
CHAPTER X 

THE ORIENTAL EXPERIENCE 

THE spiritual intellect refuses to believe in any gooq. 
tidings of dogmas and happenings. It is 6t. 'Thoqlas 
Aquinas himself who points out that prayer cannot 
avail to change the will of God, but may. in any 
giyen, case, be the appointed means of its accomplish
ment: Truth is not something that is' told of in 
books or state.d in words. rt is the self-evident, the 
ultimate. It is that of which all our modes of seeing 
and saying are but so many refractions through a 
falsifying medium. All the teachings of Christianity 
put together are but as a vase or form, within which 
is coiweyed. to us the central actuality. the beautiful 
myth of the Christian soul. 
. And rightly so. For what is the real stuff of the 
human tragedy, the hunger for bread, or the longing 
for salvation? T.he answer is not doubtful. And 
tbw, although it may be, more than half of us are 
withopt any conception of that which we seek to save, 
or what it is from which we seek to fly. The {att 
rem~~ns, the human race is dominated 9Y an inexp1es · 
libl~ deSire for the well~being of a metaphysi,ciU 
'sonu::thi,ng which it cannot c6nceive of, but calIs the 
sou1., An4 aoy scheme, even the wildest, that mes 
'profession-pf accomplnIDing this ,object, wUl 'rrieet".W-tth 
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some ,measure of welcome and approva1; provili1ed only 
that he who Qffers is sufficiently convinced of the 
efficacy of his own method. 

Most beautiful, perhaps, of all those known to us, 
is the series of pictures in which Catholicism paints 

. her promise of deliverance. The little bark of life, 
In which the ~ou~ puts out to sea, to be guided in its 
tessings and wanderings by a science !'hat the Church 
names saving knowledge; the mysterious transition of 
death, by which it lands on the shores of purification; 
and, finally, the pain of sanctification exhausted,_ its 
being received up into heaven, and attainment of the 
Beatific Vision. 

But, after all, are not the symbols somewhat crud&? 
Heaven and hell, reward and punishment! Is irnot 
possible for even a child to go beyond these? Can 
we attempt to describe what is meant by the moral 
sense, without implying that we would choose good. 
though we suffered countless ages for It. and. refrain 
from evil, though it brought us Heaven? Besides. 
are there not amongst us parents who refuse to act oUt 
a melodrama of judgment every time a baby steals a 
sugar-plum? Is the whole universe. multiplied 'by 
eternity, only one vast kindergarten? Or are we 

.somewhere to learn that in self-control itself is 
beatitude? How are we to believe in salvation 
that is expressed as an evext? in unchangeable 
happiness cO,?ferred upon us from without l in a 
process, of knowledge and praise? 

. qo. w.e ,;lot feel within ~ ,an ungovernable pro~es~ 
,agains.t ~hese artI~cialiti~, a.n irrepressible cla~ift., rur 
~mcething 'that is the Nature..ol-things, and requites 

'ar;.:~--uian~~i~ ~ desire t~_be - done with viCtS-



,84 '1J:HE' W~B' " OF< INDIAN LIFE 

SitudeS," alike" of heaven and hell. salvation' and. 
perdition, .nd find some fixed mean, some centre of 
eOduring poise, which shall confer freedom from all 
perception of antitheses. and knowledge at <last of That 
which is the thing in itself? Or are we so in love with 
the limitations of the personal existence, with the fact 
tbat our good is another's ill, that present joy is 
future pain, th!at we would, if we could, prolong the 
experience? 

Some such protest, at least, is apt to be roused in 
the Oriental by Western dreams of a future life. It 
is all physical, all sense-impression. he says, and ··as 
such is necessarily subject to that Jaw of change and 
t:le<4Y which must sooner or later apply to all com
pounds. In the sublime imagination of the Beatific 
Vifion, he catches a hint of a deeper reality, but why, 
he .asl{:s, this distinction between time and eternity? 
Can the apprehension of' the Infinite Good be .con
ditioned by the clock? Oh, for a knowledge undimen
sioned. untimed, effect of no cause, cause of no effect! 
ilteaching That, and That alone. we could be sure pf 
'uncltanging bliss, of existence ultimate. But jf acces
ailile at all, it must be now in the earth-life or never . 
. It.must tran'scend and still the life of the senses, when 
the ·senses are most active; it must absorb and trans;, 
m\l~ , -the personal, when personality is capable of 
every eager claim, or remain for ever incredible, save 
'~';one swing of a pendulum, some day to be rever:sed. 

:!I'his is the ~IJumination that India ca.JIs the know':' 
ledge of. ~.nity, and the ~ual apwopriation of .it .by· 
the. whole na\Ute, so that it .ceases to ae mere words: 
and . becomes a.living actuality. she names reau,ui"qa.: 
Thus every step; ~ery movem(jftt,. .in~life U. .eithe(-.'&,.Il. 
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arid dead, OP on fire with the growing k:nowledge that 
we know as spirituality. The highest genil,ls becomes 
only an incident on the road to supreme blessedness. 
And the pass"ioDless desire of Pheidias that wrought 
Olympian Zeus, the l~ve of Dante for Beatrice, the 
.. glorious nothingness " of S. Teresa, and the light on 
the face of Fara&y the physicist, are all alike and all 
equally beads on that rosary where the s~ul's experience 
is told. For the whole story in aU its forms is summed 
up, to Indian thinking, in the st~uggle to· pass from 
the perceiving uf manifoldness to the perceiving of 
One, and every heightening of common knowledge is 
to be regarded as a Sloep towards this. The kitten at 
play will pursue first one object and then another wid( 
all the bewilderment and disconnectedness of the 
animal mind, while even the youngest baby will sbC)w 
the superiority of human faculty by i'ts greater Pei-' 
sistence of purpose and pertinacity of desire. The 
man of low type is led hither and thither by -every 
impulse of sensation, while Archimedes is so absorbed ' 
in thought that he never perceives the Roman enter', 
his presence, nor dreams of begging more than' ti~ 
to finish his speculation. 

It-must be remembered that to the Eastern intellect I 
man himself is the universe, for all differentiation is ' 
within the ~ind. India may accept as ~ working 
hypothesis the theory that sociology is .the synthesis 
of all, the scien~, but' her own rundamental convicti~D' 
'ie ·that psychology occupi~ this place. Hence to h~., 
poWer ,i" ,at.ays lQdgedin persollality. M;ind is.' the' 
·lOrd "", .bO<Iy un,dorib!:edly;· but mlAd, 1ik. body. jsonlY: 
tl!I; ~.O/ the.great: Self of Thiogli lhat .tandsbehiod: 
-~> , •. , Jiou,. ...... . ~- Dr ' . Like a _""-c . .'. : 

CIP.Q,.aIIS 1tS """'u P .J)03Iei..,.. . ~ 
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'COmplex telesCope, one part of the instrlJO\.Crl.t sta.n(U 
pointed to give reports of many kinds--of light, sound, 
weight •. sme1l, taste, and touch; and by another we are 
'Jed to conceive of vast ranges of these, outside the 
possibilities of our immediately perceiving, by which 
we can build up the conception that we call the Cosmos. 
But. according to I nelian thinking again, perfect control 
~ the appahtus has only been attained when every 
~ of it can be directed at will to a common point
thl!whole power of investigation brought to bear on any 
object. Whtn this is done, when the intense.t vibra
tion of the whole being is reached and every faculty is 
convergent on the point of attention, then, declares 
fndia, we, being one, perceive oneness, the mind sees 
truth face to face. 

How we shall interpret an; express the vision is 
determined wholly by our own past language and 
discipline. The mother comes out of it to love and 
serve; Joan of An:: commands armies with unfaltering 
insight; Sir Isaac Newton gives us the law.-of grayi
tation; Mozart produces his Requiem Mass, and the 
Messiah comes down from the mountain side whisper
ing, «J and My Fatht':r are One." That is to say, the 
self-limited joys of sense have given way to the pursuit 
of the good of others as an end in itself. The -man is 
overpow<:red by a beauty and a truth that he must 
needs sbare with the whole world. Or the finite 
personality is . completed, transcended in union, with 
the absolute and universal. 

There are thus, as the East cQJ.mts: two modes 1# 
existeDce-~)Qe the personal, or egoistic, and the 9tb~ 
th~. impersoDal, or supra-pl!:rsqnal, where egoism. ~d 
altruism are~,.uike . forgotten. , The Twisaii90 ,of ~It· 
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ii1imitabJe: existence , is itself .salyation; and is to be 
reached In life. not death. Concentration is its single 
,secret, and r~ power is always power over oneself. 

What, then, are the common hindrances to this 
centring of thought and feeling that we are not all 
constantly immersed in the Divine intoxication? And 
what are the paths by which we are ordinarily led to 
overcome such hindrancei? For' it is·to be suppoSed 
that. if the experience be authentic, men first stumbled 
upon it by accident, and formulation of theory came 
afterwards, 

The mind of man sweeps an infinite circle. and 
from every point upon the immeasurable circumferertee 
runs a Iife.·path to the vision of U oity as the common 
centre. Each man is, as it were, a new winclow 
through. which all others may look upon the Infinite, 
each life a new name for That whic'h we call God. 
The paths, therefore, are countless. No two methods 
can be exactly the same. Yet there are certain broad 
cHaracteristics which are more or less general. 

The soul that thirsts for service, gradually expunging 
from the area of motive even the subtler shades of 
selfishness-such as the preference for special fonns of 
activity, exactingness on behalf of work, and desire for 
sympathy and affection as the result-this. soul will 
more readily than another lose itself in die supreme 
intuition of the good. of others. .. The People" with 
Mazpini, "the fair realm. of France" with Joan of Are; 
the - fulfilment of 4uty to his country with the great 
.ov~ or state$man, ... ~e amongst the' f<?rrns which 
this realisation takes. I ri such, a mood · of ut~t 
blessed"m:u:~ have ev"en ~utfere4 d~th by me 
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The .• temprirary experience, in which the subject 
becomes unconscious of bodily sensation, is called 
st:tm4tilti: The process by which he comes out of. 
samadhi time after time, to work its volume of force, ' 
sO-to speak, into his' daily life, is known as realisation. 
And the path of service in purity of motive, is spoken 
of as kaY!'za-Y0g'a, or divine union by work. 

Again, we can in some measure understand the 
development of a nature to whom everything appears 
in degree:J of lovabl eness. This was undoubtedly the 
method of S. Francis, and after him of S . Teresa. - It 
is called in India bltakti, or devotion. Gradually, in 

. such !>Ouls-guided by the thought of reaching the In
finite in abnegation of self-the power of love becomes 
a fire scorching, burning, consuming the barriers of 
individuality. '" One cannot understand, " says S. 
Tecesa, "what is meant by talking of the imper
manence of wordly j oys. For one would renounce 
them so much the {llore gladly, could they but be 
eternal." Then there is a fusing of all things in tbe 
one conception of the Beloved. Lastly. distinction 
ceases, self is forgotten, there is left nothing, save 
the Infinite Love. First the prayer of quiet, then the 
prayer of union, last the irresistible rapture, says the 
great Carmelite. Such is bhakti-yoga. the road by 
whioh 'we vast majority of the saints have gone. 

. Highest of all, however, is Union by knowledge, 
-or jtcatuJ-yo,ra. A life whose whole struggle is, the 
.passion for truth; a soul to which falsehood or super
stitiori is the worst of sins; a mind, clear as the blade: 
depths .of a ~ mountain-poC?l; an atmosphere 'of . .Jo¥. 
aJl ~illness. ~l calm. all radiance without emotion,; 
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to. these comes the growing intensity df recognition, 
the increasing power of direct vision. and finally that 
last illumination, in which there is neither knower, 
knowing, nor~known, but, all is one in Oneness. It is. 
much to be regretted that we have in English no 
word corresponding to jnana. InsJg-flt has a certain 
affinity, but is not sufficiently intense. The f¥t is,. the 
habit of ' thought that lea.ds up to the" conception is 
foreign to us: a true parallelism is, therefore, out 

, . 
of the question. 

The ..greatest jnani that has appeared in human 
history was undoubtedly Buddha, for the calmness 
of intellect predominates in Him, living through a 
ministry of more than forty years, though it was t¥ ' 
immense outburst of His love and pity (explained 
as the fruit of five hundred sacrifices of Himself) that 
drove Him forth on His passionate 'quest to serve 
mankind. Then He is also in a high degree a com
bination of the three types of realisation-by intellect. 
heart. and work. Some measure of this amalgamation 
there must be in all who use their knowledge for 
the good of others, of whom the Incarnations ate the 
culminating type. For in jnana by itself, the personal 
existence is seen to be a dream, a mere illusion, and it 
is impossible for him, who has once received its over
~helming revelation, to believe that there exist outside 
himself ,other centres of illusion for whose emancipa
tion he might work. 

For karma., or service, again, there eould be nO'· 
. suffiCient motite; without the impulse of blealdi. AQ4 
the 'madneSs of diVine la;vc, unlighted by knowJCdge~,: 
uwawait:ini~.~Passion, i~ almost unthiD~ble. .. 

·,S'-:h,'1· .;are..,.._ tJtree ·ways-truth, ·dev.otH?n." .at.R., 
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good , worIm+by which it is said that' souls mIIY 
reac~ their. 'goa1. He who has attained; and R!maios 
intire. is called a Paramahamsa, or swan amongst men. 
And ,of all such, Suke-he to whom ' it was given ' 
while in mortal form to drink a handful of the waters 
of the ocean of super-consciousness-is ideal and head. 
For most men die, it has been said, baving heard 
only the thund\:t of its waves upon the shore; a few 
come within sight; fewer still taste; to Suke alone 
was it given to drink. Many Mohammedan saints 
have become Pi:iramahamsas, and are equally loved 
and reverenced by all religions alike. 

~, So far of the apprehension of unity when conscious
gess and self-direction have made it vital spirituality. 
ine hindrance to our reaching it is always, it is 
declared, one, namely, under whatever guise, want 
of the power t6 give up self_ "When desire is gone, 
and- all the cords of the heart are broken, tiun," says 
the Upanishad, "a man attains to im-mortality_" And by 
"immortality," it should be understood, is q.ere meant 
the quality of deathlessness_ For this reason, all 
religions are a call to renunciation; all ethics negate 
selfishness of personality; all disciplines are -a repres
sion of individual impulse. In the Indian doctrine 
of One immanent in the many, all these receive in~ 

terpretation_ The scholar's austerity of study; the 
artist's striving to become the witness; the lover's 
desire - to sacrifice himself; all speak, however un
consciously. of our longing not to be, that the infinite, 
the universal consciousness, may abide *ithin us. -

Tbe fact that the final achjev~ent is 'Variously 
known as Freedom, Mukti, or NirVana. the annihila
tion of the limited, requires, at this -point;little c.v¢ap. 
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tiQin. ·The idea that .the perception of nlflnifo1dness is 
MII)1t' or" illusion, tfurt the One is the real, and the 
many unreal, underlies the whole theory. "They' that 
beh~ld the On'e in all the changing manifoldness of 
this universe. unto them belongs etemal peace-unto 
nODe else, unto none else." 

Obviously, the final truth" of the doctrine ~ capable 
of no other proofor dispr.oof than tha~f experience. 
But the attitude to it of the common Indian mind is 
strictly scientific. We cannot prdve, save by making 
the eXpI;riment, but we can point to the fact that the 
accumulated observation of life goes to establish the 
tenableness of the proposition, says India in effect 
And when we are shown one morality that does nQ~ 
demand the holding of unity of principle against man1-
foldness of impulse: one science that does not grow by 
the correlating of apparent discrepancieS' in continually 
stricter unities; or one character that does not find 
perfection in surrendering the personal to the im
personal, tbe theory of Maya-real unity amidst ap
parent diversity-will fall to the ground, and must 
be acknowledged a misconception. Hitherto, it may 
be claimed, the whole history of the world bas not 
sufficed to furnish the required exception. 

Thus the beatific vision of Hinduism is not unlike 
that of Dante's Empyrean, only it is to be relegated 
to no distant future, but triumphantly vindica~ed 
within morta~ity itself. The name of GOD and the 
conventions of piety are as unreal as ~ything else 
in Maya, but ~hey have the power of enabling us to 
break ',its . bondagq, '~when;as the delights of the senses 
oo1y fasteR cit tl!e tlgbter . 

. One .poUit" ~Ps. The , doctrine with which . we 
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have .been ~C;Uing represents a nati<,>nai cult!Jre. V~ 
fe., in the'">West can be said to have grasped the'whole 
soetet of that for which their country stands. V~ry 

, f~, will be found to understand deeplY'any given idea 
or subject. The very"reverse is the case in the East. 
Men who have no emancipation into the scheme of 
modern knowledge are emancipated into the sequence 
of renunciatiOll and freedom. Though India is daily 
losing her grip on her own character, she is stiU the 
motherland of hundreds of the saints. And amongst 
that people of ancient aristocracies the realm of the 
ideal is so completely democratised that th~ poeresl 
peasant, the meanest workman, comprehends what is 
[Ileant ~y the great daily prayer of Hinduism: 

From the UDreal, lead us to the Reali 
From darkness, lead us unto light! 
Fmm death, lead us to immortality! 
Reach ll~ through and through ourself, 
And evermore protect u$--O Thou Terrible!
From ignorance, by Thy sweet compassiollOlte Face. 



CHAPTER XI 

THE WHEEL OF B1RTH AND Il£ATH 

Rell:ectiou has taught mt. that thea Is tIootbin, qhtler 
thAD De.tiny •... Zeus bo ... 9 to her pOwer. She 8urpa_ 
iroD ill hardoe5s._EvaIPIDEs' ..flees/n. ' 

Heredity is a condition, not il destiny.-BJoluI.OH . 
• As a mau cuts off wom_oul dothes, &lJd Pllt, on others 

which ate new, so tbe embodied casts 011 ""oro-Qut bodies, and 
puts 011 otbers which :tte uew.-Bhlft"lIlId Glt4. 

THE crucial feature of the Greek conception of life was 
the dramatic distinction which it made. between will 
and the conditions with which will had to cope. Just 
as surely as our binh on the planet Earth gives us 
a place, definite, however infinitesimal, in tbe solar 
system, relating us in our degree to all that occurs 
within the orbit of the farthest satellite, so it is dear 
that our position, geographically, ethnologically, histori
cally, upon that planet, places us from the beginning 
at definite points on lines of cause-and.-effect, to whieh, 
as human beings. we can but exercise the function of 
acceptance. This ' Not-to·~·refUsed. which modem 
science calls natural law, was simply to the Greek an 
unexplained and unexplored Necessity or Fa.te. 

To the ancients, a cu~. for example. was n~ exer
cise of the volitiOn 0( the s~er. It was in no. sense 
a threat. , 000.o'fD more frivolous use of the word is a 
CUll of degradaiMo by. the death of a ConcqrtiOD. TQ 
the.old. Greek. as ind.eed to the. Hindu and the N~~ 
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IMn, ' a cur,e was entirely a prophecy: It was plIO
nouneed by way of warning or revelation that upon a 
ccrWn act cerwD resu1ts would be fO,und to follow. 
Apollo perceives that if Laios begets a son, disaster 
will result. He does not determine that it shall be so. 
Evidently, will is regarded as free up to a certain point. 
or we should, not have the alternative imagined, of 
begetting no sun. But to CEdipus and his children 
there is no alternative; he and they have heen born in 
that circle of destiny where they can only fulfil the lot 
marked out. 

This fact the Greek mind appears to accept with
out further inquiry. For it, overwhelming interest 
attaches, not to an analysis of the nature and condi
tions of fate, but to the spectacle of the human will in 
spiritual conflict with it. This spectacle is the theme 
of the whole of Hellenic tragedy. The Christian 
doctrine of grace introduces something confused and 
miraculous into the European idea of life. and for cen~ 
tunes the pursuit of the knowledge of things as they 
are is thwarted by a supernatural metaphysic: of things 
as they ought to be, and are not. With the Renais
sance, however, the intellect of Europe springs back 
sharply to the Greek position. Machd" and Dtlullo 
are in some ways as completely Hellenic as anything 
of &schylus. Temptation is once more placed out
side a man ; true and false incentives are inextricably 
bJeade<! ; and the will is shown as the mere plaything 
of its own blindness. On these points, and in the 
feeling of vastness with which he covers his subject; 
Shakespeare's delineation is aU Greek. 

In MtulJet4, it is true, a senee of ethlcal sufferilig 
somewhat .. blurs the outline. But ·nothing. dims· the 
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perfect beauty of Otlullo. U ntortured -by misgiving, 
its . heroic figures move from the dawn of their love to 
the noontide of supreme vindication of its purity in 
death. The Particular problem is not antique. Its 
delicacy of tint is somewhat modern, but in simplicity 
and grandeur, in the conviction that life is a mere 
straw swept along on the current of n~cessity Otlullo 
is an ancient drama. 

One great difference between; the HeIlenisms of 
antiquity and of the Renaissance lay in the fact that 
organisation was at the disposal of the modern. 
Isolated genius writes dramas, elaborates philosophies, 
or carves statues: organised genius produces scientific 
inquiry. In some sense modern science is nothing 
but the efficient development of the Aristotelian and 
Alexandrian elements of classical thought. The 
human will itself, however, is the one' thing eternally' 
baffling to human research. There is no crucible in 
which it can be melted. All science, therefore, resolves 
itself into the old problem of the Greek dramatist
the problem of due observation of the conditions which 
confront the will; and it is by a strictly logical develop
ment of the thought of the ancients-a thought which 
scarcely dreamt of any distinction between a man and 
his body-that we arrive at the modern conception of 
body-and-brain as the last and crucially important 
element of destiny. 

Its,lUBvul is at once the strength and weakness of 
European thought. The springs of modern fiction are 
still braclcish :with the salt of our enthusiasm about 
heredity. RccCQ.t talk of rdegenemtion is little ·more 
·~ban ' the Diitemeas · )eft within a cup. Like every 
5iogle"cNtA.,.misWen for the whole, heredity ~ 
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impose -as ·g~t a bondage on the human sptnt as any 
system:,of fatalism. Of what use the fight against the 
w.eakness or ignorance of one's anc~tors? What 
hope of victory over the taint that is in the blood? 
And yet, high over all law and all instruments rose, 
Irises, and shall for ever rise, the human will, its brow 
bright with t~ sunshine of freedom. its foot on the 
foe that our subtl~ criticism had pronounced invincible, 
serene in the knowledge of its own power to defy 
alike heredity and the nature-of-things, and make for 
Itself out of the web of failure the mantle of a supr~me 
victory. 

But this will so often seems asleep! U naroused, 
or ignorant as a child. it has turned aside perhaps 
for every wayside flower, for any shining pebble. 
and in the houf of the crisis is simply missing. Or 
it may be that it suffers from some base intoxica
tion of falsehood or desire, and has fallen down to kiss 
the feet of evil as though it were good, courting slavery 
and defeat as maidens to be caressed. Surely here, 
and here alone, is the crul( of things, in the difference 
between tbe enlightened and the unenlightened wilL 
Necessity is but the sum of the conditions. Heredity 
is but one, though the most critical, of those conditions. 
I n the setting of the will itself towards bondage or 
towards freedom lies the secret of the unity of life. 

There are thus th!ee factors in the interpretation of 
human life, and it has been the distinction of ~jatic 
thought to have recognised all three. A profound 
certitude that cause must 'sooner Qr lalGl" be folklwed 
by efi"ect,'"while effect has as surely been preceded by 
cause, gives to the Indian temperament an -air o£ .. quiet. 
resignatioo which is far from being the ~ctive fac;.liam 
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!;\) commonly supposed. For there is sUre.!ythe differ. 
ence of extremes between a dignified acceptance of 
things becau~ 1hey are unaccountable and not to be 
interfered with, and a similar dignified acceptance 
because they are so entirely accountable that t=vents 
require no acceleration! 

That India understands the doctrin~ of heredity is 
demonstrated by caste. : There alone, amongst all the 
countries of the world, it has been held for ages an 
unpardonable social dishonour to allow the diseased or 
def,?rmed or mentally alienated to marry. For such, 
the quietly enforced decree of caste has been alw.ys-
no posterity. But more than this, the very meaning of 
the institution is, amongst other things, the attempt to 
develop still further the brain of the Brahmin, the hand 
of the toolbearer, and every form of .expert faculty. 
It is true that it rejects the crossucg of blood as a means 
to this end, but it looks to the cumulative influence of 
careful selection from generation to generation, to that 
of the occupational environment, and to the inheritance 
of the effects of clean·feeding. The last is held specially 
important to the user of the brain: hence the Brahmin 
represents more than any other the fibre produced by 
countle&s generations of care in this respect, and the 
lower We go in society the less do we find of such 
transmission. 

But the I ndian comprehension of the nature of 
things and of heredity as complementary dements jo 
the scheme pr~nted to the will has never meaot 
b~ness to tke last. and most important cOllSiderat:iol:t 
of aU ... -the ~fficieDCY of the will itself. .J( ,this ~ 
nOt -the' detenninitig factor, hkiia would saydt JJ.OUW 
DOt be ;possible, as it- is, to -watch two ~;'With; -
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the same inheritance, the same material opportunitiet; 
and the same moral environtrfent, journey, 'one to glory 
and the other to shame, by a common road. And 'if 
it "Were not also the ultimate standard of success or 
Cailure, the Greek ' story of Aristides, for instance. 
would lose all its pathos. For we aU know how, 
when an ignopnt man asked his help in casting his 
vote for the condemnation of A:ristides, the great 
man first complied with his request,land then, on mildly 
inquiring its reason, was answered, "I am tired of 
bearing hUn called ' the just: " 

Is it here, or in the story of Dives and Lazarus, that 
we catch a glimpse of inequality? Which is the crueller 
perplexing of our sense of justice- that one man receives 
wealth and another poverty. or that one cannot wish 
weII, nor anatber ill ? 

The answer of India is not doubtful. There is one 
tool and only one, she says, that is finer than the most 
petfect human brain, and tbat is the tool of a noble 
jnte.ntion. No more than otht'!r delicate instruments 
is this, she claims, immediately prodUCible wherever we 
may wish to see it. Just as faculty grows from feeble 
and unrationalised to its perfection. just as organisms 
progress from minute and simple to large and complex, 
so must we suppose that will passes through aU the 
stages of egotism till it reaches that illumination whieh 
we know as perfect charity. At each stage the possibili· 
ties of aspiration are limited, though they become less 
and Jess so as the goal is approached. Toe whole Hindu 
outlook is thus critical and scientific. There is '00 longer 
"a vague horrible something called sin: tQis" has given 
place to a clearly defined state of ignorance, or biiriciness 
0[- the will. Nor is this ilZnorance conceived ' of' "U "'a 
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_~onary or fixed q~ntity. So surely as trees grow 
and: rivers seek the sea will it sooner or later give 
place to knowledge, in every human soul j and then a 
man's mere forgetfulness of bis limited perSonality and 
its aims may look to others like nobilitr: to himst:lf it 
will not even be apparent, lost in the larger yearning 
of more universal life. Thus a great and generous 
thought is like a position \ near the riv;r-mouth to the 
water springing at the source, not by any means to be 
reached without traversing the complete distance. The 
supreme good fortune possible to man would consist of 
a noble intention, joined to a great brain, joined to a!\ 

external position of mastery and freedom-an advan
tageous point, that is to say, on some line of cause and 
effect. Such. we may take it, to Gautama the Buddha, 
was the opportunity of his birth. Most !ives, however. 
represent every possible degree, and combination of 
degrees, of the th_ree conditions. We see the gruc: 
position made the background of stupidity and mean

. ness. We see the kind wish rendered futile by feeble
ness of intellect. Very occasionally there is no discord 
between person and circumstance: but now and 
again the discrepancy takes the acute form of the lion 
caught in the net, or the common criminal wearing 
an emperor's crown. Whence have these anomalies 
arisen? In what finn order do they stand rooted? 

The Hindu mind seems always to have been po'" 
sessed of the quiet confidence that all phenomena wilI 
yleld themselves to a rationa] explanation. Since 
" that which e:rists.is one," it is absurd to suppose an 
ultimate conhad.iction between the human rea$Oo.ai1d. 
the univers;e. Th~ . mind .that- . is normal an~ ·riglit. 
~ ,":c.ellows is normal ~d right in its (e~tion ' 
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to things. 1£ we see and hear-and taste, it is beca.uee 
in primal vibration there is something correspondent 
to signt and sound and the rest, of which our human 
sense has been the necessary outcome: Our faculty, 
that is to say. may be feeble, but we must assume it to 
be true. If thirty years of life can impress us with a 
sense of terrible duration, utterly disproponionate to 
their relative fmportance, it is because in the Absolute 
there is no passage of time. all the infinite eternities 
of consciousness lying in the Now. I f human love 
can 'oppress us with a vastness undreamed of, suddenly 
opened before us, it is because in it we have approxi. 
mated to a state which transcends all limit and all 
change. Whatever be the nature of the Real it must 
include, not exclude. consciousne!is. This being so, we 
must take it that the order of things as we see them 
-time, space; and causation-applies to life itself as 
naturaUy as to all that within the limits of life we per
ceive. Our appearance here from birth to death "is a 
simple case of the sequences that every moment of our 
stay "brings to our notice. I t is the effect of some cause 
which could no more have failed to find its fulfilment 
in time~nd space than the self-striking of a bird's wing 
could fail to be accompanied by flight E verytbing, 
again, within the general effect, is a subordinate effect 
conditioned by its own subordinate cause. Physical, 
mental, and moral, are only tenns denoting so many 
dim~nsions, as it were, within which the seed has 
germinated and come to its fruition. So much for the 
effect. ""Do things, as we see ther:t"\, give us any hint as 
to the natuz:e_of th~ c"F,/? Yes, there is one for-re
the forceofdesi~h:t~e ~see'at work ¥Iy, ~g:. 
cherishing, gathering, action and its fr:uits. Without 
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tllis '85 creative aJltecedent it will be found on examina
tton that nothing that we know of comes t~ pass. Hence 
if life as a whole be regarded as but a phenomenon 
similar in kind to those which it encloses, we are im
pelled to the conclusion that of it also the efficient cause 
has been the human will. We dreamed of ourselves . .as 
bodies. Falling into some strange error, we longed for 
the sweets of sense. And we awoke and~ without know
ing it, found ourselves in prison, there but to continue 
adding to the energy of those desires, each of which 
was already a fetter binding us the faster. Such is the 
H iJ\du interpretation of our presence here. Of what.led 
to our self-dece it he attempts no account, conceiving 
that his right to a rational theory applies only to the 
phenomenal, meaning those things that are perceived 
within the play of reason. 

Thus, life is a harvest reaped at birth: It is also the 
sowing of fresh harvests for the painful reaping of the 
future. Every act is as a seed, effect of past cause, cause 
of effect to come- Karma. The unending wheel of 
birth and change and death. For the Hindu does not 
consider that a single life alone is to be accounted ,for. 
The very constitution of OUl" minds forces'·tm. us the 
idea that phenomena are cyclic; that ap~arances 
recur; that the starry Universe itself blooms and will 
wither like another flower. Clearly then, the causes 
,.that have plac~ us here to.day must bring us again; 
mus~, in the circling of infinite ages, have brought us 
infinite times before. This is the doctrine of Reincar
nari~tl. : Our 19nor:mce now. tells of a deeper ignaranc.e 
in the· ,past. . 1:hc desir~ th .• • burn. within us ar~ ,~ 
OIU'Oi'>bjective _~ "" .. hat is yet. to be. f'1' 
tlm .•• lUcb .. wc :IQn2' ·Jor must come to our hand. T.be 
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KdI"IIIUJ'of eaclt birth is only the harvest of our ancient 
wishes. 

WlWu the victim of desire so constantly forgets, how. 
ever, is the twofold nature of things, and their constant 
state of flux. GoOd brings evil; :wealth is succeeded 
by }X)verty ; love is but a messenger sent before the 
feet of sorrow. In fact, the seeming benefits of material 
things are in rb-Iity scourges, sooner or later to lash the 
very back of him who drew them to himself. None. 
for instance, cowd be so puerile as to declare palaces, 
jewels, and horses a good in themselves. so that their 
chance possession now and again should be any eam
pensation for the suffering of requiring them, I t is little 
more exalted, says the Hindu, [0 claim love, inteJ1ect, 
and salvation, as necessities. The world of Maya con
sists of the perpetual alternation of opposites. Every 
desire carries "its fulfilment, its decay, and its retribu
tion hidden within itself. That what we would have 
we must first give, is the lesson of austerity. 

The Karma of an individual, then, consists of a given 
conl:lition of taste or knowledge, a given physical 
equipment, and a given share of material fortune or 
misfortune. Taste sometimes rises to genius, or sinks 
to brutish appetite. The physicaJ equipment may 
include a mathematician's brain, a violinist's hand, or 
a body tortured by perverse temptations. I n any case, 
according to the theory, the will that has come tp 
admioister. earned exactly that endowment, and in this 
respect Jjfe is justly distributed. I t is thought no&: 
unnatural that the soul of a Bach sPould seek incama
bop in a family of musicians, since here it could best 
find the coneJitions it def!landed. With regard. to '5U~ 
matters, a vast .Jore has been aocumulat~ .into ·w~h 
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it ·i5 "interesting to dip. There i.s a popular belief 
amongst Hinduli that marriage is always contracted 
between the same two persons, and that the merit of 
either is divid'ed equally with the other. Ho ... ev~r 
this may be, love at first sight-an occasional experience 
the world over !-is held a sure proof of past friendship 
and acquaintance. Very perfect relationships, by which 
is meant, amongst other tbings, those tl&t are complex 
in their quality, would be considered, in the same way, 
to be long-rooted. The religious life is one of the most 
fascinatmg subjects of speculation. I t will sometimes 
hapPen that the stern ascetic in the midst of his austeri. 
ties yields to, or at least harbours, some vain desirt:. 
This is enough to precipitate him once more into the 
world, where his position and power will be exaCtly 
equal to the severity of his past renunciations. He 
may thus very easily become a monarch, and it is 
believed that a faint memory of the religious habit 
often haunts the throne. The great Akbar of Delhi 
told of such a reminiscence in his own case. He had 
been a monastic novice, and had fallen in love! When 
sovereignty was exhausted, however, he would retw"n 
to his prayers and gain freedom, without another fall. 
An impression of this kind about Queen Victoria was 

the real secret of the influence of her name in India
an influence, be it a.d4ed, which would have been much 
deepened had she succeeded in abdicating some few 
years before her death, in order to devote the rest of 
her 'life to God. 

We must .:emeGlber. however. that the Oriental; 
born to the idea of re·incarnation, rarely becomes{.o 
infatuated with it as to make it his sole. dependent:e.!iri' 

. interpretingdife..- He does not lose his head over" it; 
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as o;tay.one ..yho .hears of it for the first time. He.is 
well aware that., on his own hypothesis, we are engaged 
in the sowing of seed, as well as the reaping of 
grain. He will not therefore attempt to explain every 
new introduction from an imaginary past. This life is 
to him but one measure in a long passage of music. 
The great majority of its tones gain all their beauty 
and meaning 'itam the fact that they were prepared 
beforehand and will be resolved after, but some never
theless are new. That we do not, as a rule, remember 
our pasts is, he argues, no disproof of their existence, 
since neither do we remember our birth and infancy. 

It is this clearness of logical speculation that lends 
its terror· to the Indian notion of existence. To the 
wise man, frankly, life is a bondage, and the only ques
tion how to be freed from it. Suicide cannot solve the 
problem. The reasons for this act may be frivolous or 
weighty. It is an instrument as much within a man's 
own power as the tools of his calling or the weapons 
of self-defence. Only, it offers no escape from the 
misery of existence. Can the schoolboy make pro-
gress in arithmetic by wiping from his slate the sum 
he could not work? Will not that particular difficulty 
recur whenever he would take an onward step, con
fusing, taun,ting, blinding him, till it is conquered? 
Even so is the lot of the suicitW, thinks the Hindu. 
He desired to escape the rope of justice? Then in 
some future incursion into life it will become his Kart1l4 
to stan~ . on the scaffold and undergo the extrespe 
pe.nalty; .for a crime he has not commjtt~, He would 
fI.~e from a dishonour he had not strength to en-dure? 
N-? cowcu:-d's self-banishll;'ent shall. suffice to ~ve hitp,~ 
SOoner or later the ordeal ·must be met and fa~ . O·r 
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was it the · abstract hatred of life that USed his awn 
h~ to slay th~ man? Fool! saw he not that the act 
was part and pan:el of an extreme self.indulgence. and 
must bring its ' terrible consequence of exile from all 
that could make existence beautiful and blessed? 

Desire, in short, is the ego-centripetal, the seh-asser
tive, self-regarding ,force. The current must be turned 
Qut deliberately, not drawn inward. TFte passion for 
self must be destroyed in the thirst for service. Desire 
must be burnt to ashes in the fires of renunciation. 
Then, and then only. will there be esca~ from the 
incessant turning of the wheel. Then alone can the 
victim become the conqueror, and the slave master of 
the world. 

This is the " cosmic suicide" of Schopenhauer, the 
much-talked-of" pessimism " of the East. It is indeed 
a familiar conception to all H indus. so familiar as to be 
an integral part of language. But it is hardly" pessi
mism." Does the prophecy. of victory carry with it 
sadness? the certain promise of his freedom embitter 
the slave? There is a sense in which, if Hindu philo
sophy be not optimistic, it is difficult to know what the 
world means by optimism. Taking the doctrine of 
reincarnation as a whole, we find it so necessary to 

the theory of Maya that even the Buddhist formu
lation could not exist'lfl'ithout some version of it. At 
the same time, a clear understanding of it is a valuable 
corrective of slipshod misconceptions as to the philo
sophy of illusion. That this involves no lazy intellectual 
uncertain~y regarding phenomena we have seen, sin~e 
the _hole 'doctrine of Kar.ma is based on the Hinduls 
i~icit cO~viction of the e~~ire calculablen:~ of)ll1r~: 
,It caunot ·be •. «lO clearly understood that, the argu.ment 
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of ¥4J,. is compatible with, and tenacious of, ~e 
severest sci~tific research, and that, to- Oriental think. 
ing, only that man who has in his own person, by some 
method: of self-discipline, achieved a reaJisation. com
Nred to which all that we know through the senses 
is unreal. has a right to speak of the phenomenal uni
verse as, to him, fundamentally an illusion. The effort 
to reach thi~ vision remains, neyerthe1ess, to the 
Oriental mind the one end and justification of exist
ence, the one escape from the wheel of life, and man
kind is for ever divisible into those who .see and 
struggle towards such a goal, and those who are en
gaged in sowing the wind, and reaping the whirlwind, 
of Desire. 

The battlefield of Kurukshetra lies silent these many 
centuries, yet still to the ear of the wise man it echoes 
the doom of Humanity in the terrible words" of that 
which is born, death is certain: of that which is dead, 
birth is certain," 



CHAPTER XII 

THE STORY OF THE GREAT GOD: SIVA -OR NAHADEV 

Thou that art knowledge iUelf, 
Pure, free, ever the wiloest, 
Beyond aU thought .and beyond all qualities, 
To Thee, the aDly true Guru, my aa.lutaUoIl, 
Siva Guru I Siva Guru! Siva Guru ! 

S..J .. taliD14 to SivlI, <IS II .. Tuu;hIr el tlu 50111. 

IN India's great moments, the Himalayas have 
always been her highway, not her boundary. Those 
strings of pack-mules. with their sorry'-Iooking rice
bags, that we meet on every hill-path, as we wander 
through the mountains, are the remains of a great 
continental traffic that once carried the religion into 
China. For beliefs, like diseases, do not travel alone. 
The pilgrim is accompanied by the pedlar: the begging
friar dogs the footsteps of the merchant; the faith 
follows the line of trade. It may be that if Chinese silk 
and turquoise had not found their way to India many 
centuries before the birth of Buddha, the news of 
the Great Nirvana could never have reached the 
remoter East. 

To this day, we find ancient capitals and their ruins, 
old fortresses, royal temples, scattered up and down 
the heig;hts from Beluchistan to Nepal. in regions 
long depopulated. And Himalayan shrines and cities 
have an art and .architecture of their own, which is 
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more 5tvere!y beautiful. because more directly rela\ied 
to "the common early Asiatic: than the later styles, to 
be found further south. For the first culture-area 
of -humanity had these mountains as its rim. Long 
before a local prepossession had named the Medi
terranean, Asia was, And of that Asia, Egypt, Greece, 
Etruria. 'were outlying provinces. The Saracen and 
Moor. with an that they brought of art and chivalry, 
with all the intellectual vividness they conferred on 
Europe, were but the relic-mongers of its past In 
tbe West, even now, we admit a people to be .civilised 
only if we can trace its intellectual descent from' this 
ancient Asia. 

Above all, it is the broken voices of its primitive con· 
sciousness that are hailed to-day in every civilised 
country as divine revelations. India herself is no excep
tion to this ~ule. For all the migrations of Asokan 
and other periods pale beside the memory of the still 
more significant era when for the first time there 
came to settle on the Northern Plain those little com
munities of people, already agricultural and industrial 
in their habits, who carried with them the culture 
of Central·Asia. It was not a regimented immigration. 
The LalJ Kaffir, or paJe folk, dwelling to this day in 
the Hindu Kuch. were Rot deserters, turning aside 
from the line of march. We must rather suppose 
a giadual overflow, through many centuries, of the 
Himalayan region. And yet-.at some time or place. 
it must haNe been sufficiently consolidated and 
se1f-orgapised to become cons~ious' of its . ~t 
bentag-e of thought. to commit its knowledge.' to 
writing. and ·to give form and 'definition to the AryjUl 
civilisation. 
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Wherever and whenever it may have happeged, this 
was the moment at which long ages or' accumulating 
reflection and observation precipitated themselves into 
form as the Vedas. Even so are all Scriptures born. 
The Tartar herdsman, facing his unknown future as a 
peasant, records at once his ideals and his memories, 
and we have the E~i, or Book of Change, of the 
Chinese people. The austere self-isolation of a few 
tribes arSyrian shepherds fronts with terror the degra
dation of Babylonian cities, and the prophets pour out 
their su.blime wocs. Th,! Latin Church carries to the 
Norse peasant with one hand the waters of baptism , 
with the other the script, by means of which he is 
to writ!: down his magnificent sagas. T he old order 
blossoms into complete self-consciousness at that very 
instant when every petal trembles to the fall. 

So passed the Vedic age, for the Aryans settled 
down in India, and became Hindus. The process 
by which this was accomplished must ha\'e been 
complex and gradual. In some directions towards 
a greater luxury, it must have been fundamentally a 
simplification of life. The builders of the Himalayas 
had used wood and stone. The builders OJ: the plains 
used bamboos, mud, and bricks; and their architectural 
designs began to approximate to those of pottery. The 
weavers of Central Asia had worked in wool, doubtless 
of marvellous dyes. The craftsmen of the South were 
driven to cotton and silk. That system of ritual 
purification which was common to the whole of the 
Asiatic culture; and which is still retained by Europe. 
in the form of sacraments and rubrics, must have ~ 
d~pened and extended to meet the new climatic con
ditions. Natl,lral metaphor underwent transformation. 
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Coolness was exchanged for warmth as the qualifiifa
tion. of friendship. Himalayan scenery was no longer 
present to give cqnstant birth to grand myths and 
colossal imaginary. That gradual . absorption of 
regional thought and worship began, which was to 
produce what in its latest phase would be known as 
Hinduism. But it was always to be absorption. It 
was always to' be the play of the Aryan intellect upon 
the indigenous symbol; never the acceptance of a 
superstition that could not be rationalised. This 
wonderful contiuuity of thinking marks the solidarity 
of Hinduism as nothing else could. Every creed within 
its frontiers-and they are wide enough to include all 
types of religious thought-can prove the Vedas to be 
its authority. Even the image of the Goddess Kali is 
held to be foreshadowed in the sublime Anthem to 
Creation of the Rig-Veda: 

The Self sustained as Cause below, 
Projected as Effect abovc. 

We find in I ndia, then. a classical nation like Egypt or 
Green:, which has been allowed to develop freely on 
the mental plane, and has held the thread of its thought 
unbroken to the prf'sent day. It may be said broadly 
tha~ great ctilture and subjective philosophies are almost 
always continental in their .. origin, while the sense of 
nationali.ty and insistence on the beautiful are insular. 
If this be true, it would explain the greater sympathy 
between Hellenic and Japanese developments than 
between Greek and Indian. 

For the Hindu imagination long ago detached itself 
from the cycle of physical beauty, to seek its fullest 
satisfaction in subtler realms. This fact" is extraordi
narily evident in Kalidas' poem of " The Birth Of the 
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War-Lord/' where he depicts the wooing of Maharlev 
by Uma, the Himalayan princess. Here, the poet 
pla~es his heroine at· the very acme of maidenly charm, 
kneeling in worship to lay flowers at the'feet of U,ieGreat 
God, and having as her background the forest of plum 
and cherry and almond, all suddenJY burst into blossom, 
because to them comes Spring, as the comrade of Love. 
And then, with a single swt;ep of the brtlsh, the picture 
is blotted out; ..the Great God has vanished from be
neath his cedar; Eros is ,burnt to ashes; and the royal 
maiden. kneels alone, whilathe bitter wailing of Desire, 
the" beautiful wife of Love, fills the whole woodland. 
U rna's triumph is reached, and the Divine Spouse 
drawn to her side,:only when, in the midst of unbeard
of austerities. she gives supreme proof of courage and 
devotion as nun and worshipper, instead of woman 
and lover. This touch lies far beyonn the range of 
the Greek. 

A similar tendency to use physical symbolism as a 
system of notation merely, instead of seeking in it 
the direct and adequate expression of spiritual concep
lions, as did the classical genius of Europe, is to be 
found throughout the whole conception of Siva or 
Mahadev, the Great God Himself. The 'tiger-skin in 
which he is clad. and some of the names of this deity, 
induce Tad in his " Anna'ls of Rajasthan" to regard 
him as simply a new version of the Greek Bacchus. 
I t is a great deal more likely that beh ind the two, in 
the dim North, and in the distant past-in some Lake 
Manashwara of thvught, to quote Max MUl1er-there 
may loom up a common ancestor. But this probability 
ol1ly makes ' more significant the divergences between 
~he ;two concqrtions. 
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Anyone w.ho visits N~rthern India l1)(Jst desire 1o 
know the mean ing of the little black stones under every 
conspicuous tree, which are so evidently set up for 
worship. They are said by Europeans to be of 
phallic origin; but if so, Hindus are no more conscious 
of the (act than we of the si mila r origin of the maypole. 
Wherever one goes, one finds them, by the roadsides 
in cities and v'lliages. on the river· banks, or inside the 
entrance to a garden, if there is a tree that stands 
a1one. For in such places gpe is glad to think that 
the Great GuJ, begging Hil"handful of rice from door 
to door. may have seated Himself to bless us with 1-1 is 
meditation. 

T he small stone pillar, called the lingam-the word 
linram is literally symbol-may have been taken from 
the bed of a stream, and in that case is likely to be of 
a long egg-shape. But if it has been cut by the hand of 
man, it is short and slightly tapering, with a thimble
like top. Sometimes, in all good faith , the features of 
a human face have been more or less crudely marked 
on it. with white paint In any case, it is only a 
question of time till some woman, passing by on her 
way from bathing. stops to pour a little water, or 
sprinkle a rew grains of rice tenderly over the head of 
the stone, perhaps also to add bel-leaves, trifoliate 
like our clover ; or a garland of white Rowers; or, 
prompted by a heart more devoted and loving than 
usual, to touch it with a spot of sandal-paste, so cool 
and refreshing in this hot climate! Then the earth 
is touched with the head, and thJ! wo~shipper passes 
on. 

The simple act is not without its perPlexities, ud 
we seek for interpretation. At first in vain. Or the 
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e~1anations given are more bewildering' than helpful. 
Hindus are ' too conscious of the symbolistic nature of 
every faith , and too sensitive also to the scornful 
irTeverenc~ of most foreign inquirers, to speak out, or 
argue out, the heart of their beart with the passing 
stranger. Rather they will turn on one, with a strange 
pity. "Do you not understand," they .will say, "that 
this is the Great God who is emblemed here? He 
can have neither visitor, nor history, nor worshipper. 
Such things arc vain df\a,ms of mt:n. Only for our 
own. hearts' eaS-e, and to Carry ourselves nearer to the 
inner vision, do we set up a stone whereon we may 
offer rice and water, and lay a leaf or two!" It will 
be difficult in all India to find a woman so simple. or a 
peasant so ignorant, that to them worship is not, as 
some one has said, "a conscious symbolism, instead 
of a fragment of primitive personification." Yet by 
degrees the -great myth leaks out. Little by little we 
learn the associations of the name. 

The Iingam, after all, is but a fragment of stone. 
Far better images of Mahadev are those who come 
and go yonder, amidst the passing crowd-the monks 
and beggars, some clad only in ashes with :patted hair, 
others with shaven head, and clothed from throat to foot 
in the sacred yellow, but most of them bearing one form 
or another of staff or trident, and carrying a begging. 
bowl. And finer stm·will these be, when, retiring into 
the forest, or climbing to the verge of eternal snows, 
they sit, even .like this stone lillgam, bolt upright in 
the shelter of tree ~r rock, lost to the world without, 
in solitary meditation. 

. About the whol~ ' conception 
reminiscence of the Himalayas. 

there is a stri.king 
Whether. we will or 
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not we are carried back, as we listen, to the g reat age 
of the Vedas, when the Aryan immigration was still 
taking place. I t is a day of sacrifice, and at the forest
clearing people and priests are met, to heap the offer
ings on the mighty fire, chanting appropriate texts. 
H our after hour, sometimes day after day, the mound 
Of pure flame i<tSts, and long after it has ceased the hot 
white ashes lie in their immense bed, thrilling now and 
then to a faint trickling spark, sighing themselves out 
into the coldnp.ss of death. Who wa::. it that first 
came and rubbed himself with those soft white ashes, 
in order to be clothed upon with the worship of God 
and separation from the world? Who was it that first 
retired into cave or jungle, and meditated, until his hair 
became a tangled mass, and his nails grew long, and 
his body emaciated, and he still pursued the sublime 
bliss of the soul? H owe vcr the idea of such an ex
terior grew, the whole gcnius of India has spoken for 
"many a century in just such a picture-the hermit clad 
itl wood-ashes, with masses of neglected hair, piled on 
the top or his head, indifferent to the wh9le world, bent 
only on thought. 

As the Aryans wandered in sight of the snow
mountains. with the fi re -sacrifice for their central rite, 
an indissoluble connection arose in their minds between 
the two ideas. Were not the ~ames of the offerings 
white like the Himalayas, always mounting upward 
Iik.e the aspiring peaks, leaving behind them ashes for 
eternal frost? Those snowy heights, we must suppose, 
became the central objects of ~heitlove. Lifted above 
the world in silence, terrible in their cold and their 
distance, yet beautiful beyond all words, what are they 
like? Why, they are like-a great ~onk, clothed 



THE STORY OF THE GREAT GOD "s 
itt ashes, lost in his meditati~n', silent and alone"! 
They are like-like-the Great God Himself, Siva, 
Mahadev! 

Having arrived at this thought, the Hindu mind 
began to work out all sorts of accessories and symbols, 
in which sometimes the idea of flame, sometimes of 
mountain, sometimes of hermit, is uppermost- all con
tributing to the completed picture of Siva, the Great 
God. 

The wood was borne to the sacrifice on a bull: Siva 
possesses an old bull, on which he rides. 

As the moon shines above the mountains, so He 
bears on His forehead the new moon. 

Like the true ,ascetic, begging food at the house
holder's door, He is pleased with very simple gifts. 
The cold water of the bath, a few grains of rice, and 
two or three green bel-leaves, are His whole offering 
in the daily worship. But the rice and water mnst be 
ofthe purest, for they are presented to a most honoured 
guest. Evidently the bel-leaf, like the shamrOCK, 
refers to the Trinity. For, as we all know, this doctrine 
is Hindu as 'Well as Christian and Egyptian. 

To show how easily Siva can be pleased, the people 
tell a pretty story. A poor huntsman-that is to say. 
one of the lowest of the low--oncc came to the end of 
a day 's hunting without having snared or killl!d a single 
creature. Night came on, and he was far from home, 
in the jungle, alone. Near by stood a bel-tree, with 
branches near the ground, and he was glad to climb 
into it, to pc;ss tJv: night in shelter from wild beasts. 
But as he lay croudiing in its branches, the thought of 
his wife and children starving at home would come to 
him, and for pity of their need great tears rolled down 
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his cheeks, and faJling on the bel-leaves broke them by 
their weight, and carried them to the ground. Under 
the sacred tree, however, stood a Siva-Iingam, image of 
Siva, and the tears fell, with the leaves, on its head. 
That night a black snake crept up the tree, and stung 
the man. And bright spirits came, and carried his soul 
to Heaven, and laid it down at the feet of Siva. 

Then, in that holy place, rose the clamour of many 
voices questioning: "Why is this savage here? Has 
he not eatcn impure foods? Has he offerl"rl. right sacri. 
fices? Has he known the law?" But the Great qod 
turned on them all in gentle surprise: "Did he not 
worship Me with bel-leaves and with tears ?" He said. 

Looking closer at the flame, however, onc thing was 
very clear. It was white. but it had a blue throat-we 
see it even when we light a match I-and in order to 
bestow a blue throat u~n Siva, the follow)ng story 
arose: 

Once upon a time. all the splendour and glory of 
the gods seemed to be vanishing from them. (Are 
such tales, · we wonder, a reminiscence of the period 
when the old gods, Indra, Agni, and the lords of the 
universe, found themselves growing unfashionable, 
because the Trinity, Brahma-Vishnu-Siva, was 
c'oming into favour?) What to do, the gods did not 
know, but they determined to pray to Vishnu, the 
Preserver of the World, for ad vice. He told them, 
perhaps contemptuously, to "go and churn the ocean!" 
and the poor gods trooped forth eagerJy to do his 
bidding. 

They churned and churned. Many great a'1d splendid 
tbings came foaming up, and they seized them with avid~ 
ity, here a wonderful elephant, there a princely horse, 
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again a beautilul wife for some one. Each wlis only 
greedy to be first in the handling of the next delight, 
wh.en all at onc~ something black began to come. Well~ 
ing upand up, and then spreading over the whole ocean, 
it came. "What is it?" they asked each other in horror. 
I t was poison-death to them, death to the world , death 
to the universe. It came to their very feet, and they 
had to retreat rapidly in fear. Already' they were in 
the midst of darkness, and there was nowhere that they 
could flee, for this dense blackness was about to cover 
all the worlds. In this moment of mortal terror, all 
the gods with one voice called on Siva. He had taken 
no part in the receiving of gifts, maybe He would be 

·able to help them now. Instantly , the great White 
God was in th eir midst. He smiled gently at their 
dilemma and their fear, and stooping do,:,",n He put His 
hand iute ~ waves, and bade the poison Aow into the · 
hollow of His palm. Then He drank it, willing to die, 
in order to save the world. But that which would 
have been enough to destroy all created beings was 
only enough to stain His throat, hence He bears there 
a patch of blue for ever. 

Perhaps one of the most characteristic myths that 
have clustered round the name of Mahadev is the 
Legend of the Boar-Hunt. As we read it, we stand 
on the snowy heights of the tbird range of the Hima· 
Jayas, and seem to watch a mighty snow-storm sweeping 
through the ravine before us. 

Arjuna, one t>f the principal heroes of the Great War, 
and tbe second figure in the dialogue of the GilA, had 
gone up into the mountains, to spend three monthsiiJ.. 
wprshipping· Siva, and invok~Jlg His bles~ing. ~U<J.:..~ 
&nly one day. a~ be was praymg and offering flo .... m 
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before the Iingam, he was roused by a wiid boar, which 
was rushing forward to attack him. It was only an 
instant, and Arjuna, the practised arci:ter, had seized 
his bow and shot the animal. But at the self-same 
moment a shout of warning was heard, and simul
taneously with Arjuna's a second arrow pierced the 
body of the beast. The hero raised his eyes, and saw, 

• coming towards him, a formidable-looking hunter and 
huntress, followed by an innumerable retinue of women, 
a.ttired for the chase, and attellded, at some distance, 
by a dim host uf ~hadows-the armies of demons and 
hobgoblins. A second later, the whole hunt had ~ome 
to a stop before him. 

" The quarry was mine!" cried the H unter--and· 
his voice sounded like the winter-blasts, amongst the 
mountains-",the quarry was mine. Mine is the lord
sh ip of these forests! How dared you touch it?" 

At this address, Arjuna blazed with anger, and pick
ing up the bow and arrows that he had thrown aside 
before returning to his worship, he challenged the 
Hunter tQ a personal combat. 

"Accepted, " was the reply, and the duel began. 
But to the bero's dismay, he seemed to be attacking 
some terrible phantom, for, one after another, his good 
stout arrows disappeared into the person of his an
tagonist, working him no harm. 

" Let's wrestle then! " shouted Arjuna, and casting 
aside his bow, he flung himself upon his foe. He was 
met by the quiet touch of a hand on hi~ heart, and fell 
to the firounQ stunned. 

"Well, come on! " said the Humer, as .ne recovered 
himself a few seconds later, and turned aside from tl;ie 
contest. But he seemed almost intoxicated. "I mJst 
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fifiish my worship first," he said, in a thick voice~ taking 
up a garland of flowers, to fling about the Siva-lingam. 
The next moment the eyes of Arjuna were opened, for 
the Hunter towered above him, blessing him, and the 
flowers were about his neck. 

" Mahadev J Mahadev!" cried the worshipper, fling
ing himself on the ground, to touch witr his head the 
feet of the God. But already the hunt had swept on 
down the valley, and the Hunter and Huntress had 
disappeared, with all their train. 

Such are a few of the stories told of Siva, so deeply 
Joved by aU his devotees. To them there is nothing 
in the world so strong and pure and all-merciful as 
cheit great God, and the books and poems of Hindus 
are very few in which he is not referrtd to with this 
passionate worship. 

Sometimes He is entirely a personificat ion of the 
Himalayas, as when the Milky Way is made to fall 
upon his head, wander round and round amongst the 
tangled locks, and issue from them at last as the 
Ganges. Indeed, the imagination of the people may 
be said to make of their northern ranges one vast 
shrine to Him ; for it is far away, they say, across the 
frost-bound heights, where· the Himalayas are at their 
mightiest and India passes into Thibet, that the Lake 
Manashwara lies, at the foot of the great ice-peak of 
Kailash. Here is the reign of silence and eternal 
snow, and here, guarding the ·north, is the holy home 
that Siva loves. 

He is tbe very soul ·of gentleness, refusing none. 
Up here have gathered round Him all those who were 
weary of earth, having found no acceptance amongst 
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the fortunate. The serpents, whom all the wol1d 
hates and denies, come to Kailash, and Mahadev 
finds room for them in H is g reat' heart . . And the tired 
beasts come-for He is the refuge of animals-and it 
is one of these, a shabby old bull, that H e specially 
loves and rides upon. 

And here, too, come the spirits of all those men and 
• women who are turbulent and troublesome and queer, 

the bad boys and girls of the grown- up world, as it 
were. All the people who are so ugly that no one 
wants lu see them ; those who do things clumsily, jlnd 
talk lo~dly, and upset everything, though they mean 
no harm, and the poor things who are ridden by one 
idea, so that they never can see straight, but always 
seem a little mad - such are the souls on whom He alone 
has mercy. H.e is surrounded by them, and th~y love 
and worship Him. He uses them to do His errands. 
and they are known as Siva's demons . 

But Siva is more even than this. He is the Self
born, the eternally-existent postulate of freedom and 
purity and .light. H e is the great teaching soul of 
things. His function is to destroy ignorance, and 
wherever know ledge is achieved, He is. His name of 
"Hara ! H ara !" ("The Free! T he Free! ")was ·the 
battle-cry of the Mahrattas. More yet, H e is Rudra, 
the Storm, the T errible; and it is under this as~ct 
that H induism raises to Him its daily cry : 

Evcrnl':lrc proteet us,- O tbou tcrrible !-
From ignorancc, by thy sweet cOUlpassiollkte face. 

For, after all, a human quality is always limited to one 
of two, the Divine must be lifted above good as well 
as evil, above joy as well as pain. We have here the 
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ln4ian conception of same-sightedness,. and perhaps 
its devotional significance is nowhere .interpreted as in 
the Hindu song of Suridas, which is here repeated as 
a nautch-girl was heard to sing it in a Rajput Court: 

o Lord, look not upon my evil qualities! 
Thy name, 0 Lord, is Same_Sightcdness, 
By Thy touch, if Thou wilt, Thou can.t make me pw:e .... 

One drop of water ia in tbe sacred Jumna, 
Another ill foul in the ditch by the roadside, 
But wben they fall into the Ganges, 
Both alike become holy. 

One piece of iron is tbe ima,!;e in the temple, 
Another is tbe knife in the hand of the butcher, 
But wben they touch the philosopher's stone, 
Both alike tUTIl to gold. 

So, Lord, look no! "POll my evil qualities J 
Tby name, 0 Lord, is Samc·Sightcdoess, 
),fak" us both the same J3rah'nan . 

... Literally, Make us both the same Brahman-.... , Let the 8i.nger
low dancing.girl as she may bc-bccomc one with God Himself iD the 
Supreme Esseoce, Brahman. The theological conception here is ,., 
difficult for Western rcaders that I havc preferred to use the simpler 
alternative translation also furnished by my Master, the Swami Vive· 
kananda. 



CHAPTER XIII 

THE'GOSPEL OF THE BLESSED ONE 

We worship Thee, Seed of the Universe, 
Tbou one unbroken Soul. 
W~ worsbip Th"'", whose f()Ot&tool is worshipped by the gods. 
Thou Lord of the Saints, 
Physician of the World·disease, 
To Thy lotus·feet our sallltation, 0 Great Soul ! 

Hi"du jor", of SaiutatWII to a DivifU 1",aflllll;'lI. 

IT is told of a 'certain Bodhisattva that, all his struggles 
done and iIlumination reached, he was about to pass 
over into Nirvana. But as his feet touched the thres
hold of supreme blessedness there rose to his ears the 
sound of the sorrowful crying of humanity. Then 
turned that great soul back from Nirvana and entered 
again into life, declaring that till the last grain of dust 
in the universe had passed in before him, he would by 
no means go into salvation. And this Bodhisattva is 
he who sits on the throne of the Dalai-Lama in Tibet, 
watching the world of men with eyes of divine .pity 
from afar off. 

Called by various names, arrayed in widely-differing 
garb, we come constantly in Hind,i:1ism on the attempt, 
as here in the story of the Dalai. Lama, to express the 
idea that in the great Heart of the Absolute there 
dwells an abiding charity towards men. It would seem 
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as if, to the 'religious instinct of humanity. the ,dream 
of 10 tht;: pursuit of the soul by God " is a necessity; and 
the Hindu. well aware of the impossibility of giv ing 
it logiqll expression, veils his effort in mythology., 
Whence the stoTies of the Avatars. For our concep
tion of the doctrine of reincarnation is only complete 
when we understand that now and again the Eter
nal Love is represented as projecting <itself into the 
sphere of manifestation, taking shape as a man, in 
o rder to act as a lamp amidst the darkness of delu
sioo, a csmoter-magnetism to the attractions of desire. 

It 'is absurd, says the Hindu-whose imagination 
can never be charged with provincialism-to think 

,that such an . Incarnation, supposing it to occur at aU, 
could visit the world only once. Is respect of persons 
a divine attribute? Or is the need of mankind at any 
time less than "omplete? Can we believe, again, that 
the power of creative energy to assume and throw 
off the shell of personality is exhausted in a single 
t:ffort? Rather must the taking upon Himself of 
mortal form and limitations be to the all-pervasive 
" as the lifting of a flower's fragrance by the summer 
breeze," a matter of play; or like the shining of a lamp 
through the window wherein it is set, without effort
nothing more. 

The orthodox Hindu is thus usually in no position 
to deny the supernatural character of the Babe of 
Bethlehem .. He is only unable to admit that the 
nature of Christ stands alone in the history of the 
world, holding' that his own country has seen even 
more than the three-Rama, Krishna, and Buddha
who were His brothers. Still more cogently does be 
claim sometimes that all these and possibly others of 
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whom ,he has not heard, are but one soul; one expres
sion of Godhead coming back at different times to· lay 
hold OWl the hearts of men. And he quotes in support 
of this contention the familiar wor¢s of Krishna: 
"Whenever religion decays, and when irreligion· pre
vails, then I manifest myself. For the protection of the 
gqod, for the destruction of the evil, for the firm estab
lishment of d~ dlzar'11lma, I am born again and again." 

It is natural cnough to the Hindu intellect that 
around each such forth-shining of the Divine should 
grow up a Ilf"W religious system ur Chur!=h. But 
each of these i~ only a special way of expressing the 
one fundamental doctrine of Maya, a new mode of en
dearing God to man. At the same time it is thought. 
that everyone, while recognising this perfect sympathy 
of various faiths for one another, should know how to 
choose one a.rnongst them for his own, and persist in 
it, till by its means he has reached a point where the 
formula: of sects are meaningless to him. " For it is 
good," say the people, " to be born in a church,. though 
it is foolish to die there." 

I n this sense-somewhat different from the religious 
partisanship of Europe-the popular and growing 
belief of the Hindu masses consists of various forms of 
the worship of Krishna. It is this creed that carries 
to those who need it, a religious emotionalism like that 
of the'SaJvation;\rmy or of Methodism. In the hottest 
nights, during periods of "revival," the streets of a 
city will be crowded with men bearing lights and 
banners, and dancing themselves into a frenzy to such 
words as: 

• Literally, dharmma and a.dbarmma. The prefiJ: here is advcnati~ 
-dharmma and nOIl-dbarmma. See p. 30[. 
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Call 01:1 the Lord, 
CaU on the Lord, 
Calion the Lord, Uttle brothtr I 
TbiJJ this Dame of the Lord, 
For mortal ma.n, 
There is DO other way. 

Krishna, like Rarna and like Buddha, is considered 
to be a special . incarnation of Vishnu, God the 
Preserver. It is therefore pertinent to4appeal to Him 
for the goods of life, for consolation in sorrow, for 
deliverance from fear. H e is known as the Holy Child, 
born in humility amidst cowherds by the J umna; the 
Gent1e Shepherd of the People, the Wise Counsellor, 
the Blessed Lord, tcnder Lover and Saviour of the 

. human soul; and by other names not less familiar to 
ourselves. It is an image of the baby Krishna that 
the Indian mother adores as the Bambino, calling it 
"Gop.ila," her cowherd. His name fills gospels and 
poems, the folk-songs of all Hindu races are full of 
descriptions of Him as a cowherd wandering and 
sportinJl amongst His fellows; and childish litera
ture is full of stories of Him, curiously like European 
tales of the Christ-child. To the ecstatic mystic, He 
is the Divine Spouse. 

If we dip into His history, we shall think it a strange 
medley. So many parts were never surely thrust upon 
a single figure! But through it all we note the 
predominant Indian characteristics,-.a.bsolute detach
ment from personal ends, and a certain subtle and 
humorous insight into human na.ture. 

His main spiritua) significaDfe for India does not, 
perhaps-with one exception-attach to that part of 
Ws life which is related in the Mahabharata, but rather 
to what is told of Him in the Pudnas-works not 
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unJike,pur apocryphal Gospels. But the one exceptioQ 
is important." It consists of no less an incident tb 
that oonversation with the chieftain Arjuna which 
comprises the Bhaga vad Giu, or Song of the Blessed 
One. Of this little poem----only some three or four 
times the length of the Sermon on the Mount, and 
shorter even than the Gospel of St. Mark- it may be 
said at once" that amongst the sacred writings of 
mankind there is probably no other which is at once 
so great, so complete, and so short. It provides the 
worship of Krishna-<lnd incidentally all kio9,red sys
tems - with that open door upon abstract philosophy 
without which no cult could last in J ndia for a week. 
But it is by no means the property of the Vaishnavas. 
exclusively. From Kashmir to Cape Comorin it is 
bone of the bone and flesh of the flesh of all forms 
of relig ious thought. 

Its ideas are unmistakably Indian in colour: its/eel
£ng is just as unmistakably universal. The voice that 
speaks on the field of Kurukshetra is the same voice 
that reverberates through an English childhood from 
the shores of the Sea of Galilee. We read the gracious 
words, " Putting aside all doctrines, come thou to Me 
alone for shelter- l will liberate thee from all sins, 
do not thou grieve." "Fixing thy heart on Me, thou 
shalt, by My grace, cross over all difficulties," and we 
drop the book, lost in a dream of One w~o cried to 
the wear)' and heavy-laden, .. Come unto Me." We 
certainly now understand, and cannot again forget, 
that for the Indian · reader the eyes of the Lord 
Krishna are most kind, His toUch infinitely gentle, 
and His heart full of an exceeding great compassiQo. 
even as for us are tbe eyes and the hand and the 
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heart of Him Who spoke of Himself. as the Good 
Shephero. 

Like our own Gospels, the Gtt! abounds in quaint 
and simple metaphors. "As a lamp in a sheltered 
spot, not flickering," must be the mind. All under
takings are surrounded with evil, "as fire with smoke .. " 
The round of worship is "as a wheel revolving." So' 
great is wisdom that though thou sh<f'uldst be "even 
the most sinful of aU sinners, thou shalt cross safely 
to th e conquest of all sin by ihe bark of wisdom 
alone. It. One of the most beautiful, referring to those 
perceptions which constitute the Universe as we know 
it, says, "All this is threaded upon Me as gems upon 
a string." Nothing is mentioned that would not be 
familiar to the poorest peasant, living on a fertile plain, 
diversified only by a river and an occasional walled 
city . 

And indeed it was for these. labouring men, un
lettered and poor, that the Giti, with its masterly 
simplicity, was written. To those who had thought 
salvation and the beatific vision as far beyond their 
attainment as a knowledge of the classics-to these 
humble souls the Divine Voice declares that, by 
worshipping God and doing at the same time the duty! 
of his station, every man may attain perfection. "Better 
for one is one's own duty. however badly done, than 
the duty,. of another, though that be easy." Again 
and again. as we read the Giti, we are driven to the 
conclu!iion that we hear an infinite mercy addressing 
itself to a ~ple W)lO had imagined the knowledge of 
God to be the monopoly . of priesthoods and religious 
orders, and . bidding them be of good courage, (or the 
true monk is he "who neither hates nor desires," the 
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true worshipWr any ooe who "offers to Me wiSh 
devotion even a leaf or a flower or a cup of water." 
No wonder that the Indido people. saluti ng a Divine 
Incarnation, caJl Him tke Physician 'oj the 11JOTld
Jisease I Never did speech know how to be more 
_IDterior. "Those who worship Me, renouncing aJl 
'ktions in Me, regarding Me as supreme, meditating 
on Me with ent:lre devotion, for them whose thought is 
fixed on Me. I become ere long, 0 son of Prith<'!., the 
Saviour out of the ocean of this mortal world. " . 
"For' am the abode of Brahman, the Immortal and 
the Immu~ble, the Eternal Substance, and the un'fail
iog Bliss," We kneel in a vast silence and darkness, 
and hear words falling- like water drop by drop. 

Nothing is omitted from the Gila that the un
consoled heart requires. There are even the tender 
promises of daily bread, so dear to the anxious. 
"They who depend on Me, putting aside aU care, 
whatsoever they need, J myself carry it to them," runs 
one verse. Of this a beautiful story is told in the 
villages. The Brahmin sat copying the text, but when 
the word " carry " had been written , he felt a doubt. 
"My dear, " he said, turning to consult his wife, 
" thinkest thou not it is irreverent to say' carry' here? 
Did our Lord not mean ' send' ? " "Beyond a dou~; . 
beloved, " answered his wife, "it is as thou sayest: 
Let the word be 'send.' " Then the man took his 
penknife and erased the word he had just written, sub
stituting his own emendation for it, A moment later 
he rose up to go and bathe. But Qis wife stood before 
him with troubled face. "I told thee not," she said. 
" that there is no food in the house, and nought have I 
to cook for thee." The Brahmin smiled gently. "Let 
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u~call upon our Lord to fulfil His ow!'! promise," he 
replied quietly; "meantime, I shalT go and bathe," and 
he passed into the next room. Only a few minutes 
had he gone, when his wife was called to the door by 
a beautiful youth, who stood there with a basketful of 
delicious foods, ready for eating. "Who sent me 
this? " the woman asked in amazemcn}. " Your hus
band called me to carry it," said the lad carelessly, 
putting tht; basket as he spoke iato her hands. But to 
her horror, as he lifted his anns, the housewife noted 
cut~ and gashes above his heart. "Ala_ my poor 
child, who hath wounded thee?" she cried. .f Your 
husband, mother, before he called me, cut me with a 
small sharp weapon," was the quiet answer. Dumb 
with astonishment, the Urahmin's wife turned away to 
bestow the viands he had brou:;ht, and. when she came 
back to the door the youth had gone. At that instant 
her husband re-en tered the room, having returned, as 
she supposed. from bathing. H er wonder about the 
food was forgotten in indignant sympathy. "Why," 
she cried, "didst thou so hurt thy messenger?" The 
man looked at her without understanding. "Him 
whom thou sentesl to me with food, as thou didst go 
to bathe," she explained. "To bathe! " he stammered, 
:' J have not yet been!" Then the eyes of hus:band 
'8:nd wife met, and they knew both who had come to 
them, and how they had wounded the heart of the Lord. 
And the Brahmin returned to the sacred text, and once 
more erasing.a word restored it to its original fm-m, 
for there can be no doubt that the true reading is. 
h They who depend on Me, casting aside all care, what
soever they need, I myself carry it to them." 

Such are Some of the associations which cling to the . . 
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little image of. Krishna that the' children about Calcutta 
can buy for a few farthings. I t is made of lime, and 
painted blue-for just as white, to the d~ener amongst 
northern snows, signifies purity, so blue, the colour of 
sky and ocean, to the child of the south, is the' token of 
the I nfinite. The left hand of the image holds a flute 
to the lips; the right carries a thin golden scroll, refer-

o 
ring to the Git~. The feet are crossed carelessly. like 
those of any strolling peasant-player. and the head is 
crowned. Simple toy as it is, there is hardly a detail 
of the composite figure in which a devotional' sy~tem 
does not centre. 

" 0 Thou that playest on the flute, ~tanding by the 
water-ghats, on the road to Brindaban !" sing the lovers 
of Krishna, and their heart~ melt within them while 
they sing, pierc,ed as by S. Teresa's wound of seraphic 
love. Of all its elements, however, there is none 
which has the unequalled importance to the world of 
the scroll in the right hand, both as throwing light on 
Indian habits of thought and as an exposition of the 
science of religion. The questions, therefore, On what 
fundamental experience does the Gita base itself? To 
what does it appeal? What does it single out in life 
as requiring explanation? What is its main impera
tive? are of singular interest. That place which tqe ' 
four Gospels hold to Christendom. the Gita holds to 
the world of Hinduism, and in a very real sense, to' 
understand it is to understand India and the Indian 
people. 
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It is believe4 by Hindus that when great forces are 
in action, on occasions such as ,those of haule and 
earthquake, a certain state of etheric vibration is pro* 
duced. which makes it easy for minds trembling on th!! 
verge of supreme knowledge to vault the barricades of 
sense and find illumination. Perhaps "this is because 
a great intensity of experience has to be found 
and transcended. Perhaps the conditions, apparently 
simp,le, ·are really more complex than thi~ At. any 
rate, the story of the Bhagavad Giti is of the coming 
of such beatitude to a young soldier named Arjuna, 
some three thousand years ago. 

Incidentally, the opening of the poem presents us 
with an impressive picture of an a ncient battlefield. 
On the g reat plain of Kurukshetra, already the scene 
of the prayers and austerities of saints and pilgrims for 
hundreds of years, two armies face each other. The 
1eaders of both sides occupy chariots drawn by white 
horses; over each waves his personal ensign; and 
each ' carries a conch-shell, by way of trumpet, to 
enable him to give signals and enforce attention to his 
commands. Both armies are represented as great 
hosts, but indications are oat wanting that that of 
Duryodhaoa. the usurper, under the lea9,ership of 
Bhishma, is the larger and stronger. And this is' 
natural. since Duryodhana, rightly or wrongly, is still 
s'uzcrainof th~ whole country, while the five Pandava 
brothers, his cousiO$, are only bent on the recovery of 
their rights from him. We have to call to mind that 
this is an ancient battle, consisting of an iinm~nSe 
number of small fights, before we are able to give Ot\t 
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thoughts calm,ly to the narrative, for we are told tliat 
from all parts of the field and on both sides the white 
concb-shells have been blown, giving. the signal for 
assault, and that ah;eady "the discharge of weapons " 
has begun, when Arjuna requests Krishna, who is 
~cting as his charioteer, to drive him into the space 
between the two hosts. that he may single out those 
with whom he 1s to enter into personal combat during 
the fray. 

The sight of the foe, however, has an extraordinary 
effect on the minJ ufthe chidtain. Instead of·Jooking 
on his enemies with an accession of faith in the ju~tice 
of his own cause and a heroic determination to strug~e 
~o the last in its defence. he seems to realise for the 
first time the consequences of the attack. Amongst 
the foe stand all he has ever loved or honoured
Bhishma. the head of his house, the adored grandsire 
of his childhood; Drona, to whom he owes his educa
tion, and for whom he cherishes a passionate rever
("nee; and cousins and relatives innumerable besides, of 
whom the very worst is an old playfellow or a gallant 
combatant in tourney. The path to victory lies 
through the burning-ghat of the dead! The ashes 
of all he lo\'es are scattered there! As he realises 
this, Arjuna's great bow slips from his hand, and 
he sinks . to ~he Roar of his chariot in despair. 
We must remember that this is no mere failure of 
courn.ge. The soldier has been tried and proved 
too often to be open for a moment to sus:h an imputa" 
tion. Neither is he represented .~s e'ntertaining the 
slightest doubt of ultimate triumph. To the for
tunes of war he gives not a thought, assuming, as 
do all brave men, that they must follow the right. 
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Htl simply realises that for the sake of 3: few ),ears of 
dominion he is about, with his .own hand, to rid the 
earth of everything he loves. He realises. too, that 
this widespread slaughter will constitute an enormous 
social disaster. 

This feeling of Arjuna's finds religious expression. 
"I desire not victory, 0 Krishna. neither kingdom 
nor pleasures. . . . 1 t would be better' for me if the 
sons of Dr~tarashthra, arms in hand, should slay me, 
unarmed and unresisting, in the battle." Surely the 
moral situation is finely conceived! A prince, of the 
proudest lineage on earth, is eager to be offered up as 
a $3.crifice rather than accept empi re at the price to be 
paid for iL On the battlefield of life does any case 
need better stating? Yet this thirst for martyrdom,' 
which looks 50 like renunciation, is really quite another 
thing. .. Thou an grieved for chose who require 
no grief, yet thou speakest words of wisdom," says 
Krishna. For, instead of the actual indifference to 
the world and to his own part in it, of one who per
ceives that all before him is unreal, Arjuna is betraying 
that determination to maintain things as they are which 
belongs to those who hold that affection at least is 
a very actual good. I t is on this distinction that the 
whole treatise is based. 

At first, indeed, the charioteer affects to meet the 
chieftain's hesitation with all the contempt of knight
hood for panic. "Yield not to unmanliness, 0 son of 
Pritha !" he exclaims. "Ill doth it become tbee. Cast 
off this base ~eakness, and arise, 0 terror ,of foes," It 
i; not till Arjuna, with a touching acknowledgment 
of grief and confusion. makeS' a supreme appeal for in. 
tellectual enlightenment. that Krishna, in th~ character, 
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of divine tea~her. enters on that immortal pronoul\Ce
rnent regarding the Real and unreal, which ends by 
sending the knight back to the du~y of his birth 
unshrinking, with the words: "Firm, with undoubting 
mind. I obey Thy word." 

As the dialogue proceeds, the dramatic element dis
appears. The echoes of battle die away. We are 
standing alont! in some chamber of the s'oul" holding 
that colloquy between human and divin~ finite and 
infinite, which never ceases during life for anyone of 
us, however little able we may be to disentangle it 
from the voices of the world. At the culminating 
moment of the interview, when the worshipper re
,ceives the sudden revelation of all existing in and 
by the Lord Krishna, as mere multiform expressions 
of His sale energy, even at this moment, and during 
the rapt and Broken praise which follows it. we find 
nothing discordant in the misc-en-scelle. A chariot 
of war has become, as only a Hindu pen could have 
made it, silent as any cell of meditation. The 
corner of a battlefield has grown as remote from 
the whirl of life as the inmost recesses of a heart at 
prayer. 

The main argument is, as we might expect, that as 
all appearance.- are delusive, action is to the wise man 
indifferent, and should be performed, once he is sure 
that he is called to it, without fear of consequences. 
"Him the wise call a sage~the man whose under
takings are all devoid alike of objects and pesires, whose 
acts have beelJ burnt to ashes in tbe fire of wisdom." 
" N ever did I not exist, nor thou, nor these rulers of 
men; and no one of us will ever hereafter cease to 
exist." Therefore," Free from hope and from selfish-
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ne~ without any ~nxiety of mind, plunge thou into 
battle! " 

The words art? addressed to one who is pre-eminently 
a man of action, a soldier-supposed, saving a due 
regard (or his military honour, to be swayed by the 
passion for justice, and the impulse to defend it. These 
things being the stake, throw for them, and throw 
boldly, says Krishna, and as results, ~ke whatever 
may chance ~p come. " Man has always the right to 
work ; man has no right to the results of work," is as 
much the heart and core of the Giti, as .. ThOll hast no 
right'to success if thou art not also equal to failure," is 
of Stoicism. In application the two doctrines seem 
identical, but we have only to read, in order to see the 
advantage which the idea of Maya gives to the Indian' 
thinker. Ciear, 5harp. incisive as chisel-strokes, are 
the utterances of Epictetu5 : like thunderbolts out of 
a tropical night the words o( Krishna. 

The Gita, however, does not consist o( a single chain 
o( reasoning, moving in definite progression (rom be
ginning to end. Rather is the same thing said over 
and over again, in as many different ways as possible. 
Sometimes even a form of words is repeated, as if 
nothing mattered save to make the meaning clear. 
There is ample scope here for the digressive energy of 
ages, of which the outcome is the richly-woven texture, 
set here and there with those strangely-cut Oriental 
jeweJs, which must remain amongst the greatest re
corded words cl religion t9 aU time. 

But readers will completely miss the sense of 
the Giti who permit themselves to forget its first 
ringing words: «Yield not to unmanlinesS, 0 son of 
Pritha f III doth it become thee. Shake off this .base.. 
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weakness, and arise, 0 terror of foes!" The boQk is 
nowhere a c~ll to leave the world. but everywhere an 
interpretation of common life as the path to that which 
lies beyond. "Better for a man is his own duty, how
ever badly done, than the duty of another, though that 
be easy." "Holding gain and loss as one,prepartfor 
/Jattk." That the man who throws awax.,his weapons, 
and permits {h imself to be slain, unreS~ting, in ,the 
battle, is not the hero of religion, but a ''Sluggard and 
a coward ; that the true seer is hI" who carries his 
vision into action, regardless of the consequences to 
himself; this is the doctrine of the Gila, rePeated 
again and again. The book is really a battle-cry. 
Spirituality is with it no retreat from men and things, . 
but a burning fire of knowledge that destroys bondage, 
consumes sluggi.<;hness alld egoism, and penetrates 

: everywhere. 'Not the ~ithdrawn, but the transfigured 
life, radiant with power and energy, triumphant in its 

\ selflessness, is religion.. 
The Gila is to-dJ.Y the gospel of the Indian Revival. 

And never was book so well suited to such function. 
For its eighteen chapters are the expression of an 
overwhelming national vit.1.li ty. 1 t is as true of peoples 
as of individuals, that when the age is full and rich, 
living is apt to outrun knowing. It is then that large 
questions press for solution. Great areas of experience 
r~quire to be related to their common centre and to 
each other. And so pre-eminently does the Giu do 
this, that the Mussulman and the Cqristian can sit 
indifferently with the Hindu to .gather its interpre
tations. 

The nature of all faith, tfte relation of all worship to 
worshipped and worshipper, the dependence of knciw-



THE "GOSPEL OF THE BLESSED ONE" 237 

ledge on non:attachment under all its forms : it iii with 
prob)ems like ttlese, and not with any particular Credo 
that the Gita concerns itself. It is at once therefore 
the smallest and'most comprehensive of the scriptures 
of the world. 

That indifference to results is the condition of 
efficient acti'?E is the first point in its philosophy. But 
there is no doobt that the action should1be strenuous. 
Let every mvsclc be hard, every limb well· knit, let 
the mind sweep the whole horizon of fact ; with the 
reins in J1and, the fiery steeds under control, with the 
whole battlefield in view. and the will of the hero lifted 
hig h to strike for justice, "Arise I " thunders the voice 

. of Sri Krishna, "and be thou an apparent cause! " 
It is the supreme imperative. Play thy whole part 

in the drama of time, devoting every energy, con
centrating the whole force. "A" th e· ignorant act 
from selfish motives, So should the wise man act, 
unselfishly. " 

Just as the child sees tht! sun. above his head, and 
the earth beneath his feet , distinguishing himself from 
both, while to the man of science, sun. planet, and child 
are all single points in a great ocean of force-matter, 
absolutely continuous from its centre to its farthest 
bounds, so to us all, in the sense-plane of thought, 
God, soul, and relation exist. Having reached that 
truth, however, which is the Beatific Vision, anyone
of them will seem the whole, for all conception of 
limitation will be blotted out. As we ourselves are 
seen to be but tight transtormed; as thought and per
ception, life and m~tion. sun and planet, are all but 
different manifestations of' a something that we call 
Solar .Energy, so .God, self, and universe, are now 
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known to be only distinctions made by'sense in that 
one, Brahman, "the immortal and '{mmutahle,· the 
eternal substance, and the unfailing Bliss." 

An account of such a vision gives uS the culminating 
chapter of the Git::t Krishna s}lddenly bursts forth on 
the sight of his astonished worshipper as the Universal 
Form, in Whom all that exists is one. Character
istically Indi"n in expression, full of the blaze and 
terror of the cosmos, this g reat scene can' only perhaps 
be thoroughly appreciated by a Western mind if it has 
first undcrstouJ sumething of the craving tha~ it fulfils, 
caught some flash maybe of the radiance it describes. 
Yet if the rest of the Git~ were destroyed, this one 
cha!Jter might take its place, for it makes all its logiC' . 
actual. Arjuna's single sight becomes the sacrament 
of a whole world's hope, 

It was midnight when I reached Thaneswar. The 
fierce white light of a tropical moon bathed the great 
common in front, where only trees and bushes, with 
their coal-black shadows, could be seen, and not a single 
huma.n habitation was in sight. Behind, the dfl.k· 
bungalow lay in darkness, and the train by which I 
had come had passed on long ago into the night. One 
was alone on the Plain of Kurukshetra with three 
thousand years. 

But the silence did not remain unbroken, Clear and 
distinct on the still air rose the accents of the immortal 
dialogue, "Man has the right to work: man has no 
right to the fruits of work," said, once more, the divine 
Charioteer. Yet many a memorable batm·has been 
fought, India herself has heard a thousand d·ialogues. 
preaching the truths of the Bhagavad Gitl. Why. 
asked my heart, does one come to thi~5pot.? For 
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what thing, aboye all others, does the world rel1'\cmber 
K ul-ukshetra ? 

And then I Saw why, n~,Y'er to forget. Kurukshetra 
was the place of the Great Vision, the field of the 
Divine Illumination of Arjuna. 



CHAPTER XIV 

ISLAM IN INDIA 

THE single continent of the Old World, outside the 
forests of Africa, is broadly divisible into the agricul
tural valleys of the East, the sands and steppes of the 
pastoral belr, and the countries of the European coast
line-and the geographical division is strangely corre
spondent to the history of its moral development. 
Civilisation and religion are born amongst peasants, 
become aggre.'isive ~ongst sailors, and are passed 
from one to the other by the nQmad races of the desert 
slrip. 

For adequate culture-histories of Venice, Genoa, and 
the Crusades, the world i" still waiting. When they 
are written, men will be astonished to learn both how 
completely Europe is indebted to Asia, and also how 
far the Semitic races have been in modern times the 
stewards of that debt. 

It has been administered thrqugh the Jew as weft-a~ 
the Mussulman.'" But the J ew ~as the spiritual heir of 
Egypt. and as such could not individualise the desert 
pure and simple. H is religious ideas were too complex; 
his sociaJ system too exclusive. his national, sentiment 
too unfixed. When he ceased to be a peasant in 
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Sytia, the world was before him as. scholar and 
trader. 

To the Arab., on the other hand, belonged the shift
ing constancy of the desert sands. No luxury of cities 
could fire him with ambition to leave home and kindred, 
the scanty fare and hardy contests of his youth, that he 
might eat well and sleep soft amongst aliens. To 
this day thl! seaman in the Red Sea ~r the Indian 
Ocean will pass those curiolls, ~quare.sailed boats 
known as Arab dhows, and will carelessly shout their 
bearings in answer to the inquiry of the navigator.> 
within, who are steering their wayan the ocean as 
they would across the desert, by the position of the sun. 
But these boats are rude merchantmen merely, not 
emigrant vessels. They are going out, only that they 
~ay return and enrich their own people with the bene~ 
fits of trade. When the Arab of old did set his eyes 
upon the capitals of the world ib was to possess them. 
He went forth in his armies; taking his kindred with 
him, and seated himself in t11eir palaces, upq.n their 
thrones. And yet the city where that idea of his own 
solidarity was born which enabled the Mussulman to 
ignore petty feuds for a great unifying idea, was the 
open"port of its day and place, and the Prophet him
self was more travelled than most of his contem
poraries: I t is always so. Behind the rise of a world~ 
swaying idea there is always the sentiment of the 

/advancement of truth, the impulse ,to assimilate aU 
that is rtewest ilnd best in foreign inflUences; there is 
always, too, the POWfiI" of outlook in more than comm~n 
degree. Mohammed had reached his buming tender
De5!> f~ .his own people, and his consciousness of a 
qAtionaf perplexity, ,by direct contact with Syri:an 




