The Texts of the Convivium
NOTE ON AUROBINDO’S THEOLOGY

This note has been written so that it may be readable in itself, however it is also intended as a postil to chapter XII of my book Searching for God along the roads of the East (see among the Texts of the Convivium). In that chapter I expounded Aurobindo’s thought by referring to that vast and mature work which goes by the title of The synthesis of the Yoga. Now I propose to re-examine the concept that he has of God and his relation with creation in a more specific manner. Here I will refer to Book 1 of the The Life divine, which goes by the particular title of The omnipresent reality and the universe. 

In order to start, I would like to mention that a certain centuries old, or rather millenary, tendency of the Indian spirituality starts from the Upanishad and arrives at the Yoga. What recurs here is the idea that the main or first principle of every reality is the pure Self: that which is called Atman or the Brahman. 

A first comment which comes spontaneously to me is this: an analogous affirmation could be shared by Christianity itself, where the first and most original Person of the Trinity is the Father. I then notice that an analogous Trinity is proposed by Plotinus’ Neoplatonism. Here the first Person is called the One. If we analyse how this first principle is characterised both in Plotinus’ Enneads as well as the classic Christian theology, we can arrive at the discovery that it appears to be something very similar to the Yogi’s Self. 

The spirituality of these yogis is entirely concentrated in the search of the Self, of that which for them is the only absolute principle. The experience that can be had from it is precisely that of a Self that contemplates itself in a pure self-transparency. Here the Ego has not yet come out of itself to consider other realities, to know them, to create them, to act on them. 

The Self that the yogis discover stripping it of any empirical content, of any thought, or image or sensation of concrete facts, of existing beings of this world, this kind of Self is so abstract that it can no longer be the Self of Tom, Dick and Harry. As has by now already been experienced, it could be the Self of each one and everyone. It is therefore identified with the presence, in every man, of the one and only divine Self. 

And so we have that the pure spiritual principle of each man, his Atman, is identified with the Brahman, in other words, with the pure divine Principle in its absolute originality. 

What kind of identity does it concern? I would feel led to defining it as a participative identity: the Atman is not the same as the Brahman sic et simpliciter, but it is identified with it as it participates of it, in the same way as a ray of sun that enters this room is undoubtedly the sun, even if it is not exactly the sun in itself in all its power, in all its enormous, immeasurable heat, as it would be felt by he who, without being instantly burnt, could manage to experience it by entering right into its nucleus. 
In any case the yogis are convinced that in the end they will manage to obtain a full identification with the Brahman. Personally speaking I doubt that any man has reached it up until now, whereas I have no objections in admitting that this goal could be reached at the final completion of human evolution. 

According to the thought that prevails in the Upanishad, in the Vedanta (especially the “non dualist”) and in the Yoga, the divine Self, the Brahman, is the essence of the Divinity: not only the original but the exclusive. In other words God is precisely the pure Self. As a matter of fact not only different spiritual traditions, but Hinduism itself attributes other ways of being to God. 

In God there could be a moment – needless to say, one that is metaphysical and not temporal – that precedes every act of cognition or will, every creative act; and it is the moment of God that self-contemplates itself: God as the Brahman, the One, the Father. However, there are always derivative moments in God. 

There is the God who gives a sense of being to all realities and all events as phenomena of an absolute, eternal, non-becoming Consciousness, a Consciousness that includes the totality of spaces and times and which reduces every multiplicity to unity. This kind of way of being of God is identifiable with the second Person of the Trinity: with the Logos, the Word of God of the Christians; with the Nous of the Neo-Platonists; and also in a certain manner, with the Tathata (the Being-So) of the Mahayana and the Zen (especially of certain schools of theirs which are more markedly idealistic). 

Then there is the God (or the divine way of being) who creates by donating concrete and factual existence to every reality. Hinduism itself is abounding in a religious experience in the proper sense, where man has a personal relationship of worship and prayer with the Divinity. Here God appears a You, a Totally Other. It is a third way of being of the Divinity’s which we can well liken to that which is the Holy Spirit for Christians, and the Soul of the World for the Neo-Platonists. 

Now this of the creating God is conceived by the Hindus as a way of being that is decidedly inferior and less valid. Only Brahman is definable as God in the full and proper sense of the word. The creating God – which time at a time could be called the Lord Ishwara, or rather the Shakti (Bride) of God, or rather the Mother Goddess – this creating God is perceived more as a kind of, so to speak, Sub-God. 

Also for the Neo-Platonists the third Person (the Soul of the World) is a relatively weakened, or reduced emanation of the second (Nous), in the same way as Nous is a reduced emanation of the original One. 

As far as the Christians are concerned on the other hand, the second Person is just as valid as the first. It is – so to speak – on the same level of being of the first Person, although it derives from it. And the third, although later on derivative, compared to the other two, has the same degree of ontological dignity. 

The Christian one presents itself therefore as a strong Trinity, the author of a strong creation. When the creation of the world is completed and perfectioned, it will enter into eternity and will be forever. We are very far from the cyclic vision of the following of one another of many creations that are equally ephemeral, which follow one another in an interminable series of cosmic eras without ever reaching any true completed, perfective, definitive solution. 
The Upanishad-Vedanta-Yoga current, which is entirely concentrated on the search of the Self, accomplishes the most significant discoveries in this ambit. We can say that such is the very original and specific contribution of the Hindu spirituality to the universal one. 

Now however, what should be pointed out is that a search for the Self that is so exclusively pursued ends up by emptying the other dimensions of that which, on the contrary, could and should be an integrated spirituality. By identifying God himself with the pure Self (the Brahman, the One, the Father), it ends up by relativizing the Divinity’s other ways of being, the other divine Persons. At worst, it ends up by considering them unreal, pure domain of illusion, or of negativity, of error. 

Insofar as one exclusively concentrates oneself on the Self neglecting every other level of being, neglecting any other dimension of the divine until one ends up by denying everything, a spirituality could indeed prove to be profoundly realized in its specificity, but, as far as the rest is concerned, incomplete. 

A great merit of Sri Aurobindo is having recognized a value of full divinity – if I may use this expression – not only to the original dimension of the Divine, that is to the Brahman, but furthermore to that way of being in which the Divine comes out of itself to conceive the world, to think it, to create it. 

In order to express this important concept using the language of Aurobindo himself, what come to be fulfilled in this way are the potentialities manifested by the One, the Word or Name which vibrates outside the Silence without name, the Form that realizes the essence deprived of form, the active Will or Power that proceeds from the tranquil Force, the beam of self-cognition which shines from the sun of the consciousness of itself outside Time, the wave of becoming that raises itself up in a form of self-conscious existence outside the Being that is eternally conscious of itself, the joy and love that gush eternally from the immobile Happiness. 

In Aurobindo’s vision the silent Brahman and the active Brahman are not two different entities, opposites and irreconcilable, one which denies, the other which affirms a cosmic illusion. On the contrary they are the one and only Brahman under two aspects, positive and negative of which each one is necessary to the other. Therefore it is from this Silence that the Word which creates the worlds proceeds forever; seeing that the Word expresses that which is hidden in the Silence. 

Still according to the concepts of the great Indian philosopher and spiritual master, true Monism, true Adwaita, is that which recognizes all things as the one and only Brahman and which does not try to divide his existence into two incompatible entities, an eternal Truth and an eternal Lie, Brahman and Non Brahman, the Self and the non-Self, a real Self and an unreal and yet eternal Maya. If it is true that the Self is the only existing reality, then it must also be true that everything is the Self. 

In this kind of perspective it is possible for the consciousness in the individual to enter into a condition in which relative existence seems to be dissolved and even the Self seems to become an inadequate conception. It is possible to penetrate into a Silence that goes beyond the Silence. However, this is not the fullness of our ultimate experience, nor is it the only truth that excludes all the rest. 

No disappointed retreat of the soul from the great adventure. In its own evolution our human consciousness does not search for the annulment of itself but for its own perfection.

The perfection of knowing, the only, absolute Truth is that which one gains access to by joining the experience of the pure Self to that of all the other realities placed into being from this one. It is what God himself does in his panoramic, all-embracing knowledge. In this sense the true nature of the divine Being is definable as a Supermind which contains everything, which gives origin to everything, which completes everything. Another name that Aurobindo gives the Supermind is the Consciousness-of-Truth. 

In other words it concerns an organizing self-consciousness through which the One manifests the harmonies of its own infinite potential multiplicity. Without it, without its guiding law, the infinite potentiality of the divine creation would be expressed in a mutable chaos.

The divine Supermind goes far beyond the limits of the human Mind, which can only consider things in a separate manner, analyzing and distinguishing without ever managing to achieve anything more than a partial vision. On the contrary, the Supermind knows our present, past and future in the whole vision of an eternal present. 

The Supermind is the all-embracing Divine, which, together, knows, wants and accomplishes everything: the Supermind sees the universe and its content as itself in a one and only indivisible act of knowledge, an act which is its life, which is the movement itself of is self-existence. As a consequence, in its aspect of Will, this divine consciousness which embraces everything does not so much as deal with guiding or ruling the development of the cosmic life as carrying it out, completing it in itself through an act of power that is inseparable from the act of knowledge and movement of self-existence: it actually concerns a one and the same act. 

In other words the universal force and the universal consciousness are one thing only – the cosmic force is the action of the cosmic consciousness. Likewise one can say that the divine Knowledge and the divine Will are one thing; they are the same fundamental movement or act of existence. 

One may well wonder what reason, cause or impulse could induce God to coming out of himself to conceive, think and place other realities into action, to give rise to the creation of the universe. 

A suggestive reply made by Aurobindo is that the existence of the world is the ecstatic dance of Shiva which infinitely multiplies the body of God in our eyes: a dance that leaves this pale existence exactly where and how it was, how it is and how it will be forever; its one and only absolute aim is the joy of dancing.

If everything is joy, then how does pain and suffering come about? It is a problem that one especially poses oneself when one conceives God as a Being who transcends us and our world. In a prospective of this type one may well ask oneself how such a God could place so much evil into being, or simply allow it. If it is in his power to save us from this evil, then why does He not do it? Can He not do anything for us? So then He is not almighty. Is He capable of sparing us from it, but He oesn’t want to? If this is the case, then He is not good with us. 

A God who transcends us and remains foreign to us or cut off from us, a God who is not in Himself the universe but who is and remains above it, also remains above all evil without ever being touched by it. 

Now, says Aurobindo, this kind of God is not the Satcitananda [Existence-Consciousness-Beatitude] of the Vedanta. The Vedanta Satcitananda is the one and only being without any second; everything that exists, is Him. Therefore, if evil and suffering exist, it is Him who bears the evil and suffering in the creature in which He himself is incarnated. 

In this case the problem changes entirely. It no longer concerns knowing how God managed to create suffering and evil for His creatures that do not belong to Him and from which He is therefore immune, but how that Existence-Consciousness-Beatitude received into itself what is not beatitude, what seems to be its concrete denial. 
One thing is the cruelty that I inflict on other people, whereas the suffering that I inflict on myself, I, who am the one and only existence, is a completely different thing. 

The monotheist who believes in a transcendent God poses himself the problem of evil because he perceives it precisely as evil: as something negative, unfair and – if we like – immoral, if it comes from the cruelty or insensitiveness, from the indolence of the supreme Being who can do everything. 
Aurobindo criticizes the attempt of human thought to introduce at all costs an ethical meaning into Nature as a whole. He affirms that material nature is not ethical; the law that rules it is a coordination of fixed habits, which recognize neither good nor evil, but only the force that creates, the force that orders and maintains, the force that devastates and destroys in an impartial manner, not an ethical manner, according to the secret Will that is in it, according to the silent satisfaction which that Will finds in its own self-formations and self-dissolutions. 

Aurobindo points out that we do not blame the tiger for having torn the prey to pieces and devoured it, and even less so do we blame the storm for having destroyed or the fire for having tortured and killed. Ethics are born when we judge ourselves. On the contrary, when we exclusively blame others, we do not express true ethical judgment, but we only apply the language that ethics have elaborated for us to an emotional impulse of disgust or aversion before that which disgusts or wounds us. 

These impulses, of aversion but also desire, can be generated in our heart of hearts only as far as we remain in a state of ignorance and spiritual immaturity. They are the pains and pleasures of our egoistical existence. They form a luxuriant and suffocating vegetation of poisonous herbs which prevent the happiness of existence from emerging. 

However, when the divine conscious-force that secretly operates in us has devoured this vegetation of desire, when the fire of God, according to the image of the Rig-Veda (I, 65, 4) has consumed the buds of the earth, what is hidden in the roots of these pains and pleasures, their cause and their secret being, the lymph of happiness in them, will emerge in new forms not of desire, but of self-existing satisfaction that will replace mortal pleasure with the ecstasy of the Immortal. 

In other words, as far as Aurobindo is concerned, evil does not exist as pure negativity. What we can say about it in this sense is superficial and illusory. Likewise illusory is, for Him, the sense that God transcends us and participates in the universe where more, where less: “in one part more and in another less”, as Dante would say (Paradise I, 3). 

Everything is good, everything is happiness: that immutable happiness of being which is God in his eternal dimension is transformed into that infinite and variable happiness of becoming that is
 the universe in evolution. It is the absolute conscious Being itself which, with its movement, determines the variations of pleasure, pain and neutral indifference in our sensorial existence. 

In the ordinary experience this truth remains hidden from us, and we only confusedly catch a glimpse of something. It is by learning to live inwardly that we become aware of that profound, joyous presence that is our true self and which is God himself, or at least his radiation in us. In this way we become aware of this inner presence which supports and helps the apparent self on the surface and smiles at its pleasures and its pains as it smiles at the mistakes and worries of a child. 

It comes spontaneously to me to say that a child’s worry or sorrow is entirely different to certain dreadful tragedies which our human life is, alas, full of. There is very little, I won’t say to laugh about, but neither to smile about! 

This great fresco of being is a very different thing, whose contemplation can only provoke a supreme aesthetic emotion. Something very similar, in an incomparably lesser degree, is felt when one reads a work – like, I don’t know, Sophocles’ King Oedipus, or Dante’s Inferno – which represents the most dreadful things with an extremely high art, transfiguring all matter, infusing a total catharsis into the reader or the spectator’s soul. 

This aesthetical and at the same time ecstatic contemplation – please excuse my involuntary play on words – is addressed to the entire panorama of present, past and future realities and events, experienced in the contemporaneity of an eternal present. 

This divine indifference of the pure contemplative seems to belong to the level of the divine Logos, or Word. It seems to belong to the level of that which, of the divine Trinity, is the second Person. Such is the absolute, eternal Consciousness of all things: that which Aurobindo calls the Supermind. 

Aurobindo is entirely and, I would like to add, exclusively concentrated on the consideration of the Supermind. As far as he is concerned, the Supermind is everything: it is the principle of knowledge, it is the creative principle and the creatures themselves. 

It seems to me that what escapes him is the effective, very distinguishable reality of a third dimension of the Divine, that where the third Person operates, the Christians’ Holy Spirit, the Soul of the World of the Neo-Platonists, the Shakti (Bride of God) or Divine Mother of the Hindus. 

It is the dimension in which God really places things into being, not only, but which he remains different from, and where he operates by giving life to them, but by remaining transcendent, Totally Other from it. 

It is the dimension in which God creates us humans through becoming, and gradually enlightens us, supports us and finally incarnates Himself in us so that we may in the end become like Himself. 

It is the dimension in which the divine Presence varies according to the degree of being and good of every creature, and it is incomparably stronger in the saint than in the wicked, in the wise man rather than the fool, in the authentic painter rather than the dauber, and so on. 

It is the dimension where a hierarchy of values is clearly and severely in force. 

It is the dimension where good is distinguished from evil and strongly opposes it. 

It is the dimension where man converses with a divine You, which poses itself before him like Another, like a Totally Other which infinitely transcends it. 

He who truly identifies himself in this dimension is not a dreamer, he is not superficial: he is precisely the opposite, he is one who experiences in the utmost intensity everything which in this kind of dimension he can learn by a genuine and certain knowledge. 

I would like to add here that the absolute alterity, or otherness of God compared to us, which precisely appears in this third divine dimension, does not at all exclude that, considered in a different dimension – the first or the second – He could reveal himself like our most profound and truest Ego. 

We can agree on this point with Aurobindo’s conclusion: that we ourselves are the divine Supermind, or the universal Consciousness, in which our long and troubled cognitive course, in arriving at our ultimate goal, is destined in the end to lead into. 

We, however, also consider that third dimension, which Aurobindo – so it seems – ignores in its specificity, and practically absorbs in the second, that is to say, in the Supermind. 
Nevertheless, this third dimension proves to be extremely real, in its revealing itself in the religious experience. Now, in the ambit of man’s entire spiritual life, the religious experience appears to be extremely fundamental. 

What we come to discover in the religious experience is not at all reducible to a simple manner of limited and partial cognition, to a way of feeling immature, to a way of egoistically acting, and nothing more. 

Now in the religious experience we confirm that good and evil exist like two very different and irreducible realities. We confirm that God is the supreme good, present in every good to the extent of its different degree of goodness.

In the religious experience we become likewise conscious that God’s action does not at all coincide with his cognition: He also knows evil, but only works good. The physical Nature may not be “ethical”, but God is certainly ethical, moral in an absolute supreme degree. 

If we wish to maintain the distinction between the three divine levels, between the three divine dimensions or Persons, we can say, although in an extremely schematic manner: 

1) the Hindu trend that goes from the Upanishad to the Yoga brings out exclusively, or almost exclusively, the first divine dimension; 

2) Aurobindo broadens, increases the sphere of the Divine to include the second dimension; 

3) he, however, to the contrary of those who pursue the true and proper religious, devotional experience, does not recognize the third dimension in all its specificity.
The contribution of ideas that comes to us from Aurobindo undoubtedly helps us to enrich, to deepen that which concerns the second point. In this sense he appears a great reformer of Hindu thought. 

However, what remains open is the problem regarding the third point, the third dimension of the Divine. Here the possible solutions can only come to us from some other part: from he who really deepens the religious experience in all its specificity, in the strictest sense of the word. 
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