two other forces in Girish’s nature —
his scepticism and his urge towards devotional religion — continued
and could not be resolved. In an article written during his later life,
Girish describes his state of mind before he met Ramakrishna:

At such a crisis, I thought, ‘Does God exist? Does he listen to
the prayers of man? Does he show the way from darkness to light?’
My mind said, ‘Yes.” Immediately I closed my eyes and prayed,
‘Oh God, if thou art, carry me across. Give me refuge. I have none!’
. . - But I had nurtured doubt all these years. I had argued long,
saying, “There is no God.” . . . Again I fell victim to doubt. But I
had not the courage to say boldly, ‘God does not exist.”

Everybody with whom I discussed my problem said unanimously
that without instruction from a guru doubt would not go and
nothing could be achieved in spiritual life. But my intellect refused to
accept a human being as a guru.

The date of Girish’s fisst encounter with Ramakrishna is uncertam.
In any case, it was unsatisfactory. Girish had read 1n a newspaper that
there was a paramahamsa who was living at Dakshineswar and that
Keshab Sen was visiting him frequently, with his disciples. Girish was
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sceptical of the enthusiasms of the Brahmo Samaj and he decided that
this paramahamsa of theirs was probably a'fake. However, when he was
told that Ramakrishna was to visit the house of an attorney who lived
in his neighbourhood, he went there to see for himself. It was dusk,
and lamps were being brought nto the room. Yet Ramakrishna kept
asking, ‘Is 1t evening?’ Girish had never before observed anyone in the
superconscious state which so often made Ramakrishna unaware of
his external surroundings. All Ginsh saw was this odd-looking man
who asked, ‘Is it evening?’ while the lamps burned right in front of him.
Not unnaturally, he was sceptical and contemptuous. What pretentious
play-acting this is, he said to himself, and he left the house.

Some years after thys, in early September, 1884, Girish saw Rama-
krishna again, at the house of Balaram Bose. This time, Giiish was
much more favourably impressed. He had expected that Ramakrishna
would behave as a holy man was conventionally supposed to behave;
that he would sit aloof in majestic silence. But now he saw Ramakrishna
saluting the other guests with the utmost respect and humility, bowing
his head to the ground. A dancing girl named Bidhu was seated at his
side, singing devotional songs for him. One of Girish’s old friends
came up to him and whispered sneeringly that Ramakrishna and Bidhu
. must be lovers; that was why he was laughing and joking with her.
Even at the time, this insinuation shocked Girish; he did not believe
it could be true. But he had not yet become convinced that this was a
real paramahamsa. When another of his friends, who was not much
impressed by Ramakrishna, said to him, T've had enough of this —
come on, let’s go,” Girish went with him. He had half-wanted to stay
but was embarrassed to admit this, even to himself.

Only a few days after this, on September 21, 1884, Ramakrishna and
some of the devotees visited the Star Theatre, to see a play by Girish
about the life of Chaitanya. Girish himself was strolling in the outer
compound of the theatre when a member of Ramakrishna’s party came
to him and said, “The Master has come to see your play. If you'll give
him a free pass, that will be very kind; otherwise we’ll buy him a
ticket.” Girish answered that Ramakrishna need not pay for his seat,
but that the others would have to. He then went to greet Ramakrishna
in person. But, before he could bow to Ramakrishna, Ramakrishna
bowed to him. Every time Girish bowed, Ramakrishna bowed; until
Grrish, fearing that this might continue all evening, bowed mentally
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instead of physically, and led them all upstairs to a box. He then went
home, as he was not feeling well. Thus Girish missed hearing Rama-
knishna’s delighted comments on the play and witnessing hus frequent
periods of ecstasy. When Ramakrishna was asked later how he had
liked it, he answered, ‘I found the representation the same as the
reality.’

Three days later, Girish was situng on the veranda of a friend’s
house when he saw Ramaknishna approaching along the street. They
exchanged greetings. Girish felt a strong urge to join him, but did not.
Then someone came to him with a message that Ramakrishna was
asking for him. So Girish followed him into the house of Balaram,
whom he was visiung. Ramakrishna was in a semi-conscious state. As
if in answer to Girish’s previous scepticism, he murmured, ‘No - this
is not pretence; this is not pretence.” Presently he returned to normal
consciousness. Girish was always longing to find a guru, although, as
we have seen, he obstinately refused to believe that any human being
could stand in that relation to another. “What is a guru?’ he now asked
Ramakrishna. And Ramakrishna answered, ‘He is like a procurer. A
procurer arranges for the union of the lover with his mistress. In the
same way, a guru arranges the meeting between the individual soul and
his beloved, the Divine Spirit.” Then he added, ‘You need not worry.
Your guru has already been chosen.’

The conversation turned to the theatre. Ramakrishna told Girish,
‘Iliked y our play very much. The sun of knowledge has begun to shine
on you. All the blemishes will be burned away from your heart. Very
soon, devotion will come to sweeten your life with joy and peace.’
Girish could not bear what he regarded as such utterly unmerited praise.
He told Ramakrishna bluntly that he had no good qualities, and that,
anyhow, he had only written the play to make money. Ramakrishna
passed over this reply in silence. ‘Could you take me to the theatre and
show me another of your plays? he asked. ‘Any day you like,” said
Girish. “You must charge me something, though.’ ‘All nght, you can
pay eight annas.” ‘“That’s the price of a wretched seat in the balcony.
It’s so noisy up there.” ‘Oh, but you won’t have to sit there. You'll sit
where you sat last time.” ‘“Then you must accept one rupee.” ‘Very
well - if you want me to.” After this playful exchange, Girish took his
leave. A friend who accompanied him asked what he thought of
Ramakrishna. ‘He is a great devotee,” Girish answered. His heart was
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now full of joy. All his doubts and objections seemed to be dissolving;
and he kept remembering how Ramakrishna had said, ‘Your guru has
already been chosen.’

But Girish was a complicated person; a mixture of shyness, aggres-
sion, humility and arrogance. Although he had now begun to believe
that Ramakrishna might really be the guru he was looking for, a part
of his nature passionately resisted this idea. On December 14th, Girish
was in his dressing-room at the Star Theatre when a devotee came to
tell him that Ramakrishna had arrived in a carriage. ‘All right,” Girish
said, rather haughtily, ‘take him to the box and give him a seat.” ‘But
won’t you come and receive him personally?’ the devotee asked.
“What does he need me for?’ said Girish, with some annoyance. Never-
theless, he followed the devotee downstairs. At the sight of Rama-
krishna’s radiant face, Girish’s mood changed; he was filled with shame
for his rudeness. He not only escorted Ramakrishna upstairs but bowed
down before him, touched his feet, and offered him a rose. Ramakrishna
accepted it for a moment; then he handed it back to Ginsh saying
lightly, ‘Only a god or a dandy should have flowers. What am I to do
with this?’

That day, the play was about the life of the Child Prahlada, a great
devotee, who remained faithful to Vishnu, his chosen ideal, even though
he was tortured for his devotion by his father, the demon Hiranyaka-
shipu, who hated God. When Ramakrishna complimented Girish on his
art as a dramatist, Girish answered modestly that he wrote without
real authority, since he could never assimilate the truths that he taught
in his plays. Ramakrishna disagreed, saying that no writer could create a
godlike character, as Girish had, without having the love of God in his
heart. Later, when Girish confessed that he felt inclined to give up the
theatre altogether, Ramakrishna told him that he must not do so,
because his plays would teach people a great deal.

One night, while Ginish was in a brothel with two of his friends, he
felt a sudden desire to visit Ramakeishna. Despite the lateness of the
hourthey took a carmage out to Dakshineswar. They were very drunk.
Everyone at the temple was asleep. But, when Girish and his friends
came staggering into Ramakrishna’s room, Ramakrishna received them
joyfully. Going into ecstasy, he grasped both of Girish’s hands and
began to dance with him and sing. (This was only one of several
occasions on which Ramakrishna behaved in this way. The reehng of
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drunkards made him think of the state of ecstatic bliss, in which he
himself would reel. Ramakrishna had been known to get down from a
carriage to dance with drunken strangers on the roadside.)

Grrish was not always so pleasant when drunk. Once, at the theatre,
he publicly abused Ramakrishna, using the coarsest and most brutal
words. This turned nearly all the devotees against him. Only Ram
Chandra Datta tried to defend Girish by saying to Ramakrishna, ‘Sir,
he has worshipped you with his abuse, according to his nature. The
serpent Kaliya asked Lord Krishna, “Since you have given.me poison,
how can I offer you nectar?””’ Ramakrishna seemed pleased by Ram
Chandra’s argument, and said to the others, “You hear what Ram Chan-
dra says?” He then told them to get a carriage, because he wanted to go
and visit Girish right away.

In actual fact, 1t seems unjust and a little absurd to compare Girish
to a venomous snake. His wickedness has been much overrated. With
the devotees who met him 1n later life, as an almost saintly old man,
Girish liked to dwell on lus previous sins in order to emphasize the
transforming effect of Ramakrishna’s grace. He would say melo-
dramatically, ‘T have diunk so many bottles of wine, that 1f you were
to place one bottle on top of another they would reach the height of
Mount Everest.’ He certainly did drink a great deal and was apt to be
violent and quarrelsome when drunk. He frequently visited brothels.
He smoked opium for fifteen years before he met Ramakrishna. But
there is no evidence to show that he was a seducer, or a cheat, or a
hypocrite, or a spiteful slanderer, or capable of cold-blooded cruelty.

Meanwhile, Ramakrishna’s influence was steadily gaining its hold
upon Girssh. One night, Girish drank himself into unconsciousness at
the house of a prostitute. In the morning, he hastened to visit Rama-
krishna. He was full of remorse, but had not neglected to bring a bottle
of wine with him in the carriage. On arriving at Dakshineswar, he wept
repentantly and embraced Ramakrishna’s feet. Then, suddenly, he felt
an urgent need of a drink, and discovered, to his dismay, that the
carriage had already driven off. But now Ramakrishna smilingly pro-
duced not only the bottle, but Girish’s shoes and scarf as well; he had
privately told a devotee to bring them from the carriage, before it left.
Girish could not control himself; he drank shamelessly before them all
— and, having done so, was again repentant. ‘Drink to your heart’s
content,’ Ramakrishna told him, ‘it won’t be for much longer.” Girish
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said later that this was the beginning of his abstention from intoxicating
drinks. But the abstention was gradual; and this was certainly not the
last time that Girish was drunk in Ramakrishna’s presence.

Girish had a writer’s scepticism about the authority of the written
word; he knew only too well how easy it was for him to compose fine
phrases. ‘T don’t wantadvice,” he once told Ramakrishna, ‘T have written
cartloads of advice to others. It doesn’t help me. Do something to
transform my life.” Ramakrishna was greatly pleased by this proof of
Girish’s faith in him. He told his nephew Ramlal to recite a verse from
the Scriptures, ‘Go into solitude and shut yourself in a cave — peace is
not there. Peace is where faith is. Faith is at the root of all things.’
Girish asked again if he should grve up his work in the theatre. Rama-
krishna told him to continue it. He now treated Girish with fatherly
affection, as though he were a httle child, and often fed him sweets
with his own hands.

Then, one day, Ramakrishna told Girish that he must remember God
at least twice a day; once in the morning and once in the evening, no
matter how much work he had to do. Girish agreed that this sounded
simple enough. But then he reflected that his life was so disorganized, so
busy, so much at the mercy of impulses and emergencies, that he did
not even have fixed hours for eating or sleeping; how could he promise
to remember God? He couldn’t conscientiously do so. ‘Very well,’ said
Ramakrishna, ‘then remember God just before you eat or sleep, no
matter what time that is.” But Girish would not make even such a
promise. The truth was that any kind of self-discipline was repugnant
to him. ‘In that case,” said Ramakrishna, ‘you must give me your
power of attorney. From this moment on, I'll take full responsibility
for you. You won’t have to do anything at all.’

Girish was delighted. This was what he had been wanting all the
time; to be rid of responsibility and guilt forever. He agreed to Rama-
krishna’s suggestion and thought to himself, now I shall be as free as
air.

But Gurish was quite wrong — as he soon found out. He had made
himself Ramakrishna’s slave. One day, when Girish happened to re-
mark, about some unimportant matter, T shall do this,” Ramakrishna
corrected hum, saying, “You mustn’t talk in that dogmatic way; say —
I shall do this if God wills.” Henceforward, Girish tried to surrender
his will altogether to Ramakrishna. In later years, he used to tell young
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devotees that the way of complete self-surrender in the religious life
was actually much harder than the way of self-reliance and effort.
‘Look at me,” he would add, ‘I'm not even free to breathe!” meaning
that he felt that he could not perform any action of his will, without the
help of the Lord.

Grrish died in 1912, after many ups and downs of fortune; a nobly
battered figure, steadfast to the end in his devotion to Ramakrishna.
One curious result of their association is that, today, Ramakrishna’s
picture 1s to be found hanging backstage in nearly every theatre in
Calcutta. The actors bow to it before they make their entrances. By
giving his approval to Girish’s art and encouraging him to continue
practising 1t, Ramakrishna became, as it were, the patron saint of the
drama in Bengal.

Aghoremani Devi was a brahmin. She had been widowed when still a
young girl, and had settled down in the precincts of a Krishna Temple
at Kamarhati about three miles along the Ganges north of Dakshines-
war. She had been initiated by a guru who was a Vaishnava, and had
devoted herself to the worship of Gopala, the baby Krishna. For this
reason, she was usually known as Gopaler Ma, Gopala’s Mother. She
had been living this solitary pious life for thirty years.

Aghoremani probably visited Ramakrishna for the first time in 1884,
with another woman devotee. A few days later, she returned alone,
bringing some sandesh with her. She had been unable to get any fresh
sandesh at the market, and this was stale; she had brought it only
because she had nothing else, and custom demanded a formal offering
when you visited a holy man. To her dismay, Ramakrishna actually
wanted to eat the sandesh, and to her astonishment, he seemed to relish
it. ‘I feel a great desire to eat food that has been cooked by you,’ he told
her, and proceeded to name all the dishes he wished her to prepare for
him. Aghoremani had practically no money and did not think she could
possibly afford even these ordinary dishes. Besides, it shocked her
deeply that Ramakrishna had said nothing about God and had talked
only of food. She decided not to visit him again. But something drew
her back to Dakshineswar, and this time she brought food she had
cooked herself. It was nothing out of the ordinary, but Ramakrishna
praised it extravagantly, exclaiming that it was ‘nectar’. As we have seen
on other occasions, it was the cook that mattered to him, not the cook-
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ing, food prepared by the right hands could actually give him spiritual
sustenance.

One morning, while Aghoremant was sitting meditating 1n her room
at Kamarhati, she had a vision of Ramakrishna, with his right fist half
clenched, in the traditional attitude of Gopala. She caught him by the
hand. As she did so, Ramakrishna vanished and the figure of the ten-
month-old Gopala appeared 1n his place and demanded to be fed. This
baby figure seemed physically real to her. It climbed on her lap and
on to her shoulders. Wild with joy, Aghoremani carried 1t all the way
to Dakshineswar in her arms.

She entered the Dakshineswar compound looking like a madwoman,
her hair dishevelled, her wearing-cloth trailing on the ground; ‘Gopala!
Gopala?’ she cried. She fed Ramakrishna with the food she had brought,
and kept declaring that the baby was passing between them, now enter-
ing into his body, now returning to her lap. During the next few days,
she had a continuous vision of Gopala, accompanying her as she went
about her household duttes, and sleeping with her at night. When next
she saw Ramakrishna, he told her that she need not make japa any
more, because she had attained ‘everything’. But she continued to make
japa for Gopala’s sake; and Gopala became more and more closely
identified with Ramakrishna in her mind. These visions continued to
come to her for the next two months; then they became rarer. Rama-
krishna said that, if she had gone on experiencing them, she could not
have lived long. But Aghoreman: was very sad because of Gopala’s
absence.

One day, Naren and Aghoreman: happened to visit Dakshineswar
at the same time. Ramakrishna always enjoyed confrontations of this
kind. He urged Aghoremani to describe her visions to Naren. She
hesitated — for Ramakrishna had only recently warned her that one
should never talk of spiritual experiences to others. But he smiled and
told her to begin. So Aghoremany, in a voice choked with tears, began
to describe how she first saw the baby Gopala. From time to time, she
would break off and appeal to Naren, ‘My child, you are so learned and
intelligent — and I’m poor and know nothing — please tell me truly, did
these things happen, or did I only imagine them?’ And Naren, despite
his natural scepticism, was moved to tears. ‘No, Mother,” he assured
her, “what you have seen is all true.’

After Ramakrishna’s death, Aghoremani lived in retirement. Fifteen
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years later, three of Vivekananda’s Western disciples went to visit her
at Kamarhati. One of these disciples was Nivedita. She wrote about
the visit as follows:

A few of us went, one full-moon night, to visit her. How beautiful
was the Ganges, as the little boat crept on and on! And how beautiful
seemed the long flight of steps rising out of the water and leading
up, through its lofty bathing ghat, to where in a little room — built
probably n the first place for some servant of the great house at
its side — Gopala Ma had lived and told her beads for many a year. ...
Her bed was of stone, and her floor of stone, and the piece of matting
she offered her guests to sit on, had to be taken down from a shelf
and unrolled. The handful of parched rice and sugar candy that
formed her only store and were all that she could give in hospitality
were taken from an earthen pot that hung from the roof by a few
cords. . . . On those beads, Gopala Ma had become a saint!

When Vivekananda was told of their visit, he said, ‘Ah, that was the
old India you saw — the India of prayers and tears, of vigils and fasts,
that 1s passing away, never to return!’

In 1904 Aghoremani became seriously ill. They brought her into
Calcutta, to the house of Balaram. Nivedita, who was fascinated by the
old woman, begged her permission to nurse her. So Aghoremani
moved in to live with Nivedita and remained there until July 1906.
Then, when death was seen to be approaching, she was prepared for it
according to the ancient custom, decked with flowers and garlands,
and taken to lie beside the Ganges. She died two days later, aged about

eighty-five.
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The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna

T have already often referred to M. (Mahendra Nath Gupta) and quoted
from his Gospel of Sr: Ramakriskna, called in Bengali Sri Sri Rama-
krishna Kathamrita. Now I must write in detail about M’s life, his
book, and the account it gives us of Ramakrishna’s personality and
teachings.

Mahendra Nath was born in Calcutta in 1854. When he was still a
small child, he was taken by his mother to see the Dakshineswar
Temple, which at that time had only recently been built. In the crowded
temple courtyard, Mahendra Nath became separated from his mother
and started to cry for her. Then a young man came out of one of the
buildings, saw the little boy in tears and remained with him, comforting
him, untl his mother reappeared. In later life, Mahendra Nath liked to
believe that this young man had been Ramakrishna himself.

Mahendra Nath grew up to be a brilliant student. He graduated third
in his class from the University of Calcutta, in 1875. While still in
college, he married a girl who was related to Keshab Sen; and thus
became one of Keshab’s most devoted followers. Having graduated,
he started his career as a teacher. He was teaching at the Metropolitan
Institution at the time when he first went to Dakshineswar and met
Ramakrishna, in 1882. (Throughout the Gospel, M. is nearly always
precise about dates, and it seems odd that he does not tell us in so
many words exactly when this first meeting took place. He does give
us two clues, however, which fix the date; it was a few days after Febru-
ary 23rd and it was on a Sunday in February. In the year 1882, the only
Sunday between February 23rd and the end of the month fell on the
26th.)

The Gospel opens with an artless abruptness and incoherence which
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give an immediate impression of its authenticity. It is as if M. has been
so moved by his experiences that he has not even paused to rehearse the
sequence of events in his mind before suarting 1o write:

The temple of Mother Kali is on the bank of the Ganges at
Dakshineswar. It was here, in spring, in February 1882, a few days
after the birthday celebration of Sri Ramakrishna, that M. met him.
On Februa:y 23rd, Sri Ramzkrishna had taken a boat wip with
Keshab Sen and Joseph Cook. A few days later, at dusk, M. entered
Sri Ramakrishna’s room. This was his first visit.

He found Sri Ramakrishna seated on the wooden couch, facing
east. With a smile on his face, he was t2lking of God. The devotees
were sitting on the floor. The room was crowded. In silence, they
were drinking the nectar of his words.

M. stood there speechless. It seemed to him as if Sukzdeva himself
were teaching the wisdom of God; as if 21l the holy places had come
together, as it were, in this very room. Or as if Sri Chaitanya himself,
with his devotees Ramananda, Swarup and the rest, were singing the
praises of the Lord as they sat in Puri, the szcred city.

Sri Ramakrishna was saying: “When a man sheds tears and when
his hair stands on end if he utters the name of Hari or Rama even
once, then you may know for certain that he no longer needs to
perform any rituals, Then only does he have the right to renounce
them —~ or rather, they themselves will drop away from him. Then
it will be enough merely to chant the name of Rama or Hari, or just
the Word Om.” Continuing, he said: ‘Ritualistic worship becomes
merged in the sacred Gayatri mantra; and the Gayatri likewise
becomes merged in Om.

While out visiting several other gardens, M. and his friend Sidhu
happened to arrive at the temple garden of Dakshineswar. It was
Sunday. A fews minutes previously, while they were walking in the
garden of Prasanna Bannerji, Sidhu had said, ‘There is a beawiful
garden on the bank of the Ganges. Would you care to visiz it? A
holy man, a paramahamsa, lives there.’

Entering through the main gateway of the temple, both M. and
Sidhu went straight to Sri Ramakrishna’s room. As M. looked on in
wonder, he thought to himself, ‘Ah, what a fascinating place! And
what a fascinating man! I don’t want to leave this place.” But then,
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after a while, he thought, ‘T’ll take a look around first and find out
exactly where I am. Then I'll come back and sit here.’

When M. and Sidhu left the room, they could hear the sweet
music of the vesper service, made by gong, bell, drum, and cymbals,
combined. Sweet music also issued from the nahabat at the south end
of the garden. The sounds of music seemed to roll away over the
bosom of the Ganges and become lost in the distance. A soft spring
wind was whispering, laden with the fragrance of lowers. The moon
had just risen. It was as if Nature in all her aspects were preparing for
the evening worship. M. took part in the vespers which were held
in the twelve Shiva temples, the Radhakanta Temple and the Temple
of Mother Kali, and his heart was filled with great joy. Sidhu re-
marked, ‘This temple garden was founded by Rani Rasmani.
Regular services are held in all the temples here. Many holy men and
beggars are fed here every day.’

Talking thus, M. and Sidhu walked across the temple courtyard
from the Temple of Mother Kali, and reached the door of Sri Rama-
krishna’s room. This time, they found the door shut.

M. had been traned in the manners of the English; he would not
enter a room unannounced. Brinda, a maidservant, was standing by
the door. M. addressed her, ‘Hello! Is the Holy Man in there now?’
Brinda answered, ‘Yes, he’s in there.’

M: How long has he been living here?

BRINDA: Oh — many years.

M: Does he study a great number of books?

BRINDA: Books? Oh dear, no! They’re all on his tongue.

M. was fresh from the university. He was amazed to learn that Sri
Ramakrishna was not a scholar.

M: Perhaps he is now engaged in his evening worship? Is it possible
for us to go in? Will you please get his permission for us to see

him?
BRINDA: Go right in, children. Just go in and sit down.

When they entered the room, they found Sri Ramakrishna sitting
alone on the wooden couch. Incense was burning and all the doors
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were shut. As he came in, M. saluted the Master with folded hands.
The Master asked them to be seated. M. and Sidhu sat down on the
floor. Sri Ramakrishna asked them, ‘“Where do you live? What's
your occupation? Why have you come to Baranagore?’ and similar
questions. M. mtroduced himself by answering all these questions,
but he noticed that the Master became absent-minded from time to
time. Later he learned that this mood is called bhava (ecstasy). This
attitude of mind is like that of a fisherman who sits rod 1n hand,
fishing. The float bobs up and down, for a fish has swallowed the
bait. He watches the float with eagerness and concentration. At this
time, he will speak to no one. Such was Sri Ramakrishna’s state of
mind. Later, M. not only heard but observed for himself how Sri
Ramakrishna would enter into this mood after dusk. Then, again, he
would sometimes lose outer consciousness altogether.

M: Would you like to perform your evening worship, now? Should
we take leave of you?

SRI RAMAKRISHNA (still in ecstasy): No. Evening worship? No,
it is not that.

After some further conversation, M. saluted the Master and took
leave of um. Sri Ramakrishna said, ‘Come again.’

On his way home, M. began to think, “Who 1s this serene-looking
man? How I wish I could go back to him! Is it possible for a man to
be great without being a scholar? How amazing!.I want to see him
again. And he himself asked me to come again. I shall go to him either
tomorrow morning, or the day after.’

It is a pity that M. does not write more about his first impressions of
Ramakrishna’s physical appearance. However, we find a contemporary
description in Nagendra Nath Gupta's book, Reflections and Reminis-
cences. Here the author relates how he saw Ramakrishna come on board
a river-steamer to meet Kesltab Sen, sometime 1n the year 1881:

The Paramahamsa boarded the steamer to meet Keshab and his
party. He was wearing a red-bordered dhott and shirt, unbuttoned.
He was dark-complexioned, with a beard, and his eyes, never wide
open, were ntrospective. He was of medium height, slender almost
to leanness and very frail-looking. . . . He spoke with a very slight
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but charming stammer in very uncultured Bengali, mixing the two
‘you’s’ frequently.

M., as we shall see in a moment, refers to Ramakrishna’s stammer
also, in his account of his second visit to Dakshineswar. There is no
mention of this stammering in accounts of Ramakrishna’s earlier life,
and we have no way of knowing if it was habitual or only occasional,
under the influence of excitement.

Ramakrishna’s Bengali was the dialect of his native village, Kamar-
pukur; ungrammatical and uncultured by the standards of an educated
man. In that rural community, it was natural to speak without shame
about the parts and functions of the body and the mating-habits of
animals. Throughout his life Ramakrishna continued to use words and
similes which struck his more sensitive hearers as shockingly crude.
Buteven those who were shocked had to admt that, in Ramakrishna’s
mouth, the words lost much of their offensiveness; for he used them
with such 1nnocence.

And now to continue M’s narrative:

M’s second visit was at eight o’clock in the morning. The Master
was about to be shaved. It was st1ll cold, and his body was wrapped
in a moleskin shawl, the edge of which was bound with a fine red
cloth. When Sri Ramakrishna saw M., he said, ‘So you're back.
Good. Sit down here.’

This conversation took place on the southeast veranda. The bar-
ber was present. The Master sat on that veranda and conversed occa-
sionally with M. while being shaved. He had the shawl wrapped
around his body, slippers on his feet, and a sweet smile on his face.
He stammered a little as he spoke.

SRI RAMAKRISHNA (z0 M.): Tell me, where is your home?
M: In Caleutta, sir.
SRI RAMAKRISHNA: Where are you staying here?

M: I am staying with my elder sister at her house at Baranagore.
It’s the house of Ishan Kaviraj.

SRI1 RAMAKRISHNA: Oh, at Ishan’s house! Do you know how
Keshab is? He was very sick.

M: I hear that too. But I think he is well now.
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SRI RAMAKRISHNA: I prayed to Mother and vowed to offer her
green coconut and sugar for Keshab’s recovery. T used to wake up
carly in the morning and weep before Mother, saying, ‘Mother,
please cure Keshab’s illness. If Keshab doesn’t go on living, who
shall I talk to when I go to Calcutta?’ That was why I vowed to
Mother to offer her green coconut and sugar. Tell me, do you
know a Mr Cook who has come to Calcutta? Keshab took me on a
steamer, and Mr Cook was there too. I understand he is giving
lectures.

M: Yes, sir, I also heard something like that. But I haven't attended
his lectures. I don’t know much about him.

SRI RAMAKRISHNA: Pratap’s brother was here for a few days.
He was out of work and he said he wanted to live here. T learnt that
he has a whole brood of cluldren. He left them and his wife in his
father-in-law’s house. I said to him, ‘Look here! You have children
to support. Do you think the neighbours are going to feed them and
bring them up? Aren’t you ashamed that you left them at your father-
in-law’s, so he’ll have to take care of them?' I scolded him hard
and told him to find a job. It was only then that he wanted to leave.
(to M.) Are you married?

M: Yes, sir.

SRI RAMAKRISHNA (shuddering): Oh, Ramlal, what a shame! He
is married !

Ramlal was a nephew of Sri Ramakrishna and was eraployed as a
priest in the Kali Temple. M. was confused and sat hanging his head
inssilence, like one who is guilty of a grave crime. He thought to him-
self, “What is wrong in getting married?’

Then the Master asked, ‘Have you any children?’

M’s heart was beating fast. He said nervously, ‘Yes, sir, I have
children.’

The Master became very sad on hearing this and exclaimed,
“What a shame! He even nas children!’

Thus rebuked, M. remained speechless. His pride began to be
humbled. After a few moments, Sri Ramakrishna looked at him
graciously and said to him in a kind tone, ‘You see, you have certain
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auspicious signs which I recognize by looking at your forehead, eyes,
and so forth. . . . Tell me, what kind of a2 woman is your wife? Does
she possess power for good or power for evil?’

M: She is a good woman, sir, but she’s ignorant.
SRI RAMAKRISHNA (cuttingly): And you're a wise man, are you?

M. did not yet know what constitutes knowledge and what
constitutes ignorance. He supposed that a person who is educated
and who studies books acquires knowledge. Later on, this miscon-
ception was corrected. For he learned that knowledge is to know God
and that ignorance is not to know God. When the Master asked,
‘And you're a wise man, are you?’ M’s ego received a severe blow.

SRI RAMAKRISHNA: Tell me, do you believe in God with form or
without form?

M. was surprised and said to himself, If one believes that God
has form, how can one believe that God is without form? Or again, if
a man believes in a formless God, how can he believe in a God with
form? Can two contradictory ideas both be true? Can milk be white
and black at the same time?’

M: Sir, I like to believe in God without form.

SRI RAMAKRISHNA: That’s good. It’s enough to have faith in one
aspect of God. You have faith in God without form. That is very
good. But never get 1t into your head that your faith alone is true
and that every other is false. Know for certain that God without
form is real and that God with form is also real. Then hold fast to
whichever faith appeals to you.

M. was amazed to hear that both these ideas could be true. This
was something beyond his book-learning. His ego had received a
third blow. But, since it was not yet completely crushed, he was
ready to continue the argument with the Master.

M: But, sir, assuming it 1s true that God has form, he is surely not
identical with the clay image of him?

SRI RAMARRISHNA: Why say that the image is clay? The image is
composed of spirit.
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M. could not understand what was meant by an ‘image composed
of spirit’. He said, ‘But those who worship the clay image should be
made to understand that the clay image 1s not God, and that while
they are bowing down before the image they must remember that
they are worshipping God. They must not worship the clay.’

SRI RAMAKRISHNA (sharply): Making others understand — giving
them lectures — that’s all you Calcutta people think about! You
never ask yourselves how you can find the truth. Who are you to
teach others? It is the Lord of the Universe who teaches mankind.
Will he who has done so much for us fail to bring us to the light?
If we need to be taught, he will teach. He knows our inmost thoughts.

Supposing it s a mistake to worship God in the image — doesn’t
he know he alone 1s being worshipped? He will certainly be pleased
by that worship. Why should you get a headache over that? It would
be better if you struggled to get knowledge and devotion, yourself.

This time, M. felt that his pride was completely crushed. M.
said to himself, “What he says 1s very true. Who am I to teach others?
Have Iknown God? Do I even have any devotion to him? I am like a
man who has no bed to lie on, and yet invites a stranger to share it
with lim. I do not know God, nor have I heard much about him.
How shameful, how utterly foolish of me to think that I can teach
others about God! This is not like mathematics, or history, or
literature — those one can teach to others. This is the truth of God -
the only Reality. . . . I hike what the Master says.” This was his first
argument with the Master and also his last.

SRI RAMAKRISHNA: You were talking of worshipping a clay
image. Even 1if 1t 1s made of clay, there is a need for that sort of
worship. God himself has arranged for many ways of worship to
suit the varied temperaments of his worshippers in their different
stages of growth.

A. mother has five children. There is fish to be cooked. She
prepares different kinds of fish dishes, to agree with every kind of
stomach. For one child, she cooks fish pilau, for another pickled’
fish, for another baked ﬁsh fried fish and so forth. She has cooked
all kinds of dishes to appeal to their different tastes and digestions.
Do you follow me?
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M: Yes, sir. (humbly): How can we devote our minds to God?

SRI RAMAKRISHNA: Chant the name of God and sing his glories
unceasingly ; and keep holy company. Now and then one should visit
holy men and devotees of God. If 2 man lives in the world and busies
himself day and night with worldly duties and responsibilities, he
cannot give his mind to God. So it’s important to go into solitude
from time to time, and think about God. When the plant is young,
it should be fenced on all sides. Unless there’s a fence around it,
goats and cattle may eat it up.

When you meditate, go into the solitude of a forest, or a quiet
corner, and enter into the chamber of your heart. And always keep
your power of discrimination awake. God alone is real, that is to say,
eternal; everything else is unreal, because it will pass away. As you
discriminate in this manner, let your mind give up its attachment to
the fleeting objects of this world.

M (humbly): How is one to hive in the world and lead a family life?

SRI RAMAKRISHNA: Attend to all your duties but keep your mind
fixed on God. Wife, son, father, mother — live with all of them and
serve them, as if they were your very own. But know in your heart
of hearts that they are not your own.

The maid in the house of a rich man attends to her work, but
her mind dwells in her home in her native village. Furthermore, she
brings up her master’s children as though they were her own. She
speaks of them as ‘my Rama’ or ‘my Har’, but she knows in her own
mind that they do not belong to her. The tortoise moves about in the
water of a lake. But do you know where her mind is? On the bank,
where her eggs are laid. Do all your duties in the world, but let your
mind dwell on thoughts of God. If you enter into family life before
you have cultivated love for God, you will get more and more
entangled. You will not be able to face and withstand the attack of
dangers, griefs, and sorrows. And the more you think of the objects
of the world, the more you will become attached to them.

Before you break open a jack fruit you must rub your hands with
oil, otherwise the gummy juice of the fruit will stick to them.
Anoint yourself with love for God, and then you can attend to the
duties of the world.
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But to develop this love of God, one must live in solitude. To
make butter, the milk must first be curdled in a secluded spot. If
you stir up the milk, it does not curdle. You must stop all your other
tasks, and sit down quietly and churn the curd. Then only will you
get butter.

If you apply your mind to meditation on the Lord in solitude and
silence, you will acquire dispassion, knowledge and devotion to the
Lord. But if you give up your mind to worldly thoughts, it becomes
degraded. In the world, the only thoughts are of lust and greed.

The world may be likened to water and the mind to milk. If you
pour milk into water, they mingle, and the pure milk can no longer
be found. But if you first curdle the milk and churn the curd into
butter, you can put it into water and it will float. So you must first
practise sprritual disciplines and obtain the butter of knowledge and
devotion. This cannot be contarainated by the water of the world. It
will float, as it were.

At the same time, keep your power of discrimination active. One
enjoys lust and gold for a while only. God alone is eternal. Money —
what can it give you? Food, clothes and a place to live in, that’s all.
It cannot help you to realize God. So money can’t be the goal of
life. . . . This is what’s known as practising discrimination. Do you
follow me?

M: Yes, sir. I have just read a drama called Prabodha Chandrodaya.
It deals with the search for the Eternal Reality through the practice

of discrimination.

SRI RAMAKRISHNA: Yes, that’s it — to find the Reality through
discrimination. You have to consider what the things are that money
can buy, or what the value is in a beautiful body. If you discriminate,
you'll find that the body of even the most beautiful woman consists
of bone, flesh, fat and other nasty things. Why should a man give up
God on their account? How can a man live in forgetfulness of God¢"

M: Sir, can one see God?

SRI RAMAKRISHNA: Most certainly you can! And this is what you
must do in order to see him: Live in solitude from time to time.
Chant the name of the Lord and his glories. And discriminate be-
tween the eternal and non-eternal.
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M. What state of mind makes a man able to see God?

SRI RAMAKRISHNA: Cry to lum with a yearning heart, and you
will see him. Men weep a jugful of tears for their wives and children.
And for money they shed enough tears to flood a river. But who
weeps for God? Seek him with a loving heart.

Having said this, the Master sang:

Seek Mother Skyama, O my mind,
With a longing heart,
Wth a yearning heart,
Sthe will not withhold herself.
For how can the Mother withhold herself?
How can Kali the Mother withhold her presence?

Seek her, O my mund, seek her only.
Gather the vilwa leaves,
Gather hibiscus flowers,
Then anoint them with sandal-paste,
The sandal-paste of devotion,
And lay them, as your offering, before her feet.

Sri Ramakrishna continued: ‘Yearning for God ss like the coming
of dawn. Dawn comes before the sun itself rises. When yearning for
God comes, the vision of God himself must follow.

“The worldly man loves his wealth; the mother loves her child;
the chaste wife loves her husband. If your love for God 1s as intense
as all these three attachments put together, then you will see God.

‘Call on God with a longing heart. The kitten simply calls 1ts
mother, crying “mew, mew”’. It stays wherever the mother cat puts
it. It doesn’t know what else to do. And when the mother cat hears
its cry, no matter where she may be, she runs to the kitten’

It was Sunday, March 5th. M. arrived at the temple garden of
Dakshineswar at 4 p.m., from Baranagore, with Nepal. They found
Sri Ramakrishna seated on the small couch in his room. The room
was crowded with people. As this was Sunday, very many devotees
had found time and leisure to visit the Master. M. had not as yet
become acquainted with any of them. He took his seat in a corner.
Sr1 Ramakrishna was talking to the devotees with a smiling face.
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He addressed his words particularly to a young man of nineteen.
When the Master looked at him, he seemed very happy. The young
man’s name was Narendra. He was a student and attended the reli-
gious services at the Brahmo Samaj. When he spoke, his words
were spirited. He had bright eyes and the look of a devotee.

SRI RAMAKRISHNA (fo NARENDRA): ‘Narendra, what do you
say? Worldly people speak all kinds of evil against men of God.
But you know, when the elephant walks, many beasts howl after it;
and the elephant never looks back. How would you feel if people
spoke ill of you?’

NARENDRA: I should think to myself: Let the dogs bark.

SRI RAMAKRISHNA (smiling): Oh no, you mustn’t go that far!
(Everybody laughs.)

God dwells in all beings. But be intimate only with good people.
Avoid the company of the wicked. God 1s also in the tiger, but
that’s no reason to hug the tiger. (4 laugh.) If you argue “Why
should I run away from the tiger, which is also a form of God?’ the
answer 15, “Why shouldn’t you listen to those who say “run away”?
They are forms of God, too.” Listen to a story. In a forest, there
once lived a holy man who had a number of disciples. He taught
them that they must bow down before all living creatures, recogniz-
ing that God dwells 1n all. One day, a disciple went into the forest to
gather fuel for the sacrificial fire. As he did so, a loud cry was
heard, ‘Out of the way, whoever you are! A mad elephant is coming I’
Everybody else ran away, but the disciple remained. For he said
to himself that the elephant is also a form of God. So why should
he run away? He remained there and, after bowing down, he began
to sing the praises of the Lord. The mahut kept shouting ‘Get
away! get away! but the disciple stll didn’t move. At last the
elephant seized him with its trunk, threw him aside and went on.
The disciple was severely bruised and hurt; he lay unconscious on
the ground. Hearing of this, the guru and the other disciples lifted
him up and carried him to the ashrama, where they nursed him.
After a while, when he regained consciousness, someone asked him,
“When you heard that mad elephant coming, why didn’t you run
away?’ He answered, ‘Our Master has taught us that it is God alone
who has assumed the forms of men, beasts and all living creatures.
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Therefore I didn’t run away when I saw the elephant God coming,’
Then the guru said; “It’s true, my son, that the elephant God was
coming, but the mahut God warned you to go. If all are forms of
God, why didn’t you lsten to the mahut God? One should heed
the words of the mahut God also.” (4 Jaugh.)

A DEVOTEE: Sir, if a wicked person harms us or tries to harm us,
should we keep quiet?

SRI RAMAKRISHNA: When you live m the world and meet all
sorts of people, you need to make a show of resistance, in self-
defence. But don’t resist evil by doing evil in return. Listen to a
story:

In a meadow, where some cowherds looked after their cattle,
there lived a poisonous snake. Everyone feared it and kept on the
watch for it. One day, a holy man was seen, walking along the path
through the meadow. The cowherd boys ran to him and said, ‘Holy
sir, please don’t go that way! A poisonous snake lives over there.’

The holy man answered, ‘My sons, let it be there if it must—1I am
not afraid of 1t, for I know a secret spell which will subdue it.” So
saying, the holy man continued on his way; but none of the cowherd
boys dared to follow him. And now the snake appeared, moving
towards him with its hood spread. But, as it drew near, the holy
man uttered his spell and it fell at his feet as helpless as an earth-
worm.

"Then the holy man said to it, “Why do you go about doing harm
to others? I am going to give you a mantra. As you repeat God’s
holy name, you will be set free from all desire to harm others; you
will learn devotion to God and you will end by seeing him.” Having
said this, the holy man whispered the holy name to the snake. And
the snake, having been thus initiated, bowed down before its guru
and asked, “What disciplines shall I practise, holy sir? The guru
replied, ‘Repeat the holy name and do no harm to anyone.” Then,
as he was about to leave, he said, ‘I shall come back here again.’

As the days passed, the cowherd boys discovered that the snake
would no longer bite anyone. So they pelted it with stones, but the
snake didn’t get angry; it behaved like an earthworm. One day, one
of the boys grabbed it by the tail, whirled 1t around and dashed it
against the ground. The snake vomited blood and lay on the ground
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unconscious. It showed no sign of life and the boys left it, thinking
it was dead.

But, in the middle of the night, the snake revived and slowly
dragged itself with the greatest difficulty to its hole. Its body was
crushed. It could hardly move. Many days passed. The snake was
a mere skeleton. It used to come out once every night, in search of
food. During the day, it did not come out, for fear of the boys.
Since it had received its initiation and the holy name of God, it had
never hurt anyone. It kept alive by eating leaves and fruit that
had fallen on the ground.

About a year later, the holy man came along that path again and
at once asked about the snake. The cowherd boys told him it was
dead. But the holy man coiild not believe this; for he knew that the
snake could not die until the holy word he had given it at its initiation
had borne fruit in the vision of God. So he looked for it, calling it by
the name he had conferred on it. Hearing the voice of its guru, the
snake came out of its hole and bowed down with deep devotion.
‘How are you?’ the holy man asked. ‘I am well, sir,” the snake
answered. “Then why do you look so thin?’ asked the holy man.
And the snake answered, ‘Master, you ordered me not to hurt any
living creature, so I have been living on leaves and fruit only.
Perhaps that’s why I look thin.” For the snake had developed such
purity of heart that it could not harbour any malice; and so it had
almost forgotten how the cowherd boys had half killed it. “You
couldn’t be in such a state just because of your diet,’ said the holy
man. ‘There must be some other reason. Try to remember what it
is.” Then the snake remembered that the cowherd boys had dashed it
against the ground; and it said, ‘Yes, Master, I remember now. One
day, these cowherd boys dashed me against the ground. It was only
their ignorance, for how could they know that my heart had been
changed? How could they know that I wouldn’t bite any more or
harm anyone?’ ‘For shame !’ said the holy man. ‘Are you such a fool
that you don’t know how to protect yourself? I told you not to bite.
I didn’t tell you not to hiss. Why couldn’t you have scared them away
by hissing?’

You have to hiss at wicked people. You have to scare them, or
they’ll harm you. But you must never shoot venom into them.
You must never harm them.

270



THE GOSPEL OF SRI RAMAKRISHNA

There are four classes of men: the bound, who are caught up in
worldliness, the seekers for liberation, the freed souls, and the ever-
free.

The ever-free — such as Narada and others like him ~ live 1n the
world for the good of mankind, that they may teach others.

The bound souls are those who remain obsessed by the objects
of the world; they forget God and never think of him.

Then there are the seekers for liberation. Some of them attan it,
others do not.

The freed souls are those who are not attached to Iust and greed
— the sadhus and mahatmas. There 1s no taint of worldliness in them.
Their minds remain fixed on the lotus feet of God.

When a net is cast into the waters of a lake, there are some fish
so clever that they don’t get caught in it. These are like ever-free
souls. However, most fish do get caught in the net. Some of these
struggle to escape — they are like seekers for liberation — but not
all of them get free. A very few escape from the net with great
splashes, and then the fishermen say, “There goes a big one! Most
of the fish can’t escape and don’t even try to; with the net in their
mouths, they bury themselves in the mud and lie there quietly,
thinking they are safe and that there’s nothing more to fear. They
don’t realize that the fishermen are going to drag them out of the
water on to the land. These are like the bound souls.

The bound souls are entangled in the net of lust and greed; they
are bound hand and foot. They even believe that 1n the mud of lust
and greed they can find happiness and safety. They don’t realize
that they are about to meet their death in a state of bondage. When
the bound soul is about to die, his wife says, ‘You are going — but
what are you leaving behind for me?” And his attachment to worldly
possessions is so great that if, even at that moment, he sees the lamp
burning brightly he will say, ‘Dim that lamp ~ 1t’s burning too much
o1l.” And yet he’s lying on his deathbed!

The bound souls do not think of God. If they have any leisure,
they waste 1t in 1dle gossip or useless activity. If you ask one of them
what he’s doing, he’ll answer, ‘I can’t sit still, so I'm putting up a
fence.” Or, perhaps, when time hangs heayy on them, they’ll start
playing cards. (/] remain gravely silent.)
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A DEVOTEE: S, 1s there then no help for such worldly-minded
people?

sRI RAMAKRISHNA: Of course there is — if only they will go to
see holy men occasionally and meditate upon God in solitude, from
time to time. Also they must practise discrimination and pray for
devotion and faith.

(Addressing KED AR): You must have heard about the tremendous
power of faith? It is written in a Purana that Rama, who was the
embodiment of the absolute Brahman, had to build a bridge to
travel to Ceylon. But Hanuman, relying on the power of Rama’s holy
name, jumped across the sea to Ceylon. He didn’t need the bridge.
(A4l laugh.)

(Pointing to NARENDRA): Look at this young man sitting quietly
here! A naughty boy, when he’s sitting by his father, seems so well
behaved; but when he’s playing in the market place he’s a different
person entirely. Boys like Narendra belong to the class of the ever-
free. They never become bound by worldliness. As they grow older,
their spiritual consciousness becomes awakened and they go
straight towards God.

(Addressing M.): Is there any book in English on the art of reason-
irg?

M: Yes, sir. It 1s called Logic.
SRI RAMAKRISHNA: Tell me how it reasons.

M. felt a hittle embarrassed. He said: ‘There is one kind of reason-
ing, the deductive process, which leads from the general proposition
to the particulars. As for example — all men are mortal, scholars are
men, therefore scholars are mortal.

“There is another kind of reasoning, the inductive process, which
leads from the particulars to the general proposition. As — for
example — this crow is black, that crow is black, all the crows we
have seen are black; therefore all crows are black.

‘But this kind of reasoning may lead to a false conclusion. For,
if one makes many inquuries, one may find that there are white crows
in some other country.
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“There is another example given: whenever it rans there are
clouds, so the conclusion is to be drawn that clouds bring ran.’

Sri Ramakrishna was hardly paying any attention. As he listened,
he became absent-minded. So the conversation stopped.

The meeting ends. The devotees go out to walk 1n the gardens.
M. walks by the Panchavati. It is about five o’clock in the afternoon.
After a while, he starts to walk back towards Sri Ramakrishna’s
room. On the small north veranda, he comes upon a strange sight.

Sri Ramakrishna is standing there motionless. Narendra is singing.
A few devotees stand around. M. hstens to the song and 1t charms
him. He has never heard any sweeter music, except the singing of
the Master himself. As M. looks at the Master, he is struck with
wonder. The Master stands without moving, his eyes fixed; it
seems that he is scarcely breathing. On inquiry, M. learns from a
devotee that this state is known as samadhi. M. has never seen or
heard of anything like it. He is amazed. He thinks to himself: ‘Can
a man completely lose his outer consciousness by thinking of God?
How strong one’s faith and devotion must be, in order to reach such
astatel’

As the last line of the song was sung, the Master began to shudder.
The hairs of his body stood on end. Tears of joy flowed from his
eyes. Now and then he appeared to be seeing some vision, and there
was a smile on his lips. Was this what is known as the vision of God
in his spiritual form? How many spiritual disciplines, how many
austerities, how much faith and devotion must be necessary in
order to have such a vision of God?

M. returned home with an impresston in his mind that could not
be wiped out: this first glimpse of samadhi and the bliss of divine
love.

The next day was also a holiday. M. arrived at Dakshineswar at
about three in the afternoon. Sri Ramakrishna was seated 1n his room.
There was a mat spread on the floor. Narendra, Bhavanath and one
or two other devotees were sitting on it; they were all young men of
nineteen or twenty years old. Sri Ramaknshna sat on the small
couch with a smile on his face. He was talking happily with the young
men,

As the Master saw M. come into the room, he laughed aloud and
said to the young men, ‘Look, here he comes again.” And so saying
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he laughed once more. All joined in his laughter. M. prostrated
himself before him and sat down. Previously, he had saluted the
Master with folded hands, as people do who have been educated by
the English. But that day he had learnt to prostrate at the feet. As
M. sat down, Sri Ramakrishna explained to Narendra and the other
devotees why he had laughed.

“You know,’ he said, ‘there was once a peacock that was given a
dose of opium at four in the afternoon. Next day, at four o’clock
exactly, the peacock returned. It had felt the intoxication of the
opium and so it came back at exactly that same hour.” (4// laugh.)

M. thought: ‘How right he was! I go home, but my mind dwells
on him night and day. I keep thinking, when shall I see him next?
Someone is pulling me to this place, as it were. Even if I wished to,
I couldn’t go anywhere else. I have to come here.” While M. was
thinking this, the Master was having fun with the young men and
was teasing them, as though he was of their own age. Peals of laughter
filled the room — it seemed ta be the very home of joy.

M. looked with wonder at this strange man and said to himself,
‘Only yesterday I saw him absorbed in samadhi and the bliss of God -
a sight I never saw before! And today, this same being is behaving
like an ordinary man. Wasn’t it he who scolded me when I came here
before, saying, “And you’re a wise'man, are you?” Didn’t he tell me
that God with form and God without form are both real? Didn’t he
say to me that God alone is real and that everything else is unreal?
Didn’t he teach me to live in the world like a maidservant in a rich
man’s house?’

Sri Ramakrishna was having fun with the boys. He glanced at M.
now and then, and watched him sitting in silence. Then the Master
said to Ramlal, ‘You see, he’s getting on in years, that’s why he looks
sertous. The youngsters are having such fun, but he sits there quiet.’
M. was at that time twenty-seven years old.

The Master addressed M. and Narendra and said, ‘I would like
to hear you two argue about something in English.’

M. and Narendra both laughed. They talked together, but in
Bengali. It was impossible for M. to enter into an argument with
another person while the Master was present. He urged them once
more to speak English; but they could not.

It was five o’clock in the afternoon. All the devotees went home,
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except M. and Narendra. M. wandered about in the temple garden.
As he approached the goose-pond, he saw Ramakrishna standing on
the steps of the pond, mlking to Narendra and saying to him,
‘Listen, you must come here more often. You're 2 newcomer. When
people are first acquainted, they should visit each other often, like
two lovers ~" (Narendra and M. laugh) Tsn’t that so? Then come,
won’t yous”

Narendra, being a member of the Brahmo Samaj, was scrupulous
about making positive promises, so he laughed and said, “Yes, I
shall try.”

As they were returning to the Master’s room, Sri Ramakrishna
said to M., “You see, when peasants go to market to buy bullocks,
they know how to test them, to distinguish between the good and the
bad. They touch the tail; if the bullock lies down when it is touched,
they don’t buy it. They select ones that jump and become restless
when they’re touched. Narendra is like a bullock of that class. There’s
spirit in him.” Sri Ramakrishna laughed as he said this, then he con-
tinued, ‘On the other hand, there are people who have no mettle in
them; they are like flattened rice soaked in curd — soft, mushy, no
spirit in them.”

It was evening. The Master was meditating on God. He said to
M., ‘Go and get acquainted with Narendra; then tell me how you
like him.” The vesper services were over in the temples. M. met
Narendra and conversed with him. Narendra told him that he was a
member of the Brahmo Samaj, a student in a college, and so forth.

It was now late in the evening and M. had to leave, but he felt
reluctant to. After parting from Narendra, M. went looking for the
Master. His heart and mind had been captivated by the Master’s
singing, and he wanted very badly to hear him sing again. At last he
found the Master pacing back and forth alone in the theatre-hall in
front of the temple of Mother Kali. There were lighted lamps on
either side of Mother’s image in the temple. A single light was
burning in the spacious open theatre-hall; this light was dim.

M. felt that the Master’s sweet singing had enchanted him, as a
snake is charmed by a spell. He approached the Master and asked,
with some hesitation, “Will there be any more singing, this evening?’
The Master reflected a little and then said, “No, not tonight.” Then,
as if remembering something, he added, “This is what you can do -
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I shall be going to Balaram Bose’s house in Calcutta — you come
there. There’ll be singing there.”

M: Yes, sir.

SRI RAMAKRISHNA: Do you know Balaram Bose?
M: No, sir.

SRI RAMAKRISHNA: He lives in Bosepara.

M: Very well, sir. I shall find his house.

SRI RAMAKRISHNA (ashe andM. walk up and down the hall together):
Let me ask you something. How do you feel about me?

M. remained silent. Sri Ramakrishna asked again, ‘How do you
feel about me? How many annas of knowledge of God do I have?*

M: Sir, I don’t know what you mean by ‘annas’. But this much I
can say: Never before have I seen anywhere such wisdom, such
ecstatic love, such faith and such dispassion and such broad-minded-
ness.

Sri Ramakrishna began to laugh.

After this conversation, M. bowed down before the Master and
took his leave. He had gone as far as the main gate of the temple
when he thought of something he wanted to ask the Master, so he
returned. He approached the Master 1n the theatre-hall. Sri Rama-
krishna was still pacing the hall, alone — rejoicing in the Atman and
needing nothing else — like a lion who loves to roam alone 1n the
forest. M. regarded this great soul in silent wonder.

SRI RAMAKRISHNA (to M.): Why did you come back again?

m: Sir, perhaps it is a rich man’s house. They may not let me in.
I’ll come here and meet you here.

SRI RAMAKRISHNA: Oh no — why do that? Just mention my name
and tell them you’ve come to see me. Then someone will bring you
to me.

M: Yes, sir.
Again he bowed down before the Master, and then took his leave.

So ends M’s narrative of his first four meetings with Ramakrishna,
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In its complete version ~ I have made a few cuts here, to avoid repeti-
tions — it forms the opening chapter of the Gospel; the first of fifty-two-
chapters. (This will give the reader some idea of the size of the book.)
The narrative runs more or less continuously from February 1882 to
April 1886. M. records how, on April 24, 1886, he came to visit Rama-
knishna with his wife and one of his sons. M’s wife was desperately
unhappy because of the death of another of her sons, and this was why
Ramakrishna had asked M. to bring her to him. By this time, Rama-
krishna was already lymng mortally sick, and Sarada Devi was in
attendance on him. Nevertheless, he showed compasstonate interest in
M’s wife, and 1nvited her to come and spend a few days with Sarada;
and bring her baby daughter. M. realized that hus wife would find com-
fort and strength in this association, and he was deeply grateful. He
records how, at nine o’clock that evening, he was fanning Ramakrishna,
who wore a garland which some devotees had placed around his neck.
Ramakrishna took off the garland and murmured something to himself.
Then he put the garland on M. M. writes that the Master’s mood was
‘most benign’. This is our parting glimpse of Ramakrishna, for M. has
left us no record of the last three and a half months of his life. During
this pertod, Ramakrishna was devoting most of his remaining energy
to the training of his young monastic dsciples; he may' therefore have
had less time for his householder devotees; besides, his physical con-
dition gradually became worse. However, M. almost certainly saw
him now and then. It is said that M. left this gap in his narrative because
he could not bear to write about the final stages of the cancer which
caused his Master’s death. He appears, with characteristic modesty, in
the extreme background of a photograph of disciples and devotees
standing beside Ramakrishna’s body, just before it was taken away
10 be cremated, on the afternoon of August 16, 1886.

In the Gospel’s fifty-second and final chapter, M. describes some
visits he paid to the monastery which the young monks had founded at
Baranagore. The first of these is dated February 21, 1887; the last,
May 10th of the same year. There will be more to say about this part
of the narrative, later.

One of M’s great virtues as a biographer is his candour. We have seen
how he describes his humiliation during his second visit to Rama-
knishna, Elsewhere in the Gospel, he tells how Ramakrishna praised
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him and treated him with affection. A self-consciously humble man
might have omitted the praise. But there is a more genuine lack of
egotism in M’s simple relation of fact.

M. is equally candid about Ramakrishna himself. His firm belief in
the divinity of Ramakrishna’s nature was just what stopped him from
presenting his Master as the glorified figure of a holy man. Anything
that Ramakrishna says or does is sacred to him; therefore he omits
nothing, alters nothing. In his pages, we encounter Ramakrishna as
an authentic spiritual phenomenon; by turns godlike and childlike,
sublime and absurd, now expounding the highest philosophy, now
telling funny animal-stories as parables, now singing and dancing,
now staggering in ecstasy like a drunkard, now admonishing his
devotees with the mature wisdom of a father, now dropping his wear-
ing-cloth and walking naked like a baby.

He 15 eager to meet anyone who seeks knowledge of God. If some of
these seekers betray a weakness for human fame, an excessive respect
for philosophy-books, or a secret attachment to the worldly pleasures
they pretend to have renounced, Ramakrishna deals with them gently
and laughs unmaliciously at them later. He is at his strictest with young
aspirants, because therr faults can still be corrected. He is most at his
ease with men of enlightenment; hemp-smokers, he says, love each
other’s company. He regards children with humour and, at the same
time, reverence. In one of the Gospel’s most charming passages (July
3, 1884) M. tells how a little girl, six or seven years old, bowed down
before Ramakrishna, and then reproached him because he did not notice.
She bowed down to him again. And he, in turn, bowed down to her,
touching the ground with his forehead. He then asked her to sing. ‘1
don’t sing,” she told him, adding a Bengali expression which means
‘cross my heart!” Again he pressed her to sing, and she retorted, ‘I said
“cross my heart” — doesn’t that settle it?’ So Ramakrishna sang folk
songs, to amuse the little girl and her friends. One of them began:

Come — let me braid your har.
You must do all you can
7o please your man/

Then, turning to the adult devotees who were present, he said that

the young child is like a knower of Brahman, for he sees consciousness

everywhere. ‘Once I was staying at Kamarpukur,” he continued,
278



THE GOSPEL OF SRI RAMAKRISHNA

‘when my nephew Shivaram was four or five years old. One day he
was by the pond, trying to catch grasshoppers. The leaves were rustling,
so he told them, “Ssh, be quiet! I want to catch a grasshopper.”
Another day, there was a storm and the ramn poured down. Shivaram
was with me in the house. The lightning kept flashing. He wanted to
open the door and go out but I scolded him and wouldn’t let him. Still,
he peeped out, now and then. When he saw the lightning, he cried,
“Look, uncle! They’re striking matches again !’

If T had to use one single word to describe the atmosphere of the
Gospel narrative, it would be the word Now. The majority of us spend
the greater part of our lives in the future or the past — fearing or desiring
what 15 to come, regretting what is over. M. shows us a being who
lives in continuous contact with that which is eternally present. God’s
existence has no relation to past or future; it is always as of now. To
be with Ramakrishna' was to be in the presence of that Now. Not
everybody who visited Dakshineswar was aware of this. M. was aware,
from the first; and he never ceased to be thankful for the privilege he
was enjoymng. He describes every scene of his narrative with a thankful
wonder that he ~ the ordinary unworthy schoolmaster — should have
been permitted to take part in 1t. M’s sense of the greatness of each and
every such occasion gives even his simplest descriptive passages a
quality of excitement and magic:

The carriage passed through the European quarter of the city.
The Master enjoyed looking at the beautiful mansions on either side
of the brightly lighted streets. Then, suddenly, he said, T’'m thirsty.
What shall we do?” Nandalal the nephew of Keshab stopped the
carriage in front of the India Club and went inside to get some
water. The Master asked if the glass had been well washed. When
they assured him that it had been, he drank the water.

As the carriage drove on, the Master put his head out of the
window and watched everything that went by — the people, the
vehicles, the horses and the streets, all bathed in the light of the moon.
Now and again, he could hear the European ladies singing to the
music of the piano. He was in a very happy mood.

M. shows us Ramakrishna by day and by night, chiefly at Dakshines-
war but also at the houses of Balaram and other devotees, on river-
boats with Keshab Sen, or driving in a carriage through the streets.
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Usually, there are quite a lot of people present: disciples, householder
devotees and casual visitors. Naturally, they tend to ask Ramakrishna
the same questions and so Ramakrishna’s answers often repeat or
paraphrase themselves. M. records these repetitions, as well as the words
of all the songs Ramakrishna sings. A newcomer to the Gospe! may
find this tiresome at first. But, if he reads the book straight through
from beginning to end, instead of merely dipping into it, he will
probably agree that it is these very repetitions which give the narrative
its continuity and its sense of life actually being lived from day to day.
In any case, a teacher who never repeats himself is a creation of art and
editorship rather than a live being!

Already, in thus opening chapter, we find the methods of Rama-
krishna’s teaching illustrated and its main precepts stated. Rama-
krishna sometimes teaches by making direct statements, based on the
authority of his spiritual experience; sometimes by means of compari-
sons and parables. The latter are nearly always taken from the circum-
stances of country life in Bengal, and they are often comic, combining
worldly and spirttual wisdom, as in the story of the snake which did
not hiss. It must be remembered that M. was a householder and that
he could not be present when Ramakrishna was giving special instruc-
tion to his monastic disciples. Therefore, the Gospe! deals mainly with
instructions to householders.

But the most important function of Ramaktishna as a teacher was
available to householder devotee and monastic disciple alike. Both had
the opportunity of watching him in the silence of samadhi, in the inco-
herent mutterings of ecstasy, in the radiant joy of devotional dancing
and song. And it was in these manifestations that even some casual
visitors to Dakshineswar caught a glimpse of Ramakrishna’s true
nature. To those who were not utterly insensitive, this was a demonstra-
tion, more convincing than the Master’s mast eloquent words, of the
reality of God’s presence.

M. appears to have taken copious notes immediately after each of
his meetings with Ramakrishna. It is said that he was often busy for
three days writing down the sayings and events of a single visit. Never-
theless, when the time came for publication, he worked over all of his
material, during the last thirty-five years of his life.

At first, M. was unwilling to publish at all; he had made these notes,
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he said, simply as a basis for his own study and meditation. But m:
influences combined to make him change his attitude. Soon af
Ramakrishna’s death, when the young monks founded their f
monastery at Baranagore, M. became one of their most faithful fries
and helpers. Indeed, he took employment at two schools sim
taneously, in order that he could support his family with the sal
from the one and give the rest of his earnings to the monks. Need]
to say, they kept urging M. to publish his notes, but he could not
persuaded. In 1889, however, M. made himself responsible for part
the support of Sarada, the Holy Mother. She asked him to read the nc
to her and was greatly pleased with them. She told him that he m
publish them. M. accepted this as a2 command.

So, in 1897, he published two pamphlets containing a small part
his material, expanded and translated into Enghsh. This version re:
quaintly, because M. believed that his subject demanded a special s
of archaic, evangelical language. Here, for example, is the last senter
of his account of the first meeting:

A short while after, M. saluteth the Master. He biddeth
good-bye, and saith ‘come again’.

Vivekananda praised the pamphlets enthusiastically, in a charact
istic letter: ‘C’est bon, mon ami—~now you are doing just the thing. Co:
out, man. No sleeping all life; time is flying. Bravo! That is the wa
Nevertheless it was generally agreed that Ramakrishna should be d
cribed and heard to speak in his native language; and now M. began
expand and publish the notes in their original Bengali. They appeat
m three or four different magazines, in serial form. In 1902, everythi
already printed was collected by Trigunatitananda and published in o
volume.

Four more volumes, making up the whole of what is now the Gosz
were published in due course; the last of them posthumously in 19:
the year of M’s death. M. worked slowly. This was partly because
his other duties — in 1905 he bought a school of his own, called T
Morton Institution; partly because he approached this work as a fo;
of worship — whenever he sat down to write, he would pass much of t
time 1n meditation and eat only one meal that day.

In 1907, Swami Abhedananda, at M’s request, edited M’s Engli
version, modernizing the language, and adding sections direct
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translated from the Bengali. But this book, was, of course, not com-
plete; M’s full text not being available until twenty-five years later. M.
put together his five Bengali volumes in the form of selections, skipping
back and forth in time to choose the parts he considered most signifi-
cant. And it was not until Swami Nikhilananda published his English
translation in 1942 that the whole of the Gospe/ material was presented
in strictly chronological sequence.

M. would have been overwhelmed, no doubt, if he could have known
that Aldous Huxley would one day compare him to Boswell and call his
Gospel ‘unique in the literature of hagiography’. Yet Huxley’s praise
is no more than a statement of fact. The service M. has rendered us
and future generations can hardly be exaggerated. Even the vainest of
authors might well have been humbled, finding himself entrusted with
such a task. M. was the least vain.

M. embodies Ramakrishna’s ideal of the householder devotee. He
was a distinguished teacher and scholar, vested with authority and held
in honour. Yet he thought of himself always as a servant and the least of
men. The world could never win him, even with its love; and everyone
who met him loved him. It is said that he would often take his bedroll
at night and lie down to sleep in the open porch of a public building,
among the homeless boys of the city ~ to remind himself that, like the
maid in Ramakrishna’s parable, his real home was elsewhere.

He died on June 4, 1932. His last words were, ‘Holy Mother -
Master — take me on your laps!’
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The Last Year

The early part of 1885 was unusually hot. Since Ramakrishna suffered
from the heat, the devotees suggested that he should suck pieces of ice
and put ice in his sugared drinks. He became very fond of ice. However,
when, towards the end of April, he began to complain of a pain in his
throat, the devotees blamed the ice, and themselves.

"The pain was caused by a sore, which did not yield to treatment but
grew gradually worse. The doctor advised Ramakrishna not to talk
more than was absolutely necessary and to avoid, if he possibly could,
going into samadhi. In samadhi, the blood rushes to the throat, and the
doctor feared that this would aggravate Ramakrishna’s condition.

In May, the Vaishnavas held an annual festival at the village of
Panihati, on the bank of the Ganges, a few mules upniver from Dak-
shineswar. The festival commemorated an occasion on which Sri
Nityananda, the chief disciple of Sri Chaitanya, was entertained at a
feast in this same village by Raghunath, a householder devotee. Nityan-
anda encouraged Raghunath to persevere in begging Chaitanya’s per-
mission to renounce the world and become a monk.

Ramakrishna had attended the Panihati festival many times already;
but this year he wanted to take his young disctples, who had never
seen it. When objections were made to this expedition because of his
illness, he brushed them aside, saying that he would only stay an hour
ortwoand that hewould be careful not to go into samadhi. It was agreed
that he must not take part in the kirtan, the singing of holy songs, as
this invariably threw him into ecstasy.

After visiting the home of a wealthy landowner and resting there for
alittle while, Ramakrishna and his party went to watch the dancing and
singing in the courtyard of the Radhakanta Temple. As they stood
there, a man dressed as a Vaishnava began to dance and shout in an
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apparently ecstatic state. Ramakrishna knew him at once for an
impostor. Smiling indulgently, he whispered to Naren, ‘What a fake!’
He seemed to be observing the scene objectively, with perfectly con-
trolled emotions; and the young disciples felt reassured. But the very
next moment, before any of them could stop him, he bounded down
into the midst of the dancers and went into samadhi. The disciples
could do nothing but crowd around and watch. Sarat (Saradananda),
who was present, describes how Ramakrishna then regained partial
outer consciousness and started dancing with a power and beauty such
as the boys had never seen before. Sometimes, says Saradananda, he
strode like a lion; sometimes he moved like a fish swimming in a sea of
ecstasy. His body was so flexible that one could not believe it contained
hard bones; the music seemed to pass through it in visible waves.

In about half an hour, Ramakrishna began to come to himself, and
the disciples urged him to leave the kirtan party and start for home,
after first paying homage to some sacred images which were lodged in
a near-by shrine. Ramakrishna agreed; but, as they left the temple, the
kirtan players, who had no idea that he was ailing, followed them, still
singing their songs. Ramakrishna therefore kept stopping and going
into samadhi, and their progress was very slow. All'of them witnessed,
that day, the phenomenon which has already been referred to in this
story. Saradananda says that Ramakrishna’s figure appeared to grow
taller and become luminous, ‘like a body seen in a dream’. His skin was
much hghter than usual and actually shone; it seemed to blend with the
bright ochre colour of his silk wearing-cloth so that he looked as if
enclosed in flames. The kirtan players were amazed and enraptured.
They started to sing a hymn to Nitai (Nityananda), making the words
refer to Ramakrishna himself.

It seems that our Nitai, the love-giver is here!

Here comes our Nitai, bringing divine love !

Without him, how could our heart’s longing be appeased?
Here is our Nitai, the love-giver !

Again aad again, pointing their fingers at Ramakrishna, they sang,
“Here is our love-giver " Other kirtan parties joined in the singing, and
soon nearly all of the devotees who had come to the festival surrounded
Ramakrishna in a vast excited throng,.
An ugly twisted man in the garb of a wandering monk snatched a
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plate of prasad from a woman devotee and with his own hand put some
of the food into Ramakrishna’s mouth. Ramakrishna did not resist,
being in samadhi; but, as soon as he was touched, he winced and
returned to outer consciousness, spitting out the food and then washing
his mouth. The onlookers concluded that the man must be somehow
unclean and a hypocrite; they regarded him scornfully and he slunk
away, humiliated. Ramakrishna confirmed their suspicions by lelmgly
taking prasad from another of the devotees.

The immense crowd further retarded Ramakrishna’s progress, and
it was nearly four hours later that he and his disciples finally reached
the boat that was to take them back to Dakshineswar. A devotee
named Navachaitanya Mitra came running in wild haste and threw
himself at Ramakrishna’s feet, weeping and begging for his grace.
Ramakrishna touched him and he became ecstatic, dancing and singing
the Master’s praises until he was calmed by a second touch. Nava-
chaitanya had met Ramakrishna several times previously, but this
experience changed his life. He put his son in charge of the family and
retired to live in solitude on the bank of the Ganges.

After the visit to Panihati, Ramakrishna’s throat grew worse. It had
rained on and off during that day, so the doctors blamed the weather.
Ramakrishna himself, with typical mischievousness, blamed Ram
Chandra and some of the other older devotees, saying that he would
never have gone to the festival if they had forbidden him more ener-
getically. The doctors gave him an internal salve and a plaster to put
on the outside of the throat, without causing any improvement. They
also told him not to talk, but he disobeyed them.

By now, July was half over. Ramakrishna was in considerable pain
and his throat was so much swollen that he could swallow no solid food
and had to live on milk with cream of wheat boiled in it. The doctors
decided that he was suffering from what was called in those days
‘clergyman’s sore throat’, a form of laryngitis brought on by overstrain-
ing the voice. They prescribed medicine and diet but Ramakrishna
continued to break therr two principal rules: he went into samadhi
and he talked. Devotees were coming to visit him in ever-increasing
numbers and he never refused to instruct them. However, he would
keep complaining to the Divine Mother, “Why do you bring so many
people here? There’s such a crowd I don’t have time to wash or eat.
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This body’s nothing but a drum with holes in it — how long can it last
if it’s played day and night?’

During the month of September, a lady invited some of the young
disciples and householder devotees to have supper at her house. She
knew that Ramakrishna was sick but, with the ruthlessness of a hostess,
she nevertheless sent him a message pressing him to come, even if only
for a few minutes. The messenger returned to report that this was out
of the question; Ramakrishna’s throat had started to bleed. All the
guests were dismayed, and Naren became silent and very grave. Later,
he told them, ‘He who has made us all so happy may be going to leave
us. I've been reading medical books and questioning friends who are
doctors. They say that this kind of throat ailment can develop into
cancer. And now this bleeding makes me even more afraid that that’s
what 1t 1s. If so, there is no known cure for it.”

It was therefore agreed that Ramakrishna must be put under a more
systematic and efficient treatment without delay. Next day, some of the
older householder devotees went to Dakshineswar and persuaded him
that he could be better cared for if he moved into Calcutta. A few days
later, they were able to rent a small house in the Baghbazar district.
From its roof the Ganges could be seen, and this was regarded as a
great asset, since Ramakrishna loved the river so dearly. Nevertheless,
when they brought him there, he declared at once that he could not
stay a single night; the place seemed unbearably shut in after the
spaciousness of the Dakshineswar gardens. He actually walked to the
house of Balaram Bose, who received him lovingly and begged him to
remain there until a more suitable lodging could be found.

Meanwhile, the devotees called in several well-known Calcutta
physicians to examme Ramakrishna. They all diagnosed cancer, and
their attitude was pesstmistic; but they were prepared to treat him to the
best of their ability. The devotees chose Dr Mahendralal Sarkar, chiefly
because he was a homoeopathist. Homoeopathy — which was being
much discussed at that period — is a method of treating a patient by
drugs which would produce, in a healthy person, symptoms like those
of the patient’s disease. These drugs are usually administered in minute
quantities. The devotees therefore knew that Dr Sarkar would not
overdose Ramakrishna; too much medicine had always seemed to
disagree with him. Under the circumstances, this was probably as good
a reason for choosing a doctor as any other.
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The news of Ramakrishna’s move to Calcutta spread by word of
mouth all over the city. Crowds of people, both friends and strangers,
invaded Balaram’s house from early morning 4ll night, and Rama-
krishna was available to them all day long, with a break of only
two hours for his midday meal and rest. It was as if he had come to
Calcutta for their greater convenience, to spare them the journey to
Dakshineswar, rather than for his own medical care. Very few of
those who saw him can have dreamed that he was mortally ill. He
spoke of God with his customary fervour and went frequently into
samadhi.

In a few days, another house was found — 55 Shyampukur Street —
and Ramakrishna moved into it after having stayed at Balaram’s about
a week. The rooms which could be occupied by him and his devotees
were all on the upper floor of the house, and there were not enough of
them for comfort. There was no one able to cook food in the way that
Ramakrishna needed; so Sarada Devi, who was still at Dakshineswar,
had to be asked if she would do this. Sarada’s shyness was well known;
it was a real ordeal for her to live in a house full of men. But she came to
Shyampukur Street nevertheless, and managed to do her cooking on
a tiny covered terrace near the door which led to the roof. When the
food had to be served, it would either be fetched by one of the devotees
or brought to Ramakrishna by Sarada herself, after everyone else had
been asked to leave his room. She would not come down to her own
room to sleep until the others had retired for the night; and, since there
was only one bathroom, she would get up at three in the morning so as
to be able to use it in complete privacy.

It was found that Dr Sarkar had met Ramakrishna already, many
years previously, while visiting Dakshineswar to attend Mathur and his
family. When he came to examine Ramakrishna, he recognized him at
once. The doctor charged a fee for his first visit. But when he had
learned that the entire cost of Ramakrishna’s lodging, food and nursing
was to be borne by the devotees — even though this could mean
rationing the food for themselves and their children, pawning family
ornaments and mortgaging their homes — he announced that in future
he would attend Ramakrishna free of charge. At first, Dr Sarkar did not
give up all hope of his patient’s recovery. He believed that the disease
might possibly be curable, though admittedly the cure would be
difficult and lengthy.
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The devotees were united in their readiness to make drastic material
sacrifices for their Master. But, as the weeks passed, they became divided
into three groups, each with a different interpretation of the meaning of
his 1llness.

The first group, which was headed by Girish Ghosh, reasoned as
follows: The Master 1s a divine incarnation. Therefore he is not subject
to karma, in the form of illness or mishap. If he is sick, then he is sick
for some purpose of his own; and, in this sense, it is a kind of play-
acting. As soon as his purpose has been fulfilled, he will cast off the
appearance of sickness and return at once to normal health.

The second group stressed the fact that Ramakrishna had always
declared himself to be the child and instrument of the Divine Mother,
with no will other than her will. Therefore, they reasoned, it is the
Mother who has made the Master sick. No doubt she is doing this, in
some way, for the good of humanity. We cannot know what her pur-
pose is. Indeed, it is possible that the Master himself does not know.
We can only be sure that, when the Mother’s purpose has been fulfilled,
the Master will recover.

The third group disagreed radically with this (from a practical view-
point) fatalistic attitude. They believed just as firmly as the others in
the divinity of the Master’s nature; but they drew a clear distinction
between that divine nature and the physical nature of the body in which
he was now living on earth. This body, they said, was mortal like any
other and subject to disease from natural causes. Therefore it could be
healed by human science; and it was the duty of the Master’s devotees
to use the help of this science, instead of passively waiting for God’s
will to be revealed. This group was headed by Naren and it contained
most if not all of the young monastic disciples.

Dr Sarkar soon became fascinated by Ramakrishna. He would visit
him daily at different hours, so as to watch him in various conditions.
In order to do this, the Doctor neglected his paying patients. ‘I have
made you talk too much,” he would say. ‘That was unwise. But don’t
talk to anyone else for the rest of the day. Then no harm will be done.’

When Sarkar learned that many of the devotees regarded Rama-
krishna as a divine incarnation, his scientific scepticism was affronted.
‘Divine incarnation,” he exclaimed scornfully, ‘what kind of a thing is
that? To grovel before a human being who excretes filth — how nidicu-
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lous!” He would declare that he himself admired Ramakrishna simply
for his love of truth.

However, the Doctor had another side to his character. M. tells how
he admitted that, “That fellow the intellect is extremely narrow-minded;;
if he meets any difficulty, he cries “impossible!”” But the heart doesn’t
believe in impossibilities — and that’s how all real discoveries are made
and will be made in the future.” No doubt Sarkar enjoyed playing the
down-to-earth scientist in order to shock the more sentimental among
the devotees. At the same time, he maintained an admirable open-
mindedness. When two of the young disciples went into ecstasy after
singing religious songs, Sarkar took their pulses and agreed that they
had genuinely lost consciousness of external objects, as though they
had fainted. Then Ramakrishna passed his hand over their chests and
uttered the name of God, making them conscious again. Sarkar said,
“This seems to be all your play.” Ramakrishna answered smiling, ‘Not
my play but God’s.” During the Durga Puja, Sarkar took the oppor-
tunity of examining Ramakrishna with a stethoscope while he was in
samadhi. No heartbeat could be detected. He also touched Rama-
krishna’s eyeball with his finger. There was no reaction. The Doctor
recorded these facts and said he was unable to explain them.

Ramakrishna showed much affection for Sarkar and enjoyment of
their talks. One day, he impulsively put his foot in the Doctor’s lap,
and then told him, “You are certainly very pure. Otherwise, I couldn’t
have put my foot in your lap.” He described how the Divine Mother
had made it known to him 1n a vision that Sarkar would accumulate a
great deal of knowledge but that it would be ‘dry knowledge’. Then
he added, smiling, ‘But you will soften.”

Dr Sarkar was exceedingly strict about Ramakrishna’s diet. One day,
when Ramakrishna’s condition had taken a turn for the worse, he traced
the cause to the presence of cauliflower juice in the soup. And yet, with
all his strictness, he seems to have made up his mind quite soon that the
case was hopeless. On October 25th, M. was alone with Sarkar and
told him that one of the devotees believed Ramakrishna had created the
disease merely to ‘pamper the Doctor’s ego’ and that he could cure
himself whenever he wished. Sarkar exclaimed impatiently that this
was nonsense. ‘The disease is incurable,” he added. “There’s no doubt
about that.”
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Early in November came the day for the celebration of the Kali Puja.
On Ramakrishna’s instructions, a small ceremony was arranged to
be held in his room. About thirty people gathered there. Everything
was ready. But Ramakrishna himself made no move to take part in the
worship. Then Girish Ghosh had an inspiration: the Master must be
giving them this opportunity of worshipping the Divine Mother within
his own body. So he took flowers and sandal-paste and offered them
at Ramakrishna’s feet, exclaiming, ‘Glory to the Divine Mother!’ A
thrill passed through Ramakrishna’s body and he went into samadhi.
Girish’s action was then imitated by M., Rakhal and all the other
devotees in turn. M. writes that, as they looked at Ramakrishna, his
face was transformed and began to shine with an unearthly light, and
his hands assumed the traditional gesture of the Divine Mother, one of
them conferring blessings, the other bidding the devotees to be without
fear.

Genuine and deep as Girish’s devotion to Ramakrishna was, it set an
example which could be unwholesome for smaller natures. Such
people were apt to infer from Girish’s life and behaviour that religion
was a mere matter of emotion, tear-shedding, ecstatic singing and
dancing. Even Girish’s famous granting of ‘the power of attorney’ to
Ramakrishna sounded delightfully easy to many who had absolutely no
notion what true self-surrender means.

It may be imagined how vigorously Naren attacked this attitude. He
pointed out that Ramakrishna had been through long years of the
strictest self-discipline and that his ecstasy was the fruit of that disci-
pline, not a superficial emotionalism. “When people try to practise
religion,’ said Naren, ‘eighty per cent of them turn into cheats, and
about fifteen per cent go mad. It’s only the remaining five per cent who
get some direct knowledge of the Truth and so become blessed.
Therefore, beware I’

At first, even the young disciples were unwilling to agree with
Naren; they felt he was being too severe. But then it was discovered
that several devotees were actually trying to induce the outer physical
symptoms of samadhi and imitate the movements of one who is dancing
in a state of ecstasy. Naren reasoned with these devotees and persuaded
them to stop starving themselves and eat wholesome food, and to try
to control their emotions instead of cultivating hysteria.. The result was
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an increase in spirituality and a decrease in outward show. For the few
who would not be persuaded, Naren had a more drastic form of treat-
ment; he made such fun of their posturings that the other devotees
laughed at them, shaming them into common sense.

While he was at Shyampukur, Ramakrishna had a vision in which he
saw his subtle body emerge from his gross physical body while he was
walking about the room. He observed that the back of the subtle body
was covered with sores, especially where the trunk joined the throat.
He wondered why this was so. The Divine Mother explained to him
that many people who had committed evil deeds had touched him and
thus become pure. Their bad karma had been transferred to him and
had produced the sores on his body. Ramakrishna did not seem at all
disturbed by this discovery. Indeed, he said repeatedly that he was
ready to be reborn many thousands of times more, if his incarnations
could be of service to others. However, Naren and the young disciples,
when they were told of the vision, determined that no newcomer
should be allowed to touch Ramakrishna as lorig as he was sick. They
also tried to cut down the ever-growing number of visitors by ruling
that no one could be admitted who was not known to at least one of the
regular devotees.

Girish Ghosh said of these restrictions, “There’s no harm in trying,
but it isn’t possible to stop people from seeing the Master, for that’s
the whole purpose of his coming to earth.” As for Ramakrishna, he
continued to talk about God to anyone and everyone who could get
into his room. One day, he was teaching a young man the best postures
for meditation on God with form and without form. ‘But I can’t show
you any more,” he added. ‘As soon as I sit in that posture, the mind
becomes absorbed in samadhi and the vital force of the body rises.
That hurts the sore in my throat. So the doctor has told me particularly
that there musm’t be any samadhi.” “Then why have you been showing
me all these things?” the young man exclaimed, in dismay, “You
shouldn’t have done that!” T know,’ said Ramakrishna, ‘but I had to
show you something.’

During one of Ramakrishna’s visits to the Star Theatre in 1884, he
had greatly praised an actress who played the part of the young
Chaitanya. At the end of the play, Ramakrishna had passed into
samadhi, and this actress had taken the opportunity to bow down and
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touch his feet. Since then, she had become his devotee, regarding him
as a divine incarnation. When she heard of his illness, she determined
to see him once again.

In those days, actresses in the Bengali theatre were regarded as no
better than prostitutes — a prejudice which also persisted in England
until at least the beginning of the nineteenth century. It was therefore
unthinkable that the strict young disciples would allow her inside the
house. So the actress went to a devotee named Kalipada Ghosh and
asked for his help. Kalipada was a close friend of Girish Ghosh and,
like him, believed that Ramakrishna was an avatar and his illness a
play, and that therefore he could not possibly be harmed by anybody’s
touch, even if it were impure. He dressed the actress up in male
European clothes — such as were fashionable at that nme among the
young men of Bengal — and brought her thus disguised to Shyampukur.
They were able to enter Ramakrnishna’s room at a time when no other
visitors were present. Kalipada immediately told Ramakrishna who
the supposed young man really was, and Ramakrishna laughed hearily,
praising the actress’s courage and devotion. He gave her some spiritual
instruction and allowed her to touch his feet with her forehead. When
she and Kalipada had left, he told the disciples of the trick which had
been played on them, with so much enjoyment that they could not be

angry.

Meanwhile, Ramakrishna’s condition grew steadily worse. Dr Sarkar
became convinced that the polluted air of Calcutta was harming him.
The Doctor therefore advised a second move — to a house outside the
city. A garden-house was found in the northwestern suburbs, on the
way to Dakshineswar: go Cossipore Road. The rent was eighty rupees
a month; somewhat higher than the rent at Shyampukur. When
Ramakrishna heard this, he called Surendra Nath Mitra to him and
asked him to undertake to pay the whole amount, saying that the
financial strain on the other, poorer devotees would be too great.
Surendra gladly agreed to this. The move was made on December
11, 1885, shortly before the end of the Hindu month of Agrahayan.
Some haste was necessary, because custom forbids a change of dwelling
during Paush, the month that follows it.

The Cossipore house stood in a pleasant garden of about fourand
a half acres which contained a small pool and a much larger pond and
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was planted with fruit trees — mango, jack fruit and lichee — as well as
vegetables for use in the kitchen. The house was a two-story building,
more spacious than the house at Shyampukur. (Vivekananda:had
always wished that the property could belong to the Ramakrishna
Order. It was finally purchased by the Order in 1946, but, by then, the
house was much dilapidated. It has since been torn down and replaced
by a new building made to look as nearly as possible like the original
at the time of Ramakrishna’s occupancy.)

Since the Cossipore house was far from those parts of Calcutta in
which most of the boys had their homes, Naren decided that they would
have to live on the premises; otherwise they would not be able to take
their turns at the mght-nursing. The boys all agreed to this arrange-
ment, although many of their parents or guardians were strongly
against 1t. So now, for the first time, they found themselves making a
deliberate choice between home-life and life with their Master; a first
step, in fact, towards renouncing the world. Naren himself was not
even as free as the rest of them because he had the responsibility to his
family which had fallen on him after his father’s death. At that time, he
still planned to support his mother and brothers by becomingan
attorney — a project which he soon afterwards abandoned — and was
studying for his bar examinations. However, he resolved somehow to
find time at Cossipore for his studying.

His presence there was certainly needed. The boys were relying on
him more and more for leadership and mnspiration. Naturally enough,
some of them were troubled by doubts. What was this way of Iife to
which they were committing themselves? Did they really want to
become monks? Could they dare to say that they knew better than their
own fathers, who kept telling them that this was all madness? And now
their Master, whom they had learned to look upon as a superhuman
being, was wasting away before their eyes. . . . One day, a rumour
somehow spread among them that his horrible disease was infectious.
When the time came to attend him, some of them hung back. Naren
found out the reason of their fear and forced them all into Rama-
krishna’s room. In a corner was a cup with the remains of some gruel
which he had been unable to finish ; 1t was mixed with his saliva. Naren
picked up the cup without hesitation and swallowed its contents.

One night, Naren could not sleep. Finding that Sarat and a few of the
others were awake, hesaid to them, ‘Come, let’s stroll in the garden and
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have a smoke.” While they were walking there, Naren said, “The
Master’s disease is very bad ~ who knows, he may have made up his
mind to abandon the body? So let us now make as much spiritual
progress as we possibly can — by service to him and by meditation and
devotion. Otherwise, when he leaves us, how shall we ever forgive
ourselves? Are we going to put off calling on the Lord until all our
worldly desires are satisfied? See how we’re letting the days slip by!
We’re getting more and more tied up in this net of desires — they’ll be
the death and destruction of us! Let’s give them up! Yes, let’s give
them all up!” Naren sat down under a tree. The others did likewise.
Then, seeing a heap of dead grass and broken branches lying near by,
Naren said, ‘Let’s set fire to them. Holy men light dhuni fires at this
hour of the night, to burn up their desires. Let’s do the same.” So they
made a fire. As the flames rose, they felt an extraordinary bliss; as if
their desires were indeed being consumed. “Why did we never do this
before?’ someone said; and they resolved to light dhuni fires whenever
they got the opportunity. By the time they had run out of fuel, it was
four o’clock in the morning.

Shortly after his arrival at Cossipore, Ramakrishna was able to walk
for a little while 1n the garden. The devotees were glad, thinking that
the exercise would build up his strength; but instead it seemed to
exhaust him. So the Doctor recommended a broth of kid’s meat. This
produced a shight improvement. As at Shyampukur, Sarada Devi had
charge of the cooking, but now she was helped by Ramakrishna’s niece
Lakshmi Devi, the daughter of his brother Rameswar.

The pioneer exponent of homoeopathic medicine in Calcutta was
Rajendra Nath Datta. It was he who had originally converted Dr
Sarkar to this method of treatment. Rajendra Nath knew that if he could
cure Ramakrishna he would win a spectacular victory for the cause of
homoeopathy; so he now asked Dr Sarkar for permission to examine his
patient. Dr Sarkar did not object; although he was one of the most
famous doctors in the city, he was admirably free from professional
vanity. After careful consideration, Rajendra Nath treated Rama-
krishna with the drug he had selected, lycopodium (200). Ramakrishna
appeared to respond to this treatment for a few weeks, and the hopes
of the devotees rose accordingly.

Meanwhile, he showed an ever-increasing love for his disciples and
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devotees. M. describes how, on the morning of December 23rd, he
said to Niranjan, “You’re my father —I'll sit on your lap !’ Touching the
chest of Kalipada Ghosh, he said, ‘May your spirit be awakened " He
blessed two women devotees, and they shed tears of joy.

In the evening, he asked M. how long it would take him to recover.
M. answered evasively that it would perhaps take five or six months.
Ramakrishna behaved as if surprised and impatient. “As long as that?’
he exclaimed. And he added, ‘How is it that I am so ill — in spite of all
these visions, and this ecstesy and samadhi?’ As on similar occasions,
one seems to detect a teasing and testing of his companions.

‘Tt was revealed to me in a vision,” he continued, ‘that during my last
days, I should have to live on pudding. One day — since I’ve had this
disease — my wife brought me pudding to eat. I burst into tears and I
said to her, “Is this what it meant about my last days — lving on
pudding, and so painfully, too™”’

It was in December, also, that a pandit named Sasadhar came to
Cossipore. He said to Ramakrishna: ‘The Scriptures tell us that a
paramahamsa like yourself can cure his physical sickness by his own will
power. Why don’t you try it, sir?”’

“You call yourself a pandit,” exclaimed Ramakrishna, ‘and you can
make such a suggestion! This mind has been given up to God, once
and for all. How can I withdraw it from him and make it dwell on this
worthless body?’

Sasadhar was silenced. But, after he had left, Naren and the others
who had been present begged Ramakrishna to cure himself — for their
sake if not for his own. ‘Do you think I’'m suffering like this because I
want to?’ Ramakrishna retorted. “Of course I want to get better! But
it all depends on Mother.” “Then please pray to her,” said Naren. ‘She
can’t refuse to listen.” Ramakrishna protested that he could never utter
such words. But they continued to plead with him and at last he agreed
that he would do what he could. A few hours later, Naren asked him,
“Well, did you pray to her?” And Ramakrishna told him, T said to
Mother, “I can’t eat anything because of this pain — please let me eat a
little!” But she pointed to all of you and said, “Why, you’re eating
through so many mouths already!” So then I felt ashamed and
couldn’t utter another word.”

At Dakshineswar, even as much as five years before the onset of this
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disease, Ramakrishna had spoken from time to time about the circum-
stances which would indicate his approaching death. “When you see
me staying nights in Calcatta, and taking food from anyone-and
everyone, without distinction, and even eating part of the food which
has been given to someone else — then you’ll know that my end 1s
coming.” Again, he had said, ‘Before I go, I’ll cast my whole secret to
the winds. When many people have discovered who I really am, and
start to whisper about 1t, then this body will cease to exist, by the
Mother’s will. At that time, it will be shown which of the devotees
belong to the inner circle and which to the outer.’” And now, at
Cossipore, Ramakrishna repeated and clarified this last statement.
‘The devotees are being sifted by this illness,” he said; ‘it is showing
who belongs to the inner circle and who to the outer. Those who are
living here, renouncing the world, belong to the inner circle; and those
who pay occastonal visits and ask, “How are you, sir?” — they belong
to the outer.’

Ramakrishna’s prediction that ‘Pll cast my whole secret to the
winds’ ~ in other words, that he would publicly declare and demon-
strate his divine nature — must certainly have referred to the events of
January 1, 1886. On the afternoon of that day, Ramakrishna, who was
still maintaining the shght improvement apparently caused by Rajendra
Nath’s treatment, said he felt strong enough to take a walk in the
garden. This was at about three o’clock. As the day was a holiday,
householder devotees had been arriving since noon to visit the Master;
by the time he came downstairs from his room more than thirty of
them were gathered in groups in the garden or inside the hall of the
house. Seeing him, they all rose and bowed reverently. Ramakrishna
began walking slowly through the garden towards the gate, with the
devotees following him at a respectful distance.

Girish Ghosh was sitting under a tree in conversation with some
friends. As Ramakrishna approached, they rose and came to meet him.
‘Well, Girish,” said Ramakrishna, without any preliminary salutation,
‘T hear you’re saying all these things about me to everyone, wherever
you go. What is it you see in me, that you can say such things?’

Falling to his knees on the ground and folding s palms, Girish
answered in a voice choking with emotion, “Who am / to speak of
him? The sages Vyasa and Valmiki could have found no words to
measure his glory !’
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Ramakrishna seemed dehghted. He blessed Girish and the assembled
devotees, exclaiming, “What more need 1 tell you? Be illumined!’
Then he went into samadhi. At this, an overwhelming fervour pos-
sessed the devotees; forgetting that they wete not to touch the Master,
they began taking the dust of his feet, crying, jai’ (meaning ‘hail to’,
or literally ‘victory t0’) ‘Sri Ramakrishna!’ And now Ramakrishna
began to touch them, one after another. Some became ecstatic. Others
felt themselves endowed with a power for profound medstation. All
said later that they felt Ramakrishna had that afternoon for the first
time revealed himself as a divine incarnation.

It so happened that none of the young disciples were then present
in the garden. Naren and several of the others were asleep inside the
house, having attended the Master or meditated throughout the
previous night. Latu and Sarat were on the roof of the house and saw
what was going on. One of the devotees shouted to them ecstatically
to come down without delay and share the Master’s blessing. But the
boys would not do so. They had seized this opportunity to sweep out
his room and air his bedding in the sunshine, and ~ believing, as Naren
had taught them, that service to the guru is more important than any
individual mystical experience ~ they would not leave their work half
done. Not long after this, Ramakrishna returned to normal conscious-
ness. He then went back into the house.

Saradananda sums up the significance of this event as totiows: ‘The
Master, by revealing his true nature to the devotees, set them free from
fear.

On January 2nd, Naren had an experience which he described, twe
days later, to M.: ‘T was meditating here last Saturday when I suddenly
felt a peculiar sensation in my heart. It was probably the awakening of
the kundalini. I clearly perceived the ida and pingala nerves. Yesterday,
I told the Master about it. I said to him, *“The others have had their
realization, please let me have it too. Am I the only one who has to
stay unsatisfied?” He said, “Why don’t you settle your famuly affairs
first? Then you can have everything. . . . What is it you want?" I
said, “I want to remain in samadhi for three or four days, only coming
down to the sense-plane once in a while, to eat a lirtle.”” Then he said
1o me, “You’re a fool — there’s a much higher state than that! You
are fond of singing the song, ‘All that exists art Thou’ ~ well, after
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coming down from samadhi, one may see that it is God himself who
has becotne the universe and all that exists. Only an ishwarakoti can
reach that state. An ordinary man can only reach samadhi, at best.
He can’t go any farther.”

‘So this morning, I went home. My family scolded me, saying “Why
do you wander about like a vagabond? Your bar examination will soon
be here, and you’re not attending to your studies.”] went to study at
my grandmother’s. But when I tried to begin reading, I was overcome
by great fear. I felt that study was something terribly evil. I burst into
tears — I've never cried so bitterly in my life before. I left my books
and ran out of the house. I ran through the streets. My shoes flew off —
1don’t know where they went. I ran past a stack of straw and got straw
all over me. I went on running until I got here.”

The slight improvement in Ramakrishna’s condition came to an end,
and now the disease made steady progress. His body became dreadfully
emaciated, until it was almost a skeleton. He could speak only in
hoarse whispers; sometimes he was reduced to making signs. The
haemorrhages in his throat were frequent, and he was often in great
pain. But, throughout these final months of physical deterioration, he
remained essentially himself, a being of manifest spiritual power,
selfless love and keen intuition. His mind never seemed at all clouded
by his sufferings and his cheerfulness was astonishing. He would
say, ‘Oh my mind, remain in bliss; let the body and its pain look
after each other.’” He told Naren, ‘I am leaving the boys in your care.
See that they practise their meditation and worghip. Don’t let them go
back home.” One day, he asked them all to take begging-bowls and
beg their food in the streets, in the manner of wandering monks. They
enjoyed doing this, and they brought back the various kinds of raw
food they had been given, and cooked them. They offered some to the
Master. He took a few grains of rice, saying, “Well done! This food is
very pure.”

During the night of March 14th, he whispered to M., T’ve gone on
suffering like this because I'm afraid you'll shed so many tears if I
leave you. But, if you all tell me, “That’s enough suffering — let the
body go,” then I may give it up.’

The next morning, however, he was eager to speak of his spiritual
experiences, although he could only do so in whispers. ‘Do you know
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what I see at this moment? God has become everything. Men and
women are just frameworks covered with skin — it is he who is moving
their heads and limbs. I had a vision like this, once before — that the
gardens and houses and roads and men and cattle were made of wax.
I see that God himself has become the block and the executioner and
the sacrificial victim. . . . Ah, what a vision!

“There sits Latu, resting his head on the palm of his hand. But I see
that 1t’s the Lord himself who rests his head on his hand.

‘If this body were to be preserved a short while longer, many people
would become spintually awakened. . . . But, no — that won’t happen.
This time, the body will not be preserved . ...

“There are two persons in this body — one is the Divine Mother —
yes, the Mother is one of them — the other 1s her devotee. It’s the devotee
who broke his arm. It’s the devotee who 1s now sick. . . . Do you
understand? Alas — to whom shall I tell all this? Who'll understand
me?

‘God becomes man, an avatar, and comes to earth with his devotees.
And the devotees leave the world with him when he leaves 1t -’

At this point, Rakhal, who was present in the room with Naren, M.
and others, said, ‘So we beg you not to go away and leave us behind !’

Ramakrishna smiled - ‘A band of minstrels suddenly appears, dances
and sings. Then, just as suddenly, it departs. They arrive and they
leave, without anybody recognizing them,’

Presently, Naren said, ‘Some people get angry with me when I talk
to them about renunciation.’

‘One must renounce! said Ramakrishna. Then, pomntung to his
limbs, he went on, ‘If one thing 1s placed upon another, you must
take away the one to get at the other. How can you get at the second
thing without removing the first? When you see everything filled with
God and nothing but God, how can you see anything else?’

Naren asked, ‘Must one renounce the world?”’

‘How can you see the world, if you see nothing but God? Didn’t I
just say that? But I'm talking about mental renunciation. Not one of
those who have come here is a worldly person. Perhaps some of them
had a little bit of desire — for woman, for instance —’ (At this, both
Rakhal and M. smiled) ‘But the desire has been satisfied.’

Ramakrishna looked at them all with eyes that were full of love.
Then he exclaimed, ‘Grand “
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“What’s grand?’ Naren asked.
‘I see that everything is being made ready for a grand renunciation !’

Although this remark sounds like a prophecy, the ‘grand renunciation’
had in fact already begun. In January 1886, Gopal Ghosh, who had just
returned from a pilgrimage, told Ramakrishna that he wanted to present
monastic ochte wearing-cloths and rosaries of rudraksha beads to
some of the monks who were passing through Calcutta. “Why not
give them to these boys?” Ramakrishna asked, indicating Naren and
some of the other disciples. ‘They are full of the spirit of renunciation.
You won’t find any better monks anywhere.” Gopal had twelve pieces
of cloth and twelve rosaries; these he handed over to the Master. One
evening, Ramakrishna distributed them, putting the disciples who
received them through a special ceremony and then giving them
permission to accept food, like real monks, from anybody, regardless of
caste or creed. These disciples were Naren, Rakhal, Jogindra, Baburam,
Niranjan, Tarak, Sarat, Shashi, Gopal Ghosh, Kali and Latu. The
twelfth cloth and rosary were put aside for Girish. In this sense it may
be said that the Ramakrishna Order was founded by Ramakrishna him-
self, although 1t did not come into official existence until after his death.

Now that it became tragcally obvious that medical science had failed
and that Ramakrishna was dying, Sarada Devi made up her mind to
try to save him by fasting and prayer. So she went to the Temple of
Shiva at Tarakeshwar, and lay down before the shrine for two days
without food or drink, begging for a miraculous cure. Speaking of this
fast in her later years, she would describe how, ‘during the night of
the second day, I was startled to hear a crackling sound, as if a pile of
earthenware pots were being broken by a single blow. I came out of
the stupor in which I had been lying, and the idea flashed through my
mind: *““What is ahusband? What is a wife? What are worldly relation-
ships? Why am I about to kill myself?”” All my ego-attachment to the
Master disappeared. My mind was possessed by complete renunciation.
1 groped through the darkness and sprinkled my face with holy water
from the small tank behind the temple. I also drank a little, as my throat
was parched with thirst. I felt refreshed. The next morning, I came
back to the Cossipore Garden. When the Master saw me, he seeined
amused. He asked, “Well did you get what you wanted?”’ Then he
said, “You got nothing.””’
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One evening, while Naren was meditating, he felt as if a lamp had
begun to burn behind his head. The light grew more and more intense,
until 1t seemed that the lamp itself burst. Naren went into samadhi.
When, after a while, he became partly aware of his surroundings, he
felt that he had somehow lost his body and was nothing but a head.
“Where’s my body?” he shouted. Gopal Ghosh heard him and came into
the room. “Where’s my body?’ Naren repeated. “Why, it’s here, Naren.
Can’t you feel it?” asked Gopal. But Naren continued to cry out for his
body, until Gopal, in alarm, ran to tell Ramakrishna what had hap-
pened. Ramakrishna did not seem at all surprised. ‘Let him stay like
that for a while,” he said calmly. ‘He’s been bothening me long enough
to put him into that state.”

As Naren’s mind came slowly down to the normal plane, he felt a
marvellous peace. He hastened to Ramakrishna’s room. ‘Now Mother
has shown you everything,” Ramakrishna told him. ‘But what she has
shown will be hidden from you. It will be shut up in a box, like a jewel
—and I'll keep the key. When you've finished doing Mother’s work on
earth, then the box will be unlocked and you’ll know everything you
knew just now.’

Later, Ramakrishna told the other disciples, ‘Naren will give up his
body of his own free will. When he knows who he really is, he'll
refuse to stay on this earth. Very soon, he’s going to shake the world
with his intellect and his spiritual power. I've prayed to Mother to keep
knowledge of the Absolute away from him and cover his eyes with a
veil of maya, because he has so much work to do But the veil is so
thin, it may be torn at any moment.’

It has been said already that we have no continuous narrauve of the
last three and a half months of Ramakrishna’s life. Saradananda’s book
ends with an account of the events of January 1st, M. takes us only to
the last week 1n April. After that we have nothing but a few scartered
reminiscences, passed down to us from Sarada, Naren, Rakhal and
other disciples and devotees. Their proper chronological order is
sometimes uncertain.

Once, while Ramakrishna was hardly able to speak, he wrote-on a
piece of paper, ‘Naren will teach others. When Naren protested,
Ramakrishna said, “You will have to. Your very bones will make you
do it” On another occasion, he told Naren, ‘Rakhal has the keen
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intelligence of a king. If he chose, he could rule a kingdom.” Naren
understood his Master’s intention in saying this. Next time the
disciples were all seated together, Naren spoke in praise of Rakhal’s
greatness and announced, ‘From today, we shall call Rakhal our king.’
Henceforward, Rakhal was known familiarly as ‘Maharaj’, Great Raja.
Ramakrishna was delighted when they told him the new nickname.
This was one of the many ways in which he strengthened those bonds
of love which alone could hold the young monks together in their
future time of trial.

Hari (Turiyananda) used in later years to tell the devotees an anecdote
which illustrates the strange ‘play-acting’ aspect of Ramakrishna’s
illness.

‘One day, I approached the Master’s bed and asked him, “Sir, how
are you?”’ The Master replied, “Oh, I am in great pain. I can’t eat any-
thing, and there’s an unbearable burning in my throat.” But I wasn’t
fooled. I saw that the Master was still testing my devotion. For I knew
that the Upanishads declare that the play of the Atman is all “as if” —
not actuality. The Atman never experiences any sickness or suffering.
And a man of realization,ss the Atman.

“The more the Master complained, the clearer it was to me that I was
being tested. Finally I couldn’t control myself any longer. I burst out,
“Sir — whatever you may say, I see you only as an infinite ocean of
bliss!”

‘At this, the Master said to himself with a smile, “This rascal has
found me out!”’”

During this terminal phase of the disease, Nag Mahashay visited Rama-
krishna only occasionally, because he found it hard to bear the sight
of the wasting body. On one of these visits, Ramakrishna welcomed
him waimly, embraced him and then asked, ‘Can you do anything to
cure me? The doctors have failed.’

Nag Mahashay possessed a psychic power by which he was able, if
he wished, to transfer a patient’s disease to his own body. He hesitated
only for a moment, then, in the greatness of his devotion, he found
courage and said in a firm voice, ‘Yes, sir, I can cure you. By your
grace, I'll do it at once.” He stepped forward and was about to lay his
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hands on Ramakrishna. But Ramakrishna pushed him away, saying,
‘Oh yes — I know you could do zhat.’

Early in August, Ramakrishna called Jogin and asked him to read aloud
out of the Bengali almanac the days of the month Sravana, from the
rwenty-fifth (August 9th) onward. Jogin read on until he reached the
last day of the month, which is August 15th in the Jultan calendar.
Ramakrishna then made a sign that he did not want to hear any more.

A few days later, Ramakrishna summoned Naren to him. There was
no one else in the room. Gazing fixedly at Naren, he passed mnto
samadhi. Naren felt that a force somewhat like an electric current was
taking possession of his body; slowly, he lost consciousness. When he
came to himself again, he found Ramakrishna weeping. ‘Oh, Naren,’
he said, ‘T've just given you everything I have — and now I'm as poor
as a beggar! But these powers I've handed over to you will make you
able to do great things in the world. When all that is accomplished,
you can go back where you came from.’

On August 13th, Naren was again in Ramakrishna’s room, alone.
The body on the bed seemed barely alive and quite preoccupied with
its pain. Could this abjectly suffering creature be an incarnation of
God? “If he would declare his divinity now, in the presence of death,’
Naren said to himself, ‘I’d accept 1t.” He was instantly ashamed of the
thought and put it from his mind. For some moments he stood watch-
ing the Master’s face intently. Then, slowly, Ramakrishna’s lips parted
and he said in a distinct voice, ‘Oh Naren - aren’t you convinced
yet? He who once was born as Rama, and again as Krishna, is now hving
as Ramakrishna within this body —~ and not in your Vedantic sense.’

By adding ‘not in your Vedantic sense’ Ramakrishna was, of course,
emphasizing that he did not merely mean he was essentially the Atman,
as is every bemng and object, according to Vedanta Philosophy.
Ramakrishna was explicitly declaring himself to be an avatar and the
reincarnation of former avatars.

Throughout Sunday, August 15th, Ramakrishna appeared to be
sinking, His pulse was irregular and shortly before dusk he began to
hreathe with difficulty. Nevertheless, he had the strength to say aloving
and reassuring farewell to Sarada, who had come with Lakshmi to his
bedside. ‘Listen,’ he told her, ‘it seems I'm to go away somewhere - all
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through water — to a place that’s far off.” When Sarada began to weep,
he continued, ‘You mustn’t be anxious. Your life will be just the same
as it’s been for so long. Naren and the others will look after you.
They’ll be as good to you as they’ve been to me. Take care of dear
Lakshmi —

During the evening, they tried to give him a little liquid food, but
he could hardly swallow. While they were fanning him, he passed into
samadhi and the body stiffened. The disciples feared that this must be
the end. However, after midnight, he regained consciousness, said he
was very hungry and, to their astonishment, took a full cup of porridge
without apparent discomfort. He seemed refreshed by it. Naren now
suggested that he should try to sleep. At this, Ramakrishna uttered
the name of Kali three times, in a clear ringing tone of which they
would have supposed him physically incapable. Then he lay down, as
if to sleep. He seemed to be quite comfortable, so Naren went down-
stars to rest for a while.

Then, suddenly, a thrill passed through Ramakrishna’s body, making
its hair stand on end. The eyes became fixed on the tip of the nose.
The face smiled. Ramakrishna was in samadhi. This happened at two
minutes after one o’clock, early on Monday morning, August 16,
1886.

It proved to be his makasamadhi — that final samadhi in which a
knower of Brahman leaves the physical body. But the devotees were
unable, as well as unwilling, to recognize it as such. Throughout the
rest of the night, they watched and waited, with gradually dimmnishing
hope. Girish Ghosh and Ram Chandra Datta arrived; and, as morning
dawned and the news spread around Calcutta, they were joined by
many others. Vishwanath Upadhyaya refused to despair. He declared
that there was still some heat in the body and began to rub the spine.
When, at noon, Dr Sarkar came to make an examination, he said that,
in his opinion, death had actually occurred only half an hour pre-
viously.

At five o’clock that afternoon, Ramakrishna’s body was brought.
downstairs and laid on a cot. It had been dressed in an ochre cloth and
decorated with sandal-paste and flowers. A photograph, to which I
referred in the last chapter, was then taken, at the suggestion of Dr
Sarkar. An hour later, to the accompaniment of devotional music, the
body was carried to the near-by Baranagore ghat on the Ganges and
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there cremated —almost directly across the river from the spot on which
the great temple of the Belur Math, Ramakrishna’s monastery, would
one day stand.

But the mourners thar evening could not see that temple, or those
other stately buildings, rising from the opposite bank to reassure them
that the word and work of Ramakrishna would be carried on, from
generation to generation, into the future. The last holy song was sung,
the fire died down in the pit, the hot summer night fell on the unheed-
ing city and the inconstant waters Ramakrishna was gone from them
in the flesh, leaving nothing tangible but these ashes which the devoted
Shashi now collected in a copper urn. They were left alone with their
loss.

Nevertheless, as the disciples walked back from the cremation-
ground, they shed no tears. They all knew that their lives were com-
mitted, they could never desert each other now. They had nothing out
their shared experience and their faith in the Master — and 1t was
ehough. So, with the courage of youth, they lifted up their voices and
shouted, as if in triumph, Jai Sri Ramakrishna !
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The Story Continues

That same evening, in accordance with Hindu custom, Sarada Devi sat
down and began to remove her ornaments in token of her widowhood.
Just as she was about to take off her gold bracelets, Ramakrishna
appeared to her, looking as he had looked before his sickness came
upon him. Taking her by the wrists, he asked, “Why are you putting
away the ornaments of a married woman? Do you really believe I'm
dead?’ Because of this vision, Sarada continued to wear her bracelets.
Some days later Balaram Bose bought a piece of white cloth without a
coloured border, such as a widow should traditionally wear, and asked
Golap Ma, one of Sarada’s woman friends and a great devotee, to give
it to her. Golap Ma found this commussion painful and embarrassing;
it was, in effect, a blunt reminder to Sarada of her loss. But when
Golap Ma went to visit her, she saw that Sarada had already torn
away a strip from the broad red border of her own wearing-cloth,
making it very thin. Throughout the rest of her life, Sarada wore
cloths with thin red borders, never plain white ones.

About a week after Ramakrishna’s death, Naren and a young house-
holder devotee named Harish were standing near the pond in the garden
of the Cossipore house. It was eight o’clock in the evening. Suddenly,
Naren saw a draped and shining form approaching them along the
path from the gate. He asked himself if this could be the Master, but
said nothing to Harish, fearing that he was the victim of an hallucina-
tion. But, a moment later, Harish himself exclaimed in a hoarse whisper,
“What’s that?” So Naren shouted, “Who’s there?’ Hearing the shout,
some other disciples ran out of the house. But the luminous form
vanished near a jasmine bush, within ten yards of where they stood.

Such were the spiritual reassurances. But the material outlook was
far from reassuring. The lease on the Cossipore house was due to
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expire at the end of August. Ram Chandra Datta and most of the older
devotees saw no reason why it should be renewed. It was quite un-
necessary, they said, to go to the expense of providing a house for the
young disciples. Why need they live together? Why shouldn’t they
return to their own homes and lead good pious Hindu lives, fulfilling
their family duties?

One should not blame this group of householders for their attitude.
They had no way of knowing that Ramakrishna had intended to found
an order of monks; his instructions to the young disciples and his
distribution of the monastic ochre cloths had been kept strictly
private. Besides, the very idea of a monastic organization was foreign
to Bengalis of that period; monks were thought of as individuals who
wandered alone from place to place, never co-operating with each
other.

Ram Chandra and his group held a meeting on August 19th and
made plans for the immediate future. Since the Cossipore house was
to be given up, there was nowhere for Sarada Devi to live. It was
decided that she should go on a pilgrimage, which might ease her grief.
Meanwhile, Ramakrishna’s ashes were to be deposited in a garden-
house at Kankurgachi, a village on the eastern outskirts of Calcutta.
This house had been bought by Ram Chandra, at Ramakrishna’s sug-
gestion, as a retreat for devotees who wished to fneditate and perform-
kirtan; and it had been hallowed by visits from Ramakrishna himself.
As for Ramakrishna’s teaching, this was to be propagated in the con-
ventional manner, by means of public lectures, books, and articles in
magazines.

These plans were acceptable to the great majority of the devotees.
They were not at all acceptable to Naren and the other disciples; nor
to the small minority of householders who stood by them, including
M., Girish Ghosh, Balaram Bose and Surendra Nath Mitra. These still
wished to see the Master’s ashes enshrined on the bank of the Ganges —
a project which had been at first favoured by the majority and then
gtven up because 1t would necessitate buying a plot of land. When it
became certain that the ashes would be taken to Kankurgachi, Shashi
and Niranjan determined on a trick. They secretly transferred most of
the ashes to another vessel, leaving only enough in the original urn to
allay suspicion. When the ceremony was held at Kankurgachi on
August 23rd, the boys took part in it with apparent good will; Shashi
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