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SEARCHING FOR GOD

ALONG THE ROADS OF THE EAST

1.   In addressing the spirituality of India 

and others deriving from it 

ecumenism is openness and discernment

This essay does not in any way intend to be a study, and even less a treatise on Hinduism or Buddhism as such. Ecumenically inspired, it wishes to be a meditation on the search for God, a search that follows the spiritual paths of these two religions linked by obvious continuity

This is great tradition and it is useful to compare it to our own. With this I mean the school of thought that stems from Hebraism and achieves its maturity and greatest expression in Christianity, to then continue also in Islam itself.

The meditation starting here is proposed to all religious spirits and in particular to Christians. When addressing other traditions of religion and spirituality, especially such important ones, we Christians are faced with the problem of the attitude we should assume. One must be prepared to learn a great deal from the Hindu-Buddhist tradition without however allowing oneself to be engulfed by it.

Ecumenism means being open to others, assessing them fairly, learning what there is to learn while still remaining faithful to one’s own authentic values.

I would like to mention here a thought expressed by Frithjof Schuon: “One must admit without any hesitation at all that the Psalms and the Gospel are sublime; but to believe that they contain in their words, or their psychological aspects, all that is provided by the Upanishads or the Bhagavad-Gita, is a different problem”.

There is a certain missionary spirit, which we hope is no longer fashionable, that wishes to give, teach and civilise closing its mind to all that it could receive and learn from others, even from primitive humankind.

Certain missionaries take Christianity to the peoples of different religions, without bothering to also see if there are Christian values in those religions, or if one prefers, Christian dimensions or elements of Christianity called with different names and yet experienced all the more intensely and profoundly in a manner that is new and unknown to us.

In such cases these would be values, dimensions, elements to be emphasised, to be acknowledged, to learn, to assimilate, to be experienced also by us with the same commitment: why not? Would not an openness, in this case, to attend a school of Christianity held by these same non-Christians be better?

Christianity is devotion to God. There is in Hinduism a devotional fervour (the famous Bhakti) that cannot help moving us profoundly.

So, towards the end of the 19th Century, the cavalry officer Charles de Foucauld, an explorer of the north African desert, was so impressed by the fervour shown by Muslims that he was spurred to convert, if not to Islam, to his own religion, becoming a saint of Catholicism, which sooner or later will include him in the calendar of its saints.

Christianity is charity; it is a community of love. But let us think about the “lonely crowd”, the aggregation of solitudes crowding the large western cities. On the stairways and in the lifts in large buildings people meet without even a brief hello, without even noticing one another. And in the streets an injured person might easily lay there without receiving help among the many walking by without even stopping.

Let us compare the cross faces of drivers and pedestrians in our cities with the smiles, human interest, cordial welcome and spirit of hospitality shown by people in African and Asian villages. Is that not charity in action, experienced through the small gestures of daily life and nourished by a very lively sense of the sacredness of life?

Devotion and charity, love for God and for one’s neighbour are two indissoluble aspects of the Great Commandment. Let us stop here, addressing Christianity’s primary aspect without looking at the more analytical and subtle elements.

In concentrating attention on love for one’s neighbour and also on the correct love each person should have for himself, I would like to mention how, compared to the medieval Christian tradition, the modern West too has its merits.

The modern era has proclaimed the rights of humankind and seen numerous attempts, more or less successful, to implement these in political, social and economic organisation. However imperfect these implementations and statements may be, one must acknowledge the undoubtedly Christian origin of the modern ideas of freedom and sociality.

Christianity has experienced a series of historical and different editions. Medieval Christianity proclaimed love for humankind, although ignoring this in many ways and at various levels. One could say that secular modern civilisation, even when this is implemented in the name of non-religiosity, or even atheism, has emphasised the many and important implications of Christianity that Medieval Christianity had excessively left in the shadows.

And yet the Catholic Church had challenged modern civilisation due to its basic non-religious approach. During the 29th century, with the Second Vatican Council the Church itself acknowledged the Christian roots of the implementations and implications that had come about in partibus infidelium, in contexts that were not precisely Christian (although Benedetto Croce believed that we children of modern western civilisation “cannot call ourselves non-Christians”). These acknowledgments too are exquisitely ecumenical acts.

We must put into effect a vast synthesis, welcoming the contributions each can provide, wherever they may be and may work, in a Christian environment or in others, even atheist. Modern scientific and technological civilisation can also help us greatly to achieve an integral humanism. All this must however be infused with a Christian soul.

I will repeat that certainly all that has Christian roots should be discovered, acknowledged and integrated within historical Christianity, that it may be implemented with the full richness of its potentiality. One should also bear in mind how the expression “Christian roots” can also come to assume an extremely high meaning. These are not only historical roots, that is elements that have already been proclaimed and accepted by historical Christianity in past eras. Before this, they are metaphysical roots.

Christ is the living God who becomes incarnated among us. If he is the living God. Christ is also all authentic values. Discovering a value means discovering something that belongs intimately to Christ. Closing one’s mind to a value, rejecting it and belittling it, it means rejecting Christ himself in that value.

It is through the most varied spiritual traditions that we can better learn the truth that the Jewish-Christian tradition had already discovered and emphasised in its own way. Thus the same reality is known, investigated and studied in depth according to different and yet complementary aspects. There are however dimensions of reality, dimensions of the Absolute too, that the Jewish-Christian tradition has left unexplored till now.

Let us first of all address what is known as the search for Self. One should consider that the search for the Self is integrally part of the search for God. It is addressed at exploring what appears to be God’s original dimension, His first metaphysical source. In the course of this essay mainly devoted to Hinduism we shall discuss this at length.

The Jewish-Christian tradition has for the moment left unexplored the dimension of the divine Self. Nonetheless this is also drawn on by Christian mystics in some way. The discovery of the Self, its exploration, the definition of spiritual techniques most suitable for pursuing it remains however India’s peculiar and fundamental contribution.

Hinduism, together with Buddhism that derives from it, and the East in general has truly a great deal to teach us. We could ask ourselves why so many people in search of spirituality today turn to the East, as if the West did not per se have a perfectly respectable spiritual tradition. A first valid answer one could perhaps provide is that the East proposes spirituality not as a dogma to be passively accepted, but as a direct experience.

Experience that is pursued as such. We can define this as the experience of the spirit. There is, in truth, a dimension of the spirit, and the East proposes to experience this personally. Such an experience appears complex and variedly structured.

Easterners come to ascertain the reality of the spirit. The spirit exists, and, even before this, it is. The spirit is an absolute reality. The Indians especially investigate it in its primordial and original way of being. The real, profound and original essence of the spirit is the Self.

It appears that within the Divinity itself there are various dimensions. Just as there is a human Self, God Himself has a first original dimension, from which other divine dimensions derive. Christians speak of a divine Trinity.

The mystery of the Trinity is unfathomable; however, according to the extremely imperfect and inadequate hint of an idea that we may have, it does not seem totally inappropriate to associate the first Person of the Trinity, the Father, to what the Hindus call the Brahman: in other words, to the divine Self.

The divine Self is like a sun shining in the immensity of the heavens, and yet with its rays it penetrates the personal room we each live in coming through the inner window we each have deep within us.

Thus the same pure Light of consciousness allows each of us to have a personal, imperfect, subjective and relative consciousness, but a progressing one, also allowing God to have His absolute, eternal and perfect consciousness of all things and all events. 

The divine Self, the Divinity’s original Person and dimension, is one with the Self within each of us. Indians would say that Brahman is one with Atman. The fact remains that, while the Self of each human being incarnated within the personality is limited and imperfect, the divine Self is articulated in a plurality of absolute ways of being.

It becomes universal Consciousness (second Person: divine Word or Logos). Finally it is implemented in its third Person or dimension that we Christians call the Holy Spirit and define as the creating God, the living God, and that Indians identify with the Divine Bride or Divine Mother, or with the yogis' Lord Ishvara, and however with the active, creative and provident Divinity.

This third way of being of God is His presence operating within all things and in each individual reality, in space and in time, in the evolution of the cosmos and the history of humankind as in the daily existence of each of us.

This outline can perhaps, with all its limitations, provide us with a first idea of how the search for the Self is complementary with the search for God: of how it appears as an extremely fundamental element of what could be a more structured, complex and rich search for God.

Of course Hinduism too has its own profound and lively devotional religiosity. A tendency for theism, for a relationship with a personal God, is already present in the Vedas and the Upanishads. It was then to find its highest expression in the Bhagavad-Gita and in the hymns of the mystic Bhaktis. All this however finds significant confirmation in the Jewish-Christian and Islamic traditions. Nothing is exclusive here.

An original, and even more I would say unique contribution is instead found in the Hindu spirituality that originates in the Upanishads and, passing above all through the non-dualist Vedanta, extends to Buddhism to then spread to many other countries.

The discovery of the Self as a pure Light of original spirituality, as the primordial Source of all spirituality, is the greatest gift India has given us. This is why ecumenism wishing to really be such cannot avoid assuming the Indian traditions concerning the discovery of the Self and also the results of this exploration of the Self they have performed through the millenniums.

What India can teach us, that is really important and specific, does not end here. It has discovered in the Self the first roots of all spirituality, identifying there the original essence of the spirit. If I may be allowed a rather schematic distinction, I would say that India has discovered the spirit at its first source, and also discovered that all that derives from it - every reality, matter itself - is spirit.

The idea that the profound essence of things is mental is familiar to almost all primitive-archaic populations, who tend to attribute a sort of psychicness to all beings, also to the forces of nature, which they respect and to whom they address cult and prayers. Indians have perceived this idea that all is mental in a very particular manner. They have elaborated extremely complex and refined mental techniques, structuring these in a way that can certainly be defined as scientific.

These techniques are addressed at achieving full power over the person’s physical nature and also over surrounding nature. Ancient magic has here been transformed into a rigorous psychic technique; ancient superstition has become science.

Using mental techniques, now applied in the most systematic manner, Indian ascetics look after the development of psychic powers for achieving self-domination of the personality as well as of what is physical. They aim at transforming the body, spiritualising it, changing the imperfect and painful human condition into a divine, perfect and blessed one.

Such elaborate mental techniques have in the course of centuries been applied increasingly intentionally to the unconscious. One attempts to affect the unconscious through meditation, through the definition of suggestive images that may work on it, expressing words and phrases to be repeated innumerable times to influence the unconscious in an analogous way. They are used to mould the unconscious, so that in turn it will mould the physique too, the functions of which are, precisely, regulated by subliminal psychic mechanisms.

Christian ascesis too can be helped by the better knowledge that Hindu ascesis - and, one should add Buddhist - has of the profound psyche and the techniques needed to dominate it, to render it a docile instrument of the highest spiritual life.

India, with its Upanishads, the Vedanta, the Samkhya and Yoga, with Buddhism in all its expressions (also those of the different countries it has spread to), provides us with what we could define as a real science of the spirit. It also provides us with what we could define as a science of humankind’s occult nature: the science of its subtle bodies and of how it is possible to act on them to transform them, cure them, perfect them and thereby transform and cure and perfect also the very physical nature of human beings.

Faced with so many passages from holy texts and so many old theological formulations that can cause us great problems, the East can teach us to interpret and provide a meaning to all this in terms of inner experience.

It is said for example that God punishes the sins of human beings. However it is actually the sin itself that acts in a negative sense. Even thoughts as such can be negative, since thought is already per se creative. Hence, even before becoming action, the negative thought itself produces negative effects. Hence a negative thought already contains its own punishment, its own salary of death.

And more, why is it said that God gives and imposes commandments to human beings? Those reading a holy text often interpret it literally feeling induced to believe that God legislates according to his will. In realty, every time, and to the extent that a divine commandment is confirmed as valid, should we wish to analyse in greater depth the reasons for this, we would discover that that divine law  prescribes or forbids those thoughts, deeds and attitudes that allow us to progress, or on the contrary regress in spiritual terms.

I would like to take an example from the Buddhist Sutra called “of the six directions”, in which Buddha explains in great detail to a young man why certain deeds and friendships are advised against, and effectively forbidden, while on the contrary friendships with other kinds of people are encouraged. 

An analogous example can be found in the “Great dialogue of definitive Nirvana” (Mahaparinibhanasuttanta, I, 23-24), in which Buddha speaks of the “five damages” and the “five advantages” that come to those who behave badly or well.

Here is more great help that can come to us from the intimate experience and spiritual discernment of the teachers of the East, that is of countries in which spiritual experience is pursued intentionally and finds continuous verification through meditation.

One refers in particular to Hinduism, of which Buddhism itself is a derivation and autonomous development. Hinduism is an extremely varied and composite tradition. Rather than a religion, is appears to be a “mosaic of religions" or a “parliament of religions”. Rather than “a way of thinking” it seems to be “a way of living”. Albeit in a rather forced schematic manner, one could however try to describe some of its general characteristics.

In Hinduism, there is a profound sense of sin, perceived as something that per se damages the person who commits it, obstructing his spiritual progress. A good or a bad deed per se already creates what the person’s condition will be. Desire determines the will, the will determines the deed and the deed determines its results. Hence, even more important that acting well, it is essential to think well, to think the truth.

In the Hindu vision, ignorance is the primary cause of sin, generating the wrong thoughts and therefore unjust actions. Those who wish to remain ignorant prevent themselves from knowing that Absolute, which is the only real being and the only real good. They replace that Absolute with their own empiric ‘I’, replacing the atman with jiva and its selfish desires. The condition of life deriving from this, samsara, the wheel of rebirth, is a sort of earthly hell concerning which the Upanishads and then Buddhism present an acute and perspicacious phenomenology.

In the Veda perspective, redemption is entrusted to the sacrificial ritual. But the Upanishads, the non-dualistic Vedanta, Yoga, and Buddhism entrust this to meditation. It is precisely meditation that opens the path to that knowledge, that enlightening and transforming perception that redeems human beings from samsara and achieves moksha, ultimate and full liberation.

In addition to the school of cognitive ascesis (that follows the “path” or “way” or “route” of divine “consciousness”, (jnanamarga) there is one of religiosity as a direct loving relationship with a personal God (a “path of devotion”, bhaktimarga). It is distinct and yet intertwined. In particular it goes through the Shvetashvatara Upanishad, and then the Mahabharata, a very long poem with its most significant spiritual expression in the Bhagavad-Gita (the “Song of the Blessed One” in which God incarnate Krishna comforts and instructs the Prince Arjuna on the eve of the decisive battle in that sort of Hindu Iliad).

Devotional religiosity is more than anything based on divine grace and leaves far more space for action. And hence there is a third way, the “path of action” (karma-marga).

Spiritual sacrifice, renunciation, does not remotely necessarily involve inactivity. It does not mean renouncing action, but only the results of action. It is a disinterested action. And a necessary action. God Himself acts, so as to maintain the world, and human beings are called upon to cooperate.

Religious people offer to God all work, all food, all sacrifice and penance, all charity.

Hence for them God is the blessed Lord, the Giver of grace, the Prime Cause and ultimate End, the Omniscient, the Omnipotent, the Creator, the Way, the Protector, the Help, the Support and the Refuge, the Father and the Mother, the Saint, the Glorious, the Adorable.

One could ask oneself whether it is right to speak of Hinduism as a religion of the one God. The gods the Hindu cult is addressed to are many and different ones. In the mythology of the Puranas (a late collection of legends about the origins of the world and of humankind, about the battles between gods and demons etc.), the gods reach the number of 330 million. Nonetheless the Rig Veda (1, 164, 46) says: “They call him Indra, Mitra, Varuna, Agni; or even the celestial bird Garuatmat. What is one, the wise call with many different names”. This is the formula that allows one to unify this myriad in the monotheistic and perhaps monist sense: hence the gods are considered multiple aspects of one unique supreme God.

One unifying factor is also so-called “henotheism” that starts with the Vedas. The followers of a particular God adore him as the supreme God, as God. In this sense it is possible to speak not only of the mentioned Veda divinities, but also of Vishnu, who in the Rig Veda appears to be a minor God, and of Rudra-Shiva, of Brahma.

However, it seems to me that one can positively assess, in some way, both polytheism and animism. In both I see the affirmation of the sacredness of every being in the universe. No existing being is ever totally profane.

Hebraism affirmed the oneness of God with such strength that it ended up by removing from all beings any of their own sacredness. Hence, faced with a God on which theologians concentrated all attributions of spirituality, the world appeared increasingly soulless: a world of inert matter, of pure “extended substance”, as Descartes would later define matter. A world rather like an immense clock, of which one can exactly define, measure, predict, to the precise second, every movement, each position of the hands.

And then the way is opened for that mechanism, on which modern science would be founded. An extremely fecund concept, of course, the presupposition for the application of calculus that would allow science to make giant steps forwards in only a few centuries. A large coin with however a very difficult other side to it: materialism, the desecration of all mundane realities, their reduction to a collection of “things” to be exploited, means to be used and discarded, or obstacles to be destroyed with no respect, concern or scruples.

The more mature Hindu idea perceives every existing being as animated, as the bearer of a sacredness deriving from the fact that it is permeated by the presence of the one God. The one God participates in all the beings of this world, each to a greater or lesser extent and in a qualitatively different way. To each He gives life; and it is therefore in life (and certainly not in the inertia of its being merely extended substance as Descartes thought) that each existing being is revealed as permeated by divine presence.

He Who transcends all forms assumes the most varied forms: One among multiple existing beings, Constant among the inconstant and becoming. Hence the Shvetashvatara Upanishad (4,3-4) can well exclaim: “You are the woman. You are the man. You are the young man and also the girl. You stagger like an old man carrying a stick... You are the seasons and the seas. Although you have no beginning, You wish to inhabit the immanent from which all beings are born”.

And this is how the Bhagavad-Gita (7, 8-9) allows the incarnate God Himself, Krishna, to speak: “In water I am the taste, in the moon and the sun I am the light; I am the holy syllabus OM in all Vedas; in the air I am the sound; in men, virility. In the earth I am pure fragrance and in fire the burning splendour; in all beings I am the life and in ascetics I am the austerity”.

It is thus that, according to the words of Prahlada in the Vishnu Purana (1, 19), “wise men, remembering that God is in all living creatures, must treat them with profound respect”.

The mystic saint Manikkavacakar (10th Century A.D.) can therefore state in these winged verses: “You are all that the eyes can see. / All that the hands do is your cult. / Every word spoken by the mouth pronounces praise to You. / The earth, objects and all living creatures, / are all, oh Lord, your gracious forms”.

Every thought of the religious person should be concentrated on the Divinity, whether pursued as pure Self or whether the person wished to enter communion with the way of being, or level, where the Divinity is made manifest as personal God.

So then spiritual experience suggests to the person the suitable attitudes and behaviours; those that favour this immersing oneself in God, and assimilating God Himself.

All in all, Hindu morality is very similar to the Christian one; and if in some aspects is may appear to be lacking, or not equally developed, one can say that in other ways Hinduism goes further, unwittingly it develops and analyses in-depth, and therefore can complete Christianity.

In any case it provides ample confirmation. And not so much because it presents itself as an ensemble of commandments that descend from heaven apparently for no reason,  but rather for their presenting themselves as precepts that the teachers of the spirit draw on from their own experience of what is good for spiritual life and what on the contrary depresses it.

The Vedas themselves are considered eternal truths, but inspired to human beings; learned through the inner experiences of enlightened ancient wise men (rishi) and expressed using their human language. Holy texts published later (smriti) were instead more entrusted to memory. They are the result of a more rational reflective consciousness. Smriti, as such, is distinct from the direct inspiration of shruti.

If shruti is revelation, one can say that it “does not so much contain a doctrine, but rather a communication concerning what one should do to follow the path of salvation”. Consequently “its field is not that of orthodoxy, but that of good practice” (Panikkar).

Returning to Hindu ethics, one can say that in such a context virtues are practised successfully that we can briefly summarise with the following words. The word summarising all virtues is dharma.

The root dhr means “grabbing hold of” and “keeping”. Hence dharma is “what maintains and supports populations”, as defined by Mahabharata himself (Karnaparvan, LXIX, 59) it is “ontological order” (Panikkar).

It follows that dharma means living in rectitude according to the law, according to the fundamental ways and the nature of one’s own being, expressed through the voice of the conscience (because in the universal order every existing being has its own laws; fire’s dharma is to burn, just as the wind’s dharma is to blow).

Fundamental virtues consist in purity and cleanliness (sauca). Chastity and freedom from passions (brahmacharya). Austerity and a spirit of sacrifice. Compassion addressed at all feeling and suffering beings, benevolence and charity, generosity, kindness also to animals. Respect for all forms of life. Sincerity and love of the truth (satya).

Motivated by universal love, non-violence (ahimsa) in deeds and, even before that, in thoughts. Repaying evil with goodness. Non-resistance to insults and all evil one may receive from others, readiness to forgive (ksama).

The good Hindu is also animated by a strong aversion for all forms of crime (murder, theft, adultery) and, even more important, all sins (lies, arrogance, envy, avarice and greed, gossip, rage and a spirit of retaliation and revenge).

Hinduism’s characteristic is great religious tolerance, with a degree of openness to other religions and a tendency to acknowledge values that appear to be authentic; this does not exclude at all the possibility of seeing different traditions a little too much from a personal point of view and distorting them.

To provide an albeit brief example, “many Hindus do not avoid Muslim holy places, but on the contrary visit them with a very respectful attitude”. Analogously “they do not see ‘watertight compartments’ between Shivaites and Vishnuites, the followers of Kumarila and Prabhakara, the believers in monist and dualist doctrines”. Another characteristic is “the nonchalance with which a custom coming from the exterior is adapted to their own customs” (Gonda).

Faith (shradda) as trusting abandonment to the Divinity is often preached and practised. Particular importance is attributed to the studying and teaching of the holy books. There is no indiscriminate abandoning oneself to the pleasures of the senses. Actually not all doctrines preach renunciation of life’s pleasures. Nonetheless, when these are pursued, they must be governed in harmony with the needs of the spirit. Hence rigorous self-control. Fair-mindedness and inner peace. A sexual life contained within marriage, in which procreation is a religious duty. Practice of spiritual disciplines, hence the various forms of yoga. One can choose the one that seems most suitable: jnana yoga (obviously addressed, as previously mentioned, at the knowledge of the Self), bhaktiyoga (devotional), karmayoga (serving God through action).

Hindus are expected to respect the elderly, especially their parents and the community’s legitimate leaders, to whom they owe obedience. They are also expected to venerate their spiritual teachers (guru), holy-men (sadhu), their deceased ancestors; to worship the images of the Divinity; to pray, to make sacrifices, libations, daily rituals in the home. They must also visit temples and go on pilgrimages to holy places.

In the eyes of Hindus the Divinity can assume the forms of many different gods, among which the religious person chooses his patron, his protecting divinity (ishta devata). The person keeps the image in his home making it the object of special worship, as God’s earthly presence.

Each Hindu is also called upon to perform the specific duties of their own status or social class (varna); hence the condition they are born to: a brahman, or a warrior and governor (kshatrya), or a merchant and craftsman (vaishya), or a servant (shudra).

They must also respect the four stages of life (ashrama), hence the temporary conditions one experiences, by choice, in the course of life on this earth: that of the disciple attending holy studies living with a teacher (brahmacharya); that of the father of a family (garhasthya); that of the hermit who having completed his family obligations abandons the home and withdraws to the forest (vanaprasthya); and finally that of the wandering ascetic dead to the world to live in unity with God in prayer and in contemplation, in solitude and silence (sannyasa).

One can observe that here too life starts and ends in the sign of that religion, which influences it completely. Actually, as the great Bengali author Bankim Chandra Chatterji observed, while “in other populations religion is only part of life, for a Hindu the whole of life is religion” to the extent that to religion as such he “does not even attribute a name, because for him religion has never had an existence separated from what does have a name” (quotation from Chaudhuri).

Of course distinguishing the levels and stating the relative autonomy of the secular from the sacred in the strictest sense is important within the framework of our civilisation. However, this takes nothing away from the importance of the teachings we can learn from those capable of providing their own personal and collective existence with religious meaning.

The religious person sings praise to God and repeats His name and glorious attributes to concentrate his exclusive attention on Him. This devoted repetition is the mantra-japa, which can also make use of help provided by a rosary.

As Jean Herbert observes, it seems that every mantra contains and expresses one of the Divinity’s names, either explicitly or understood. Hindus tend to assimilate the divine name to God Himself. “The mantra represents the supreme Being made manifest as sound”, said the 20th Century mystic Ma Ananda Moyi. Ramakrisna had even more clearly stated, “God and his name are the same identical thing”. And Vivekananda had confirmed that the divine name “is God Himself” (Herbert).

Education to spiritual life is entrusted to a teacher. The guru’s role is considered an extremely important one. One is not initiated to spiritual life glancing at an ‘esoteric’ book bought at a railway station to pass the time during a long train journey. One allows oneself to become really involved in spirituality by those authentically experiencing it.

This consists in establishing a personal relationship and direct and continuous contact with a spiritual person acknowledged as such, living next to this person, listening to his words, confessing his own problems, encouraging explanations, allowing oneself to be guided, following their example, meditating and praying with him. 

The guru is not a professor, nor is he a conference speaker, simply providing notions, but he is a source of life that the disciple will make his own drawing on it and assimilating it.

Divine life itself is irradiated from the guru. Hence he is perceived almost as an incarnation of the Divinity, and in this sense is the object of holy veneration.

The guru must know the scriptures well, not necessarily in a scholarly manner, but enough to understand their meaning well. He is a quiet and detached man, fair, so united with God that around him one can sense the divine presence. 

The disciple (chela) instead, who follows his spiritual teacher, must be seriously and profoundly motivated. An extreme commitment is required of him. The deed with which he is admitted to the teachings is a second birth. Hence for him the guru is a spiritual father. The relationship bonding them is such that “in vain one would look for something similar in the modern Western world” (Guénon).

The guru must not look for his disciples; they must come to him, as bees go to flowers and ants to honey, thanks to his reputation of spiritual perfection and their intense desire to be fulfilled and achieve liberation. It is their craving for perfection that induces them to attend this school and suffer the strict discipline of a man in whom they see perfection incarnate. Only a perfect person can lead others to perfection.

Of course not all those acting as gurus are really perfect! And even at a religious level not everything is really “gospel truth”, and we can say the same about the very behaviours of the Brahmins and gurus and sannyasas, in complex situations such as those in India of which this brief presentation may provide a picture that is perhaps excessively... idyllic.

On this subject, one can refer to the many picturesque observations, to the many totally unconventional notes that an Indian scholar with a great and varied life experience, Nirad Chaudhuri, has filled his book entitled Hinduism with.

This book seems interesting above all for its wealth of data, information, anecdotes and memories and real facts that reveal about Hinduism experienced on a daily basis what one could describe as “the other side of the coin” hence the “human, too human” aspects.

Chauduri reviews a very long series of unacceptable archaisms, superstitions, contradictions, really excessive notes of colour, legends in which the more important gods and even the supreme God are attributed with: among other defects the most uncontrolled sensuality (for which it is really hard to provide a mystical interpretation!)

Very strange sentences handed out for the most debatable accusations are also mentioned. Really serious offences are linked to most hare-brained “impurities”. It seems that “Christ has stopped in Eboli”, not only, but also at the gates of that vast subcontinent and human universe in the not always very clear ethical sensitivities of which something very similar to our Leviticus seems to still be present.

The elderly Chaudhuri confesses he lost his faith in both Hinduism and all other religions. Perhaps there was no lack of temptations. Effectively, he reveals in his way of addressing issues - let us say - a lack of feeling for what is sacred (perhaps lively at one stage, but later obfuscated and obtuse). He also reveals a considerable incapacity to show empathy with the more profound spirit of devotion and the search for God. The criticism he addresses at many aspects of the Hindu religion appears decidedly Enlightenment, with a clear affinity with the anti-clerically inspired words so often heard also here in the West.

Personally I do not like to linger on lower levels of criticism. Leaving aside what in a sense seems foregone, I would rather concentrate attention on the important things that Hinduism and Buddhism can give us, discerning these from the insufficiencies that are more obvious and blatant. 

In Hinduism, as experienced by the people, festivities are extremely important. There is Krishna-javanti, celebrating the birth of Krishna; the festivity of the God Ganesha with the head of an elephant; there is Divali or Divapati, the festivity of light that dissolves the shadows; there is the “great night of Shiva”, when gifts are presented to his linga (or phallus) that he may make fertile the young girls destined to marriage; there is Holi, the spring festivity that brings together people from all castes and is characterised as transgressing the usual order of life and traditional taboos.

In these and in many other festivities, Hinduism expresses its particular playful element. All those deed involving pleasure are playful, as is the intelligence that creates knowledge and incessantly reformulates it, so to speak, with continuous re-structuring. The very creation of the world is a “divine game”, according to a very widespread idea.

“However”, as Caterina Conio observes, “in the religious festivity that interrupts ordinary life and every day habits, joy explodes in the moments marking a more intense communion with the divine and with other human beings. In the festivity we observe above all the manifestations of the Bhakti with their emotional aspects that are expressed in the rituals, the music, the dancing and the poetry”.

The woman is respected and considered the queen of the home; she is the silent co-celebrant of domestic sacrifices. She is destined to marriage and maternity. The father must find her a husband. A son may repudiate his father, but never his mother, for any reason.

Jean Herbert observes that the religious Hindu, more or less consciously, considers every woman as an incarnation of the divine Mother (let us say the feminine, active, creative aspect of the Divinity). It is therefore quite normal for an Indian, addressing a young woman, or even a girl, to call her “Mother”.

Although placed on a pedestal and honoured and affectionately protected, the Indian woman is however oppressed. Traditionally she cannot access initiation (upanayana), she is forbidden to study the Vedas, and education is considered unsuitable. She remains bound to her husband also after his death. It was only in 1829 that the widow’s immolation on her husband’s funeral pyre was officially forbidden. In 1856 a new law allowed widows to remarry, but even nowadays it is unusual for a man to accept to marry a widow. It is said that in the after world her husband would suffer greatly.

The system involving the four castes and innumerable sub-castes, although originally and in principle expressing the idea of a diversity of functions within the unity of one social-religious fabric, in which each member has an objective, obviously ends up by constituting an immobilising factor and leads to many injustices.

All those not belonging to the four castes form the mass of the pariahs. It was in particular Gandhi who sided with these “untouchables”. Since they were repudiated by humankind, he called them Hari-jan, that is children of God, so their alienation might end and their elevation in all senses might be achieved.

In independent India today, the civil effects of the caste system have come to an end, but the customs and prejudices that are so ingrained take longer to die. One should also bear in mind that in the mentality still present in so many people, coming into contact with those from lower castes is contaminating. These persons are not permitted to cook or touch (and according to the most orthodox not even look at) the food prepared for those belonging to a higher caste, for example for Brahmans (Herbert).

Above all thanks to inspiration provided by the Mahatma Gandhi, drawn nonetheless from the beautiful Hindu traditions, this great country’s independence was pursued following the method of non-violence. He called this non-violence in action satyagraha: “insistence within the truth”. Instead of opposing the violence of the oppressors with more violence, one opposes, with great constancy, firmness and courage, patient suffering without cooperating. All this makes the oppressors feel loved by somebody who wishes to guide them to the truth. Thereby, educating people, the non-violent person wishes to convert them for their own good.

To use the Mahatma’s words, “the hardest metal melts if there is sufficient heat. Thus even the hardest heart melts facing the heat of non-violence” (Acharuparambil).

However much the idea of non-violence has very obvious roots in Hinduism (as we have seen), Gandhi said that he drew greater inspiration from the teachings of Christ.

Another of Gandhi’s important initiatives, that found its greatest supporter later in Vinoba Bhave (1895-1982), was the redistribution of wealth among those owning nothing. This too is an exquisitely Christian method, and in a sense reminds one of the customs of the Church during apostolic times. The rich spontaneously give arable land and other goods to the poor.

Vinoba travelled from village to village. In each village he summoned a meeting for all the people, a meeting that started with a prayer. Then Vinoba spoke, with great eloquence and many references to India’s great traditions, to the Bhagavad-Gita, to Gandhi. He exhorted the rich to be generous, to give not the less productive land, but the best, also providing all the necessary equipment. The great amount of donations obliged him to soon take with him a group of devout and very rigorous voluntary accountants, provided with archives and typewriters, taken on a wagon drawn by oxen (Herbert).

Dhavamony observes that Vinoba “considers himself an instrument in the hands of God and believes that his movement has divine inspiration; otherwise how could one explain that people prepared to fight even for a foot of land allow themselves to be persuaded to give away hundreds of acres? The ancient Hindu wise men offered great sacrifices (yajnas) for the purification of society and the souls of the citizens. Bhoodan [the gift of land] assimilates this spirit of sacrifice (yajna) to commit the poor to work for their own salvation and invite the wealthy to purify themselves by abandoning their property. This is the profound meaning of Vinoba’s movement” (D. in Christians and Hindus).

One may ask oneself what country better than India is there for fulfilling such initiatives, when one considers that a country usually acquires its independence with armed revolutions and wars, and that wide-scale redistribution of wealth is implemented through laws made compulsory by governments.

If these aforementioned social-political reforms (and even revolutions) were implemented in the name of religion, one should however remember that in the Hindu mentality the first reform is that of the spirit and there is no authentic reform that does not start from within. A man of our own Risorgimento, once Italy had become a united country, said: “We have created Italy. Now we must create the Italians”. Nothing could differ more from the Indian perspective addressed here.

Every time someone asked him what solutions he proposed for the serious problems involving poverty, illiteracy, disease, war and the many social injustices, Ramana Maharshi answered: “Have you started by reforming yourselves?” (Dhavamony, in Christians e Hindus). This was a principle that Gandhi himself applied extremely well, since his political battle coincided with vast and profound educational work applied to the Indian people.

The idea of how profound religiosity still today impregnates the daily lives of Indians is expressed in these simple words by Gonda: “India in the meantime remains the country in which merchants and taxi-drivers discuss ideological problems while they work, in which political parties fight in the name of religion and ideological arguments, in which small merchants begin their exchanges with invocations as do students when answering exam papers, a country in which the peasants adore their ploughs and office employees adore their pens”.

However much social reform may be lacking, charity is widely practised. The pilgrim or poor traveller easily finds accommodation and food. Many of the rich set up foundations that every day provide food for a significant number of people. And many Hindus do not sit down to eat if they have not first found someone to invite, often a stranger (Herbert).

On the other hand, India and the Orient in general, still in a sense suffer from immobility, for which religions seem to be mainly responsible. We Westerners can give the Orient a great deal in terms of science, technology, economy, and political-social progress. But we must also accept a great deal from the East, so that the West itself, this “branch detached from the tree” (Guénon) may rejoin it to become revitalised in terms of experiences of the spirit.

Our philosophy has developed rationality, but has superimposed it and awkwardly surrogated it to that sapiential, mystic and metaphysical intuition which philosophy  has originated from. And the result has been a serious impoverishment: it has been, in spiritual and also in human terms, a definite fall.

Metaphysical-religious and mystical intuition in a way takes shape in a symbol. And it is through the symbol that we can perceive the Truth expressed in it although it transcends it, being beyond it. The East knows well that all too often the West forgets this. Hence, we westerners, even with a Christian tradition, when faced with the symbol show the most serious lack of understanding of what this symbol actually is.

Westerners with an Enlightenment-positivist mentality fastidiously reject the symbol as a superstitious “legend” to be “demythologised”. Fundamentalist believers, on the contrary, take the symbol literally.

This is, above all, what one tends to do in the Church of Latin traditions, even more in the Protestant one, while the more mystical Eastern Christianity has a far livelier and profounder sense of symbols.

If the Orient, also the Christian Orient, teaches us to see in the holy scriptures an ensemble of symbols and images of transcendent spiritual realities, one must be careful not to exaggerate with symbolism. Seeing in each thing only the pure symbol could in the end induce us to evacuate, empty and dissolve many revealed contents.

From oriental spirituality we can learn a great deal about the importance of symbols and the very psychological mechanisms of their formation. Thus we can learn a great deal about those same contents expressed by the symbol itself. At the school of the Orientals, and even the primitives, we can then rediscover that lively sense of what is sacred, that our intellectuality has allowed to become arid within us.

As far as rituals are concerned, always undoubtedly containing a symbolic element, one should bear in mind the words of an authentic esoteric (a word I use here without inverted commas, to distinguish it well from a certain kind of current “esotericism”). René Guénon writes that it is not at all his intention to say that rituals are reducible to pure and simple symbols: “They are symbols, without doubt, and cannot be otherwise, if not they would be meaningless, but at the same time they must be understood as capable of an intrinsic effectiveness as means of fulfilment acting in view of the objective to which they are adapted and subordinated. At a religious level this is clearly the Catholic idea of the virtue of the ‘sacrament”’.

As far as symbols in general are concerned, one can again quote the following words by Guénon: “When one only sees the symbol’s exterior form, its reason for existing and its current effectiveness have both vanished; the symbol is now nothing more than an ‘idol', hence a vain image, and its preservation is nothing more than pure ‘superstition’”.

One should also pay attention to the words of Radhakrishnan on the Hindus’ religious tolerance: “In religion, Hinduism is based on a life of the spirit and states that the theological expressions of religious experiences must necessarily be diverse. One metaphor replaces another in the history of religions until God is perceived as the central reality in the lives of human beings and the world. Hinduism rejects that double attitude of the spirit according to which the plants in my garden are God’s while those belonging to my neighbour are weeds sowed by the devil and that we must destroy at any cost. Admitting the principle that what is best is no enemy of goodness, Hinduism accepts all forms of beliefs and carries these to the highest level. The cure for mistakes does not come from the stake, the guillotine, or from the violence of persecution, but from the peaceful spreading of the light” (quoted from Dhavamony in Christians and Hindus).

Well, as Angelo Morretta observes, one can say that it is only in India that certain things can happen and certain phenomena can occur, such as warriors and emperors who, in addition to speaking of universal religion, also tried to implement it beyond all political tactics. “Asoka was sincerely disgusted by wars and tried to reconcile the two elements eternally in conflict in this land, politicians and religious people”. Among these great sovereigns the name of Asoka should be associated to that of Akbar.

Since, to tell the truth, “only in India did a ‘fanatical Muslim’, Akbar, wish to create a religious synthesis between Hindus, Muslims, Buddhists and Christians.

“Only in India were there poet-saints founding new religions, such as Nanak, Kabir, etc.

“Only in India, in modern times, are there still real saints like Ramakrishna, who, to better experience the various paths of faith, became in turn a Muslim and a Christian.

“Only in India was there Gandhi, this ‘great soul’ who fought for his country’s freedom with the precepts of non-violence; who tried to implement the ancient dream of synthesis between history and spirituality, between patriotism and humanity. He could only do this because in India there are the Indian people, who not only have orally passed down the extraordinary science of the Rishi, but in practice adhered to non-violence: a miracle of sacrifice but also of energy, in a world in which heroism is still considered that of the warrior.

“Only in India is there... a Vinoba Bhave, the ‘saint of the land’ who, following in Gandhi’s footsteps, persuades the rich owners to share their land with the poor.

“Only in India, finally, do people really try to answer the terrible problems of the atomic era and social revolutions, with a wise synthesis based, consciously or not, on the wisdom of ancestors”.

As seen in this chapter, not everything is equally acceptable in oriental traditions, although we can draw great teachings from them. Learn what there is to be learned does not mean accepting everything totally. Far from becoming indiscriminate indigestion, real learning means also filtering and correcting. Far from becoming muddled eclecticism, real learning is synthesis.

The external traditions that present themselves to us must obviously undergo a critical review. They also contain great errors to be rectified, voids to be filled. Filtering, correcting and integrating demand due discernment. And discernment is refined through experience.

It is only through discovering all that is part of Christ that we are integrally fulfilled as Christians.

If then the word “Catholic” in the Greek language means “universal”, it is only by integrating with all that we lack that we become Catholics, hence universal, really and not a mere label.

Universalism then means peace and unity among all human beings. Real “Catholicism” is ecumenism, which, as far as institutions are concerned, does not only mean peace among peoples, but also a unity that is also political of the whole of humankind.

Universalism means being open to all aspects of the truth wherever it is revealed. And it is only by integrating with all aspects of the truth, wherever it may appear, that we can become the true witnesses of the truth.

To the extent that the Christian faith, the Christian doctrine and customs become integrated, they will become increasingly credible and acceptable. And they will also become increasingly better accepted in particular within traditions such as the Hindu and Buddhist ones.

Panikkar observes that, although solidly based on the idea of dharma (which we attempted to define above) “Hinduism is not an essence” and also “has no limitations, no definition”; and therefore, “if anything were to be acknowledged as the ‘truth’, it would be immediately accepted by Hinduism as its own”.

As far as Buddhism is concerned we observe its increasing capability to adapt, to establish a dialogue with the religions of the countries it spreads to, to express itself in forms that are always new.

It is to this openness and capability to establish a dialogue, it is to this mutual acknowledgment, to this increasingly widespread affirmation of the inner experience, to this continuous creativity that the destiny of ecumenism is entrusted, that this may generate a universal spirituality with many voices, all however converging and extended to welcome the advent of the kingdom of the only God.

2.   The discovery of the Self in the Upanishads
In the previous chapter we addressed the search for the Self, considering it India’s most specific contribution to universal spirituality. But what does this “search for the Self” really mean?

With our western forma mentis we may encounter considerable difficulties not only in pursuing this research, but also even in simply perceiving it. Hence initial help could come from the psychology of the profound, so often discussed and with which we are now familiar. It was in particular Carl Gustav Jung, the leader of analytic psychology, who addresses the experience of the Self with extremely detailed attention.

Among Jung’s disciples we should also bear in mind Roberto Assagioli. It is worth remembering this renowned Italian psychologist’s commendable attempt to explain the experience of the Self, precisely in psychological terms; and these are certainly easier to understand for readers still not initiated to that so important school of Indian spirituality.

Let us try and address that experience not too exclusively from the exterior and not too excessively according a too objectifying science: let us commit ourselves as much as we can to re-experiencing this intimately.

According to Assagioli the Self is the real centre of the psyche. It is pure ‘I’. It is that ‘I’ the pure essence of which can be perceived when one disregards all those other elements of the personality through which it expresses itself, that do not however coincide strictly with the Self.

To use an image that comes to my mind, although fully in agreement with the concepts expressed by Assagioli, I would suggest thinking of many concentric circles around a point emanating energy. As far as these circles that move away, one could say that they all draw energy from that point, some more and some less, depending on how close they are to the centre of irradiation.

Another image also appears spontaneously in my mind: that of the sun with its rays progressively moving away from it and yet still giving off its warmth and light, never actually coinciding with it. In an analogous manner one could say that not all the personality’s elements coincide directly with the Self.

The ‘I’ becomes aware of itself, of its own real Self, through the experience of self-awareness, that Assagioli defines using the following words: “I am convinced and state that I am a Centre of pure self-awareness, of pure self-consciousness; I am a Centre of will, capability to dominate, to direct, to use all my psychic functions and my body”. It is in this precise sense that the subject of such an experience can say ‘I am’”.

The ‘I’ that emerges from such an experience, while affirming that it is the centre of all psychic functions, is clearly and totally able to distinguish itself from them.

Such discernment takes place at the very beginning of that "exercise in de-identification and self-identification" that Assagioli proposes to those wishing to become aware of the Self.

This is a meditation through which one realises - not following a simply logical path, but in a living way, through a direct experience - that the ‘I’ is distinct from its functions (although it expresses itself through them). The person will, for example, say to himself: “I have an emotional life, but I am not my emotions, my feelings”.

Saying “I am annoyed” is a mistake in psychological grammar, which easily identifies the ‘I’ with psychological states that appear changing and conflictual. The correct expression instead is “There is within me a state of annoyance”.

Progressive de-identification with one’s own body, emotions, desires, and even the mind, prepares the way for the final and very positive stage of meditation in which the person identifies with that pure Self enlightened by self-consciousness.

The Self is the real centre of the personality. Hence the person really wishing to become aware of himself must centre himself in the Self, drawing on it in its pureness.

If we westerners can rediscover the Self following this psychological path, in fact the first discovery of the Self took place in the spirituality of ancient India, and more precisely in the course of the development of the Upanishads-Vedanta-Yoga school of thought.

According to a concept now fully integrated in this tradition, the Self is the first source of all spiritual life within us. It is the centre of each man’s personality. It is, in fact, the fundamental element in human beings.

The masters of this series of schools of Indian spirituality say that it is a mistake to believe that each of us is a jiva, a living soul, a single personality absolutely individualized. 

They say we are all prisoners of maya, that is of illusion; but, just as practising a spiritual discipline allows us to be free of this and acquire real awareness of ourselves, we discover that we are nothing but pure Self, Atman.

The pure Self is the original quid that we human beings share. It is the very essence of our human nature. In each human being the Atman is incarnated, so to speak, in a personality autonomously structured, distinct and different from that of others; it is trapped in an individual, illusory and different situation. But the Atman of each individual never differs from that of others.

The Atman is always the same; it is the same in everyone. In fact it is the same and identifies perfectly with the same first principle of divine spirituality. God Himself has His illusory manifestations: he may appears as a personal God (Ishvara), He can create a world or a series of universes. However, if beyond the game of the divine maya one wishes to determine what God is in His own real original essence, one discovers in the end that he is nothing but his own pure Self, Brahman.

Now the divine Brahman basically coincides with the Atman of each human being. It is only by discovering in the Self one’s own fundamental divinity that a human being can be released from the chains of illusion and achieve his own absolute and perfect fulfilment.

The Brahman-Atman identity is the great spiritual discovery of the Upanishads. This Sanskrit expression (which means “sitting next to”) gathers in one word a whole series of books that, passed down orally and then transcribed, progressively appeared in the period that started during the 6th Century B.C. and lasted until the 12th A.D. It is worth remembering some of the fundamental concepts expressed in them.

The Vedas had already emphasised the reality of cosmic order. They stated that such order is superior to the gods in regulating their own and all other forms of life. Now the power of the holy rituals celebrated by humankind is such that, in the Vedic perspective, it asserts itself over the gods, and not only: it is such that it preserves, renews and consolidates universal order itself. Such cosmic-ritual order, the rita, ends up by becoming identified with the divine Person, with a supreme, personally and basically monotheistic God.

In the Upanishads an important intuition takes shape: this spiritual Principle that animates and pervades all things and merges them and puts them in order is discovered within the person. It is a discovery that each person can achieve intimately, in his/her interiority, through a sui generis spiritual experience that it very hard to communicate to those who never had one of this kind. It is impossible to propose such an inner experience in terms of intellectualist language.

In the Chandogya Upanishad, sixth reading, there is the story of a young boy, Svetaketu, who returns to his paternal home after being entrusted to a teacher for twelve years, and he is so proud of the education he has received that he almost refuses to demean himself by speaking to others. So his father explains to him that his is a false and arrogant wisdom, especially if compared to authentic wisdom, only acquired through inner experience, that reveals to us that ultimate being that is the essence of all things.

The story about Naciketas, as told in the Katha Upanishad, is also very interesting. Naciketas is a boy greatly attracted by spiritual matters.

His father, who is a Brahman, offers the gods a special sacrifice of everything he owns (in practice these possessions offered to the Divinity will be divided up between the priests and Brahmins). The possessions offered by Naciketas’ father are cows; however, when he sees the animals being led out, the boy notices that they are old or useless; with such a second-rate sacrifice his father will certainly not go to heaven after his death, but to worlds with no joy.

So, since the possessions of a man also include his children, Naciketas offers himself in sacrifice and insistently asks: “And what about me, father, whom will you give me to?” His father loses his patience and answers: “I will give you to death”.

And so the son, totally obedient, walks towards the home of the god of Death, Yama. The god is not at home and, fasting, the boy waits for three days.

At last Yama returns home, and, hearing that someone from the caste of Brahmins has waited three days for him (which could be bad for the spiritual progress and future happiness of the god himself), to remedy the involuntary misunderstanding he welcomes the boy with extreme courtesy and offers him three favours: the boy will simply have to express three wishes and the god of Death will grant them.

Naciketas asks Yama, as his first favour, to appease his father; his second request is that the god should explain to him how to perform the sacrifice of fire that guarantees access to paradise. The god grants him these first two favours. The third gift the boy asks of Yama is that he should reveal to him man’s destiny after death.

At this point the god draws back: the gods themselves, he says, once had doubts on this subject; it is difficult to explain. Yama asks the boy not to insist and offers him other things in exchange: sons and grandchildren who will live one hundred years, elephants, horses, herds, gold, power, beautiful dancers and as many years as he wishes to live for himself.

But these are all ephemeral things, answers Naciketas, and they do not provide lasting happiness.

In the end Yama surrenders and accepts to explain how man himself, choosing one lifestyle rather than another, can determine his own destiny. A man who pursues pleasure, a man who desires and entrusts himself to the ritual to obtain the satisfaction of his own pleasures, if he behaves well and performs the rituals well, can at most aspire after his death to achieve Brahmaloka, hence a paradisiacal state that is a happy and long-lasting one, but not exactly eternal. After having stayed in Brahmaloka albeit for a very long time, the soul is destined to be reincarnated, since it is still a prisoner of desire, not yet free from desire in a definite manner and still not free from ignorance. 

We can only be free from ignorance when realising that our real ‘I’ is not the empiric ‘I’ that is later reincarnated in many different lives, but an ‘I’ that has always existed, immutable, eternal and absolute and is identical and one with the divine Prime Cause of all realities.

“Realising” in the sense of comprehending, understanding: as also in the corresponding French word réaliser.

It is understood that this “realising”, as in the present context, is a deed involving profound existential knowledge: action that involves not only the intellect but man’s entire being.

The universal, eternal, divine ‘I’ which is so discovered and achieved is the Atman. It is the true essence of each particular, human ‘I’. One must learn, realise that the true ‘I’ in each of us is the divine ‘I’, the Atman, or, that it is the same, the Brahman. Now to achieve this knowledge, so important for the liberation and salvation of each of us, one must learn to discriminate.

Those who discriminate learn, know, no longer ignore. Ignorance, conceited ignorance dressed-up as false wisdom is that of those who identify themselves with their own empiric ‘I’, that in this world moves from one existence to another. It becomes, it desires, suffers and enjoys the pains and pleasures of this world.

Discrimination instead guides us to discover that in fact, in our real profound essence, we are the Atman, we are the Brahman, and we are God.

This knowledge - when profoundly and existentially realised, not only with the rational intellect, this knowledge itself frees us. It frees us from ignorance, it frees us from all desires for false possessions and therefore from all elements that, burdening, weighing on our karma, also burdens the state of our spirit, and obliges us to be reincarnated on this earth.

Only those who have been freed become one with God. In this unity with God the person is emancipated from the limitations of his own individualism, not only, but from his own individuality. His particular ‘I’ is absorbed by the universal, absolute and eternal ‘I’.

The particular atman, or more correctly the jiva, that is the ‘I’ that is born and that dies, that is hungry and thirsty, that fears and wants, this particular ‘I’ that is under the illusion that it lives a particular, temporal, finite and imperfect existence, this minuscule atman discovers what is its own real nature and essence: of being, after all, nothing, but the Atman (more suitable here written using a capital letter). It discovers that this is the only reality, and all others are illusion.

This same considering ourselves individuals, this desire of ours for worldly goods and this fear of death are all illusions; in Sanskrit it is called maya.

Each ‘I’ is identical to the universal, eternal and divine ‘I’; it is identical to that pure, absolute principle of subjectivity and consciousness. However, although identical to that absolute Principle, each ‘I’ is under the illusion of being fulfilled as an incarnate soul, as the empiric ‘I’ subject to birth and death, as an individuality separated from others and from the divinity itself.

The divinity mentioned here is God in the reality of His manifestation. It is that God that, in a dualist vision appears to man as Another, transcendent and distinct form him.

But this, say the Upanishads basically, is illusion. In fact we human beings are one with what is God’s pure essence, we are one with the Brahman. “This is you”, says the father to Svetaketu. Literally: “This [Brahman is what] you are’.’ (Tat tvam asi in Sanskrit; Chandogya Upanishad, 6, 8, 7 and elsewhere).

Another equivalent Upanishad expression is: “I am Brahman” (Brhadaranyaka Upanishad, 1, 4, 10 and elsewhere).

The Chandogya Upanishad states as follows: “And this Self [atman] inside my heart, smaller than a grain of rice, or barley, or millet, or the heart of a grain of millet; this same Self that is inside my heart is larger than the world, larger than space, larger than the skies, larger that all worlds” (3, 14, 3; see 8, 1, 3).

“He who knows this supreme Brahman, he becomes [the same] Brahman”, says the Mundaka Upanishad (3, 2, 9). He becomes the Brahman for the very reason that this is what he originally was and always has been.

According to the Upanishad vision, there exists, after all, only one reality: that of the Atman-Brahman, that of the pure, divine ‘I’, that coincides and identifies with the most intimate ‘I’ of each of us.

All the rest is nothing but maya, nothing but illusion: space and time are illusion, the world with its beings and phenomena and the causality that regulates them is illusion.

Hence, any presumed transcendence of divinity from us human beings is also illusory: to the extent that we really exist, to the extent that our real being emerges, God's transcendence is equally illusory, we are the divinity itself. 

And here is, basically motivated as we have seen, Yama’s answer to Naciketas’ third request: “Having concentrated on what is beyond hearing, beyond feeling, beyond seeing, beyond tasting and smelling, on what is indefectible and eternal, without beginning and without end, greater than the greatest, lasting, man will be saved from the jaws of death” (Katha Upanishad, 1, 3, 15).

3.   The discovery of the Self in the Vedanta

Shankara (8th Century) is the great master of the Vedanta and the leader of the most emphasised monist and idealist movement on this subject (advaita, meaning non-dualism). A very different realistic and theist current of the Vedanta is represented by Ramanuja (9th Century) the leader of the vishishta-advaita (qualified non-dualism) and Madhva (13th Century), the founder of dvaita (dualism). While Ramanuja and Madhva are open to theism and devotional religion, Shankara appears more rigorous in his loyalty to what is generally the spirit of the Upanishads.

Shankara’s idealism and that of his entire advaita movement would become the object of numerous objections. Ramanuja and Madhva had precursors. Among them Yamuna, the founder of philosophical Vishnuism and Ramanuja’s predecessor as the head of the school and the temple in Shriranga, who stated that the human personality is irreducible, that even God is eminently personal, that even the material world is very real in all the multiplicity of existing beings.

Ramanuja perceives the Brahman as the supreme Person and identifies it with the supreme personal God, Vishnu. He challenges all reduction of the world to a pure phenomenon of consciousness. He states that the world really does exist, objectively; that souls are and eternally remain individual; that liberation can be achieved through the human commitment to ascesis but above all thanks to God’s grace, both through awareness of the Self (jnana), and through devotion (Bhakti). With Ramanuja’s followers the theme of grace was to progressively acquire increasing importance;

Madhva too affirms God’s personality and His creativity (although not from nothing, but from pre-existing matter). He then also asserts the reality of the world and the eternal existence of individual souls. These he says are created in the likeness of God. And, if God himself does not help them with his grace, they remain the prisoners of ignorance, which envelops them and prevents them from knowing the Divinity.

According to Madhva, devotion to the personal God assumes the greatest importance. He believes, observes Gonda (p. 194), that “the real bhakti even exists for itself; even the ideal of redemption goes into second place compared to this”. In later development of that Vishnuism of which Ramanuja and Madhva appear to be such authoritative representatives, the mystic Tukaram (first half of the 12th Century) would even exclaim: “I do not search to know Brahman, an identity with Him. Allow that you be my God and I your bhakta (follower)... I will embrace you, I will for ever contemplate your saintly blessing face” (Gonda).

One should also briefly mention that in Tantrism great emphasis is placed on that corporeal reality of which Shankara denies the objective existence. The human body is an extremely important element of the personality that cannot be really fulfilled if not also transforming the body sublimating its instincts.

“In the same way”, summarises Gonda, “the world too, understood as the uninterrupted manifestation of the Brahman dynamic aspects, must not be degraded by passions, suffering and imperfection, but on the contrary exalted and glorified as the only place in which one can achieve divine inspiration and redemption. Consequently the real sadhaka too must experience the world and this life as the self-manifestation of the highest divine energy and overcome the conflict between social duties and the path towards redemption.

I intentionally mentioned different and critical points of view and will now address the thought of Shankara. It is in revisiting and developing the motifs of the Upanishads that his non-dualist Vedanta affirms the identity of the Atman with Brahman, not only, it also considers as illusory both the determinations of mans personality and the manifestations of the Divinity as personal and transcendent, hence as humankind perceives it in the religious experience.

Shankara’s best-known work is the comment to the Brahma Sutra (or Vedanta Sutra) by Badarayana, a long series of 555 aphorisms summarising the words of the Upanishads. The Sutras, as such, were composed in an undetermined period, on which scholars continue to disagree (450 After Christ or a thousand years before? Chronology is certainly not the Indians’ strong point!)

This book, divided into four chapters, addresses very different subjects. In the first chapter it attempts to define the nature of the Brahman. In the second it answers the many objections that can be formulated about this by the many different schools (ranging from Samkhya to Yoga, from the Vaisheshika atomists to the Buddhists, the Jainists and the theists). In the third and fourth chapters, in addition to returning to the Brahman and addressing problems concerning meditation and sacrifices, it addresses the soul’s journey between physical death and rebirth; and then also the state of the soul itself when the person is asleep with or without dreams and when awakening; and finally what happens at the moment of death and after death, in particular as far as the liberated soul is concerned.

Shankara relies on the authority of the Upanishads, which he quotes continuously, to support everything stated in this book. He develops his reasoning with great logical rigour, by always referring to the holy books (in which next to the most profound intuitions there is, to be truthful, no lack of imagination and even subtleties that are almost abstruse). However, the procedure he follows seems to me quite similar to that of our theologians.

Wishing to address the experience of the Self, I prefer to analyse another book attributed to Shankara, in which reference to the spiritual experience is direct and continuous. This book is entitled Vivekacudamani - the great jewel of discrimination.

As far as this second book is concerned, it is worth trying to follow its development making an effort, to the extent that this is possible, to re-experience intimately the experiences referred to.

We can start with what in the book is said about the “witness”.

We can ask ourselves whether we can manage to perceive something that exists, that is real, that is not thought of by any consciousness. Something exists; but this something is seen by no one, thought of by no one and no one is conscious of it. It is really possible that this something really exists or "is"? Is it in any way perceivable as a reality? We ourselves must provide the answer; it must arise spontaneously from our intimate part, from our spiritual sensitivity. Our incapacity, or not, to perceive a reality independently from an act of consciousness that provides it with a sense of being, is precisely the touchstone of a certain spiritual sensitivity that we may or may not possess.

Let us however give the floor to the great Master of the Vedanta. Shankara observes that “when something is perceived it means that there is a witness behind that perception”. And at this point he asks himself: “How is it possible to perceive something when that agent is missing?” (Vivekacudamani, 215).

Now this Atman is not only the “witness” of all external experiences. It is also “its own witness, who knows himself” (V., 216).

In other words, the supreme Atman “reveals the entire real and non-real universe, it exists beyond the three states [...] and the sense of the ‘I’ and makes itself manifest as the witness of reality” (135).
On one hand the spiritual principle provides the “external” realities it knows and reveals with a sense of being; on the other it presents itself as a quid that remains identical to itself throughout that flow of phenomena that in no way affects or determines it.

It is the psychic "I" that allows itself to be determined by the series of these phenomena and states of consciousness, but not the Self in its own and original being.

At this point there is the problem of how this Atman can become known.

 This consists in contemplating the Atman. It is in this sense the mind that, under certain conditions, “contemplates the truth of the Self through the eyes of perfect knowledge” (473).

It is not sufficient to understand intellectually: one must comprehend.

That is accessing a direct experience of the Atman.

It is extremely difficult to express this experience in words. If the Atman “is beyond words”, it is however “perceivable by the eyes of pure enlightenment” (255).

Hence “it is through enlightenment, thanks to a direct experience, and not with the mediation of a scholar, that the candidate to realisation recognises the real nature of things”. And, adds Shankara with a suggestive image: “The beauty of the moon can be known through one’s own eyes and not the description provided by others” (54).

While a purely bookish education is not much help, it is instead useful to entrust oneself to the guidance provided by tradition, experienced and re-experienced: in this sense it is important to “believe in the shruti” (336).

However “the study of the sastra is useless for as long as the supreme reality is not known”; and it is even more pointless once the reality is known directly” (59).

The scripture, and in particular the shruti, are a fundamental reference point and the ascetic can find in them a guide and help for his spiritual progress (33, 46, 210, 281, 294, 478).

Another passage of the Vivekacudamani defines the shradda as “trusting adherence [faith] to the truth stated in the scriptures and by one’s own guru” and specifies that with this “one manages to learn what is real” (25).

Not even “meritorious deeds” can provide us with an understanding of reality: “Meritorious deeds are needed to purify the mind, not for understanding reality. The awareness of the Self is always the result of discriminate investigations and not of meritorious deeds, however many these may be” (11).

It is necessary to contemplate the Self incessantly. This consists in “having the inner eye turned towards the Atman, the supreme Reality” (336).

And it is a state of consciousness in which one must find stability: this is the way for really achieving liberation (478).

Such an experience - in its being, in its presuppositions, in its effects - can be summarised with the words of the sutra (aphorism or verse) 355, again from the same work we are analysing: “Calm, self-controlled, supremely concentrated, firm in his tolerance, absorbed in the practice of samadhi, the searcher constantly contemplates his own Self as the universal Atman”.

One must persevere in the contemplation of one’s own Self until it is acknowledged fully and strongly, until one is transformed into it; and so in the end “one becomes what one thinks”, as the Maitry Upanishad recites (VI, 34).

“Become fixed on your purified internal organ”, warns Shankara, “on your real nature, on the Witness, on knowledge, and little by little, becoming calm, acknowledge your Atman” (383).

This is how the ascetic “achieves isolation and hence identity with the Brahman” (567).
Ceaselessly the ascetic says “I am Brahman”. And in doing this ‘‘with a purified intellect’’ in the end he ‘‘understands the atman” (250).

And not only does he understand it, but also identifies with it: “Like milk poured into milk, oil poured into oil, water poured into water become one single thing, the ascetic who has realized atman becomes one with the atman” (566).

Here Shankara echoes the Katha Upanishad: “Like pure water poured into pure water remains such, thus the Atman known by the ascetic remains [unaltered], oh Gautama!” (K. U., II, IV, 15).

This happens “once one has understood the Brahman”. It is in this manner that “one must achieve the atman’s full identification with Brahman” (V., 224).

“Remain firm and satisfied within the Brahman” is Shankara’s invitation to he who is meditating (136). It is “like a king in the middle of his army” who “must firmly stable within his own Self and resolve the universe in Brahman” (265).

By maintaining “the mind firmly on the Atman” great progress can by made in this spiritual journey, while “for he who pursues knowledge of Brahman there is no worse death than inattention” (327).

The ascetic is induced and moved to concentrate all energy on the contemplation of the Self by an uncontrollable desire for this: it is “the yearning to realise Brahman” that in this way “makes itself manifest with real strength and the correct impetus” (318). In this way “like a caterpillar wishing to become a wasp, becomes a wasp, the yogi, acutely contemplating what is real, achieves the real. And like the caterpillar, putting aside all other interests, aspiring intensely only to be a wasp, the yogi, contemplating only the Paramatman [hence Brahman], realises the Paramatman” (358-359).

But is continuous attention enough? With it one also needs “uninterrupted discrimination” (9).

This consists in “discernment between the real and the unreal”: it “is based on the unmoveable persuasion that only Brahman is real and that the phenomenological universe is non-real” (20).

If “the universe cannot exist independently from the supreme Atman”, it follows that, therefore, “the perception of its separation seems to be false”. The Atman is the substratum. Now, “a superimposed attribution totally loses value when disassociated from its substratum” (235).

All that does not identify with the Brahman-Atman is pure illusion: “From the Mahat (the universal Mind) to the course body, everything is the effect of maya. These, with their cause, maya itself, are the non-atman and are unreal just like a mirage in the desert” (123).

The “shark that devours the great illusion” swallow the minds of each of us who “imagine ourselves in different conditioning states” (141). And it is due to this “veiling” that “the individual mistakenly identifies with the non-Self, that is with the body” (140).

In such a situation, “like clouds generated by the rays of the sun cover the sun itself, the "I" - the Atman’s reflected projection - covers the Atman itself” (142).

And “the Atman is obscured by tamas (ignorance). This is a “terrible power that persecutes the individual with never-ending anxieties” (143).

As we have seen, illusion and ignorance are overcome and conquered by those who learn to discriminate well. Discrimination presents the ascetic with a double invitation: “contemplate the Atman which is beatitude and a source of liberation” and simultaneously “renounce all that is non-Self, the generator of suffering” (379).

One must then “withdraw from all that is external to the senses and the ‘I’ itself”; and, so that this withdrawal can occur, the ascetic must be “impartial” (373). Among those committed to follow the path of spiritual research, “only the candidate who is impartial can experience Samadhi”, hence the integral, direct and conscious experience of the ultimate Reality (375).

He must understand that “impartiality and enlightened discernment are for an individual what two wings are for a bird”. In fact “if only one of these qualities is absent, one will be unable to reach the plant of liberation placed at the top of the building” (374).

It is also necessary to “withdraw from all the results of action in this world and in other worlds” (one can access after death) (19).

One must also “withdraw from all fleeting pleasures, corporal ones” and the highly spiritual ones, even “those corresponding to the state of Brahma” (that is the personal God) (21).

Other admonishments of the same kind leading to integral withdrawal are: “Destroy therefore all desire for the objects of the senses, dangerous poisons that are the bearers of death; abandon the pride for the caste, the family and social status; refrain from acting, do not identify with the body, the mind etc., all unreal things, and set your consciousness on the atman, because, in truth, you are the Witness, you are Brahman, with no duality, supreme, uncontaminated by the mind” (179).

One must stop attributing value to forms as if the corresponding objects existed per se, as such, independently from the thought that creates them. What is, strictly speaking, is only the Atman-Brahman. When the real nature of the fleeting and multiple forms is “understood and solved” in its fundamental being; “what remains is the Witness, that has the nature of consciousness” (210).

At this point one can observe, “when all apparently existing superimpositions are removed, then all that remains is the supreme and infinite Brahman, non-dual, who is above all affinities” (397). And also: “When the changes of the mind are reabsorbed in the supreme Self, in the undifferentiated Brahman, the phenomenological world ceases to be perceived”. An experience of this kind has such importance that “at this point all controversy comes to an end” (398).

So as to provide the liveliest possible idea of this particular state of consciousness, it is best to quote fully a series of sutras: “Having achieved identity of the atman with Brahman (brahma-atmanorekataya adhigatya), my mind, with all its activities, has vanished. I no longer distinguish ‘this’ from ‘that’, nor do I recognise the extent of the incommensurable beatitude” (481). “I cannot express with words, nor perceive with the mind the splendour of this supreme Brahman. In this ocean, this essence of beatitude, my mind had disintegrated like hailstones in the sea” (482). “Where has the universe gone? Who caused it to vanish? I caught a glimpse of it and it has already vanished. Oh the wonder of a mirage!” (483). “In the brahmanic ocean, full of the nectar of supreme beatitude, what must be accepted and what must be rejected? What is identical and what is different?” (484). “In This, I no longer see, I no longer know and I no longer feel anything, I am atman, eternal beatitude, distinct from all other forms” (that is all course, subtle or causal forms) (485).

In view of such an experience, all that exists is basically reduced to Brahman: “All that an individual - the victim of illusion, perceives by mistake, can always be considered Brahman and only Brahman” (236).

Brahman is “what is real” and “the all” (237-238).

Brahman is “the Witness of individuality and is also present in the state of deep sleep” (294). Brahman “is the inner Self" (131) and is also the “subject of everything” (466) and the “everyone’s Self” (240).

Brahman is “the supreme truth in which there is no distinction between the knower, knowledge and the known” (239). It is therefore, “non dual” (237-238).

“Self-existing”, Brahman is “self-resplendent” like “pure intelligence (470). Pure “essence of knowledge” (237-238), Brahman is “absolute knowledge (239).

Brahman is “always identical to itself although reflected in multiple mental modifications” (131). “With no beginning and no end” (240), it is “eternal” and “immutable”: “it was never born and never dies” (294).

Brahman is, in its “nature”, “elusive” (467): “it can be neither accepted nor rejected” (240, 467) and it is “beyond being and non-being” (266, 294).

Brahman is “subtle” (468) but also “of unequalled greatness” (240); “not manifest” (237-238), it is “incomprehensible” and “beyond the mind and beyond words” (469), it is “incomparable” (464) and “incommensurable” (237-238, 240).

By thereby characterising the Brahman one comes to the end of a process of negation, through which one has tried in all possible ways to distinguish it from all that It is not, repeating on each occasion, faced with any comparison with the relative world, “it is not this, it is not this” (the famous neti, neti).

All characteristics that can be attributed to relative existing beings must be denied to the Brahman, so in the end It clearly appears “beyond all the differentiations created by maya", “with no parts, “with no shape” (237-238), “with no thought or agitation", “with no quality” (468), “with no activity” (237-238, 465).

We have tried in some way to characterise the Brahman, and one must emphasise that everything, every reality is reduced to it: “All existence”, recites sutra 230, “since it is the effect of the real Brahman, can be nothing but Brahman, because it cannot exist independently from It. Those stating the opposite are affected by illusion and speak like one who sleeps” (230).

The image in sutra 390 is extremely suggestive: “Like the waves, the surf, the vortex, the bubbles etc. in there essence are nothing but water, all that exists, from the course body, are nothing but cit (supreme knowledge), pure and homogeneous” (390).

“Pure” and “uncontaminated”, the Brahman is “supremely pacified” (237-238).

Brahman “is beyond all activity” (397) because, in its “fullness” (240), it is “happy” (237-239). It is in fact “constant and full beatitude” (131), “it is of the nature of the essence of supreme beatitude” (237-238).

It is interesting to refer these concepts to the comparisons that the Taittiriya Upanishad (in the eighth anuvaka of the Brahmananda-valli) dedicated to the expression of the beatitude of Brahman. It is incomparably superior not only to the joy that can be experienced by human beings in their normal lives, but to that increasingly rising and each time multiplied by a hundred, that can be experienced by each individual of the hierarchy of spiritual beings and gods, such as the God Indra, then Brhaspati, and finally Prajapati. The Brahman’s happiness is a hundred times superior to that of the highest of gods.

4.   Yoga aims to realize the Self 

      also acting at a subliminal level

“The word Yoga derives from the Sanskrit root ‘Yug’ that means unifying, binding together, subjugating, directing and concentrating attention, using and applying. It also means unity and communion, and is the real unity of our will with that of God. ‘Hence this means' according to Mahadev Desai in his introduction to the Gita according to Gandhi, the joining of all the powers of the body, the mind and the soul with God; furthermore it means disciplining the intellect, the mind, one’s emotions and the will, conditions required by Yoga; it means equilibrium of the soul allowing one to be capable of looking at life uniformly in all its aspects” (Iyengar).

In the broader meaning of this word one can understand Yoga as something far greater, which in the most varied forms has been present in India since very ancient times. It consists in a variety of practices and techniques applied to spiritual, psychic and also physical development.

The word Yoga in fact indicates the different ways of spiritual ascent, that can be pursued through devotion (Bhakti Yoga, identifiable with what is called “religion” in the strictest possible sense), or through action and doing one’s duty (Karma Yoga), or through the repetition of divine names and other holy words (Mantra Yoga), and also through the search and experience of the Self (Jnana Yoga and Raja Yoga) and so on.

In a more restricted sense one can speak of Yoga as that specific doctrine (darsana, from the root drs, “seeing", “contemplating”, “understanding”) that is included in the six orthodox and classical philosophical systems of the great Hindu tradition.

We can begin by discussing Yoga starting from Shankara’s equally classical Vedanta. Shankara lived between the 8th and 9th Centuries of the modern era, while it is doubtful that Patanjali should be identified with his homonymous who lived between the 5th and 6th centuries A.D. or even with another homonymous grammarian who lived in the second century before Christ.

Therefore Patanjali historically precedes Shankara by at least three centuries and perhaps nine. There is then also the fact that Patanjali only classifies spiritual discoveries, ascetic practices and their teachings already used for centuries.

Why have I then dedicated to Shankara’s monist Vedanta a chapter that, following one on the Upanishads, precedes this one dedicated to Yoga? As we shall soon see, I did this for a conceptual reason: the idealistic Vedanta appears to be in close ideal continuity with the Upanishads, while Yoga diverges from them due to its realism, in the name of which it intends to appear as a partial challenge and critical revision of a motif repeated in both these texts.

Even with his own idealism Shankara is inclined to state that the liberating act coincides with the act of consciousness: in the act of thought with which a person recognises himself as identical with the Brahman. However is an act of consciousness enough to transform the person at every level? Is an act of knowledge sufficient for making a person ‘fulfilled’ in the strongest and broadest sense of this word?

Common experience appears to refute him: video meliora proboque, deteriora sequor (“I see and approve of the best things, I follow the worst”), confesses Ovid.

The Apostle Paul also confirms “We know that the law is spiritual; but I am carnal, sold into slavery to sin. What I do, I do not understand. For I do not do what I want, but I do what I hate. Now if I do what I do not want, I concur that the law is good. So now it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells in me. For I know that good does not dwell in me, that is, in my flesh. The willing is ready at hand, but doing the good is not. For I do not do the good I want, but I do the evil I do not want. Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells in me. So, then, I discover the principle that when I want to do right, evil is at hand. For I take delight in the law of God, in my inner self, but I see in my members another principle at war with the law of my mind, taking me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members. Miserable one that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death?” (Rom 7, 14-24).

Those attributing to an act of knowledge the capability of transforming an individual to the extent of modifying his condition, also state that thought is a creative force.

In fact, one must acknowledge that in every living being there is an intimate force that organises it. This is ultimately a psychic force. This force governs all vital phenomena, but it is made manifest even more directly and immediately in psychic and psychosomatic phenomena and also and above all in paranormal phenomena.

Within this framework in particular such a moulding force is expressed in ideoplastic phenomena. Here human thought, at a level of awareness and even better at an unconscious level, directly moulds matter, impressing upon it the form that corresponds to the idea at work.

This is the force that results in the healing and scarring of wounds regenerating the tissue. There is at times instantaneous healing, or almost, from very serious illnesses or deformations. Religious people attribute these to miracles. They are however attributable to a force definable as psychic, or spiritual, or mental, that intimately reorganises matter. Mens agitat molem, as Virgil said. It is however a plasticising force.

We say that the act of knowing something (it does not matter what), the act of becoming aware of something, transforms us positively, to a certain extent pointing us in the direction of our very best possibilities, fulfilling us in our whole being at all levels. We therefore in saying this attribute to that cognitive act the capability to transform our being, to improve it.

What we are addressing here is an awareness that brings us to fulfilment. And this is a concept we can express using the verb “to realise”. 

In understanding one really “realizes” when gaining awareness takes place not merely at an intellectual level, but with all one’s being. It is here that knowledge is revealed as a creative act, such that it moulds again our nature as human beings transforming this profoundly.

Whatever the importance of the principle of the creativity of thought, problems may arise when this is applied. At this point one should address with the correct attention the manners in which the creativity of thought really is implemented. And one should not underestimate the possible obstacles.

One should pay attention above all to one point: psychic forces that mainly act at an unconscious level regulate the lives of human beings.

It is very obvious and even self-evident that gaining awareness takes place at a conscious level. But consciousness is only the tip if the iceberg. All the rest of the personality remains buried in the unconscious. And at that level is removes itself from any possible involvement by what acts exclusively at a conscious level.

To fully realise oneself, to transform oneself at every level, the person must also work on the unconscious. This is precisely the problem Yoga addresses.

Classical Yoga techniques are addressed at ensuring that the person concentrates all their attention, and not only, all their existence on the Self.

The yogi must concentrate on the Self not only with his intellect, not only with his consciousness, but also with all his being.

He must not concentrate in a temporary or precarious manner, but in a stable and permanent way.

This is why Yoga relies not only on cognitive faculties, but also the practice of moral and religious virtues as a premise; and then also on breathing as a means for increasing the concentration of psychic life; and finally on an education to concentration involving the entire psyche also at the unconscious level of the vegetative functions.

We have mentioned a not well-identified Patanjali. Whoever he may be, Patanjali “is neither an inventor or a founder of a school”, observes Corrado Pensa, “but simply a classifier and a person putting in order a system of meditative practices clearly already in use for some time and passed on from ascetic to ascetic through direct teaching” (P., note for the introduction to Aphorisms on Yoga),

Yoga is more closely linked to another of the aforementioned six Indian schools of thought, the Samkhya. These two “philosophies” differ from the Vedanta, and also from idealist Buddhism, since they consider the world as not illusory, but real. But what does this reality depend on? It is the result of “ignorance”, object the idealistic schools. The Self ignores itself, and this ignorance is at the origin of the slavery far too many human beings suffer from.

Here there is a renewal of the reasons for that pessimism that as always filled Indian spirituality since the very origins of the Upanishads. This pessimism never becomes desperation, since the ascetic, although immersed in the profane dimension of the ephemeral and painful historical-cosmic dimension, is supported by the certainty of another absolute and holy dimension. Suffering is universal, but not final, since we human beings possess the means for liberation.

The Self (that both schools of thought, Samkhya and Yoga, call purusha, “spirit”) must be well distinguished from the mind. The Self knows and sees through the mind, but it is not the mind and should under no circumstances be confused with it. The mind is part of the Non Self, it is part of what Samkhya and Yoga call the prakrti, “matter", “nature”. This is the correct discernment.

The Samkhya pursues the liberation of the Self from all mingling and false identification with matter. And this liberation should be obtained through consciousness. This last aspect of the Samkhya seems in line with that of the Upanishads and what will then become the idealist and monist Vedanta. According to the Samkhya, it is enough to become aware of how things really stand and the reawakened spirit is freed from illusion and fulfilled.

For Yoga it is different. Mircea Eliade observes that “classical Yoga starts where the Samkhya ends” (E., 1982). Patanjali accepts the Samkhya dialectics, but rejects the idea that only metaphysical consciousness can provide human beings with supreme and total liberation. Awareness or knowledge will provide certain premises and prepare the ground, but achieving liberation is something quite different. Yoga instead believes that “liberation must be, so to speak, conquered with live strength, through an ascetic technique and a method of contemplation that are Yogadarsana” (ibidem).

What are Yoga’s objective? “Yoga’s objective”, specifies again the Rumanian scholar, “like that of the Samkhya, is to suppress normal consciousness in favour of a consciousness with a different quality, such that totally understands metaphysical truth” (ibidem). However, while the objective is the same, means and methods differ greatly: “The suppression of the normal consciousness is not, according to Yoga, very easy to obtain. In addition to gnosis, darsana, this also implies a "practice" (abhyasa), an ascesis (tapas), a physiological technique, with regard to which the strictly psychological technique is auxiliary” (ibidem).

Yoga techniques are addressed at ensuring that the person concentrates all his attention, and not only, but all his existence on the Self. The yogi must concentrate on the Self not only with his intellect, not only with his consciousness, but also with all his being. He must not concentrate in a temporary or precarious manner, but in a stable and permanent way.

This is why Yoga relies not only on cognitive faculties, but also on the practice of moral and religious virtues as a premise; and then also on breathing as a means for increasing the concentration of psychic life; and finally on an education to concentration involving the entire psyche also at the unconscious level of the vegetative functions.

Yoga proposes to once and for all achieve a unified state of consciousness totally centred on the Self. Beyond the Upanishads, the Vedanta, and even the Samkhya, entrusting all to pure consciousness, Yoga discovers that acquiring awareness of certain things is worth little if then the unconscious part of human beings continues to function following old habits in the way it has always been organised. One understands for which reasons the psychic structures must be suppressed.

The yogi is convinced that, to obtain the ideal stable and permanent state of consciousness, he wishes to achieve, he must precisely destroy normal states of consciousness. To reach this objective it is necessary but not sufficient to know these states.

Mircea Eliade provides us with the reasons for this, hence it is worth considering what he says, so that he can explain these to us: “...Unlike the Samkhya, Yoga believes that the simple abolition of metaphysical ignorance is not sufficient for obtaining the total destruction of states of consciousness. This because even if the current ‘clamours’ were silenced, others would immediately appear to replace them, arising from the immense reserves of dormant elements buried in the subconscious”.

The concept of vasana, a word translatable as “mental dormant elements” is of great importance here. In the text of the Yogasutras the word means the “specific subconscious feelings”. Well, these subliminal forces result in two kinds of obstacles for those committed to the path of liberation.

The first obstacle occurs because “the vasanas nourish ceaselessly the psycho-mental flow, the infinite series of cittavrtti [states of consciousness, ‘clamours’ of consciousness]”.

And the second obstacle arises because, “precisely due to their specific way of being (subliminal, ‘germinal’), the vasanas... are unperceivable, difficult to control and master”.

Effectively, explains Eliade, “since their ontological state is that of ‘potentiality’, their own dynamism obliges the vasanas to manifest themselves, to ‘become implemented’ in the form of states of consciousness. Therefore even the expert and evolved yogi “risks being led astray by the invasion of a powerful flow of psycho-mental ‘vortexes’ caused by the vasanas” (E., 1982).

Hence one must conquer the unconscious, dominate it through a transformation of normal states of consciousness, suppressing them to achieve a unified state of consciousness.

 Such a transformation can only be slow and gradual. Commenting Patanjali’s Aphorisms on Yoga, Vyasa (who lived between the 6th and 7th centuries after Christ) specifies that, unless there is the intervention of a special divine grace, usually “this discipline can be applied at a later stage only when the previous one has been conquered” (Comment to the Yogasutras, III, 6).

This consists in progressively destroying the illusory states of consciousness. And one cannot do this if one has not experienced them. This is another point shared by Yoga and psychoanalysis. The yogi allows all that is dormant in the unconscious to emerge so that it is made fully manifest.

At this point, as well clarified by Eliade, Yoga differs from psychoanalysis because “it believes that the subconscious can be dominated by ascesis and even conquered”. How? “Through the technique of unification of the states of consciousness (E., 1982).

In Yoga Techniques (1972) the same author had already observed: “The East’s psychological and parapsychological experience in general, and that of Yoga in particular, are without doubt vaster and better organised than the experiences on which the western sciences of the spirit are based”. Hence “it is probable that on this point Yoga is right and that - however paradoxical this may seem - the subconscious can be dominated, ‘known’ and ‘conquered”’.

States of consciousness are progressively unified through continuous concentration of the mind “on one point only” (ekagrata). It is by concentrating the mind on only one point that “dispersion is eliminated” (Yogasutra, III, 11). Vyasa adds that “eliminating this dispersion means causing it to disappear” (ad II, 11). Eliade in turn comments as follows: “Ekagrata, concentration on only one point,  has the immediate result of a quick and clear cutting off of all distraction and all mental automatisms that in reality dominate, make  consciousness profane” (E., 1972).

One must eliminate dispersion of untidy and rhapsodic mental associations, whether induced by the senses or the unconscious. It also consists in assuming control over both sensorial activity (indriya) and the unconscious activity (samskara). Finally, according to Yoga, it consists in no longer allowing oneself to be passively thought, but to think dominating thought, unifying it.

“This is why”, concludes Eliade, “the practice of Yoga starts with ekagrata, that stops this mental flow and therefore becomes a ‘psychic blockage’, a solid and unified continuity” (ibidem). This also explains why the yogic technique takes place through a series of physiological and spiritual exercises consisting in eight angas or “members”.

Let us list these eight angas, trying to characterise each of them, albeit briefly:

1) Yama, meaning “brake”, “bridle”, “reins”, is the restraining and moral governing of oneself through the practice of a series of virtues and duties. Yama is the inhibition of all that can lead to negative behaviour, obstacles on the spiritual path embarked upon.

Patanjali distinguishes five specific “restraints” (Yama): ahimsa (“do not kill” or “non violence”), satya (“do not lie”, “tell the truth”), asteya (“do not steal”), brahmacharya (“sexual abstinence”), aparigraha (“do not be miserly" or “poverty).

As far as the first restraint is concerned, Vyasa observes that “non violence (ahimsa) means abstaining from offence in all ways and at all times, with all beings”. And he adds that “the remaining prohibitions and obligations are based on this one” and “in fact are taught here with the objective of ensuring that this is understood and fulfilled”, hence making it pure” (Comment on the Yogasutra, ad II, 30).

As far as the “do not steal” (asteya) is concerned, the same author explains that “it consists in not having desires” to illegally taking possession of what belongs to others (ibidem).

2) Niyama means obeying religious precepts. The fundamental “obligations” (niyama, precisely), specifies Patanjali, are “pureness, satisfaction, ascesis, study and devotion to the Lord” (Yogasutra, II, 32). “Devotion to the Lord”, explains Vyasa, “means offering all actions to him, as the supreme master” (Comment, ad II, 32). One overcomes a temptation by cultivating the opposite thought (Y., Il, 33). Victory over temptations provides stability to virtues and confers upon those practising them a sort of magical power: the person “acquires energy”, his word becomes “infallible”, “all hostility ceases near him” and “the jewels of the entire world are his” (Y., II, 35-39).

3) Asana, “seat”, is the adoption of the correct position that reduces to a minimum the physical effort needed to maintain it, eliminating distractions, encouraging concentration. There is a large variety of positions: the lotus position, the heroic position, the decorous one, that of the seated heron, the seated elephant, the seated camel, etc. and finally the stable and pleasant one that each person finds most suitable (ad II, 46).

However much it may seem uncomfortable in the beginning or even intolerable, once the ascetic becomes used to the position must avoid all tiredness and distractions. The asana must however, “lead to stability and comfort” (Y., II, 46). This is achieved in a complete, optimal manner when there is no longer any need to make an effort (see Y., II, 47). The yogi who has total control over the position “is no longer affected by opposites such as hot and cold and all others” (ad II, 48).

Yogic positions involve renouncing movement and therefore eliminating the body’s mobility and availability. This is a first real step towards the abolition of the modalities that normally characterise human existence. The yogi assumes an immobile, archetypal, hieratic and sacral attitude. Seated like a king on his throne, the ascetic already feels, so to speak, like a sort of god, living in his timeless sphere subtracted to becoming and to the anxieties of ordinary human life.

4) Pranayama is the discipline of breathing. It is the renouncing the arrhythmic manner in which human beings usually breathe. It means adopting a different, rhythmic way of breathing that encourages the continuity of consciousness replacing the changing diversity, the normal untidy series of very different states of consciousness.

Human beings’ normal breathing is, on the contrary, arrhythmic, untidy, rhapsodic, conditioned by feelings, by states of mind and by external events. Such breathing encourages the mind’s dispersion and prevents concentration.

The breathing rhythm of a person sleeping is slower and more regular than of one who is awake. While the breathing of a furious man is agitated, that of a person who is concentrated, even for a short period of time, slows down, becomes rhythmic and calm by itself. This helps us understand how concentration (dharana) is encouraged greatly by the fact that the yogi breathes slowly, and increasingly more slowly and even manages to stop breathing.

Thanks to “controlled breathing”, says Patanjali, “the screen of light is destroyed”, hence what veils inner light is removed and therefore “the capacity of the inner sense of concentration expresses itself”, that is concentration becomes possible (Y., II, 52-53).

5) Pratyahara, “abstraction" or “withdrawal of the senses” from the respective objects they are applied to, is an emancipation of sensorial activity from the vortex of external objects. It is the autonomy of the senses from their respective stimuli. It is the withdrawal of the senses from external things, so they may remain within themselves.

It is thanks to such abstraction that the yogi can assess the quality of his concentration. With pratyahara, the subject is no longer disturbed by his senses, the motions of the soul, the memory, the subconscious, by thirst for life, and the stimuli coming from the external world.

“When the senses are no longer in contact with their own respective objects, it is as if they assume the form of the mind”, states Patanjali (Y., II, 54). And Vyasa comments: “...When the mind is stopped, the senses too are stopped. And unlike other forms of domination of the senses, in this they require no other means: just as the bees fly behind the queen bee when she flies and return when she returns, the senses stop when the mind stops. This is abstraction (Pratyahara)” (ad II, 54).

6) Dhahrana is “concentration”, that Patanjali defines as “fixing the thought in one place, on one single point” (Y., III, 1). One can concentrate on the belly button, on the lotus of the heart, or on the light of the head, or the point of the tongue, or even on an external object” (Y., III, 2). Vijnanabhiksu (author of a comment on Vyasa’s comment) proposes that the yogi should concentrate on a spiritual reality, first of all on the Self. Others suggest one should concentrate on a holy figure, on a particular god, on the Lord Ishvara.

7) Dhyana is “meditation” on the object on which thought has been fixed through the previous technique. “Meditation”, continues the leader of classical Yoga, “is the continuous fixing of consciousness on these [locations]” (Y., III, 2). Such fixedness, explains the comment, is “a uniform flow, uncontaminated by other notions” (ad III, 2) hence a continuity in the mental effort to assimilate the object of meditation: a continuity free from any other effort to assimilate other objects. One can say that yogic meditation penetrates its object and magically assimilates it.

Eliade proposes as an example, yogic meditation (dhyana) on fire. This starts with concentration (dharana) on burning coal placed in front of the yogi. In addition to revealing to the yogi the combustion phenomenon and its profound meaning, the dhyana allows him to: "1st) identify the physical-chemical process taking place in the coals with the combustion that takes place in the human body; 2nd) identify the fire of the coals with the fire of the sun, etc.; 3rd) unify the contents of all these fires, with the objective of obtaining a vision of existence understood as ‘fire’; 4th) penetrate within this cosmic process, either at an astral level (the sun), or at a physiological level (the human body), or at infinitesimal level (“the seed of fire”); 5th) reduce all these levels to a modality shared by all of them, that is prakrti, [matter, substance, nature] as “fire”; 6th) ‘master’ inner fire, thanks to pranayama, even suspending breathing (breathing = vital fire); finally, to extend this ‘mastering’ - thanks to a new ‘penetration’ - to the coal itself that is now in front of him (because, if the combustion process is absolutely identical from one end of the Universe to the other, all partial mastering of this process infallibly leads to total ‘mastering’)” (E., 1982).

Desikachar emphasises that, although it comes first in the listing of Yoga’s “members”, pratyahara is simply a consequence of the state of dhyana, (which, induced by dharana finally leads to Samadhi). It is, in fact,  concentrating on an object, it is communicating  more and more intimately with it,  ot is merging with it that makes pratyahara increasingly possible: that pratyahara which means the spirit’s withdrawal from the stimuli of the senses and from all possible conditioning by external objects.

Hence the development that arises from dharana and, through dhyana, is fulfilled in samadhi: “When”, says Patanjali, “this same [meditation assumes as its only form that of the object of meditation, as if losing its own nature, then one has enstasis” (samadhi, precisely) (Y., III, 3).

Vyasa comments this as follows: “When meditation appears only in the form of the object of meditation and as if deprived of its own nature which is nothing but cognition, then, due to its permeating with the nature of the object of meditation, it is called enstasis. These three, concentration (dharana), meditation (dhyana) and enstasis (samadhi), applied to one single object, form the ‘discipline”’ (ad III, 3).

8) Samadhi (“absorption”) is, finally, the supreme state of the unified consciousness. Here the mind, now free from all mental structures, from all obstacles provided by words or conventions or reasoning, fully identifies with the object. It adheres to it to the extent of merging with it becoming one. It achieves with it a relationship of pure identity. The yogi no longer says “I know this object” or “This object is mine”: since he has now become the object.

Samadhi is prepared by a very long and extremely hard ascetic training and is however achieved in a manner that is not provoked, but sudden, unexpected.

This is why, observes Eliade, it can be described as a “rapture”. He does however add that “this is not a gift, nor is it a state of grace” (E., 1982).

I have some reservations as far as this is concerned. Unlike Samkhya, which is atheist, is Yoga not theist? Does it not refer to a sort of living God, although not the creator and all in all rather modest and not comparable to the God of the Bible and yet active and committed to helping the yogi who entrusts himself to Him?

Aphorism 23 in the first book of the Yogasutra, stating that enstasis can be achieved “thanks to devotion to the Lord”, reminds us of this. Vyasa comments on this as follows: “Thanks to devotion, hence thanks to a particular form of adoration, the Lord bends down towards the yogi and helps him only with His grace. And it is thanks to this grace that the yogi come very close to achieving enstasis and to its results” (ad I, 23).

One should see the paragraph entitled “Ishvara’s role” that Eliade himself dedicates to such a divine figure (E., 1982).

There are various levels of samadhi. Without going into distinctions and sub-distinctions that can seem abstract and scholastic, one can more simply say that little by little the functions of the mind, the memory, verbal and logical associations, argumentations,  names, meanings, all vanish, as does the distinction between the object and a person saying “I know this object” hence “this object is mine”, deliberation and beatitude itself. In the end the Self is free, autonomous, vacuous, that is devoid of all empirical contents and all phenomena and any “human” consciousness, purged; the pure Self, perfectly unified and immersed in the contemplation of itself.

This is, in the full absolute sense, adequate and true consciousness, of an intuitive nature, no longer mediated by concepts, or images or words, no longer inferential, no longer verbal. Such consciousness is a total fulfilment of the self. The self-revelation of the Self is a taking possession of the Being in all its fullness. The yogi is the entire Being and is fulfilled as a sort of man-God.

The karmic impulses generated by ordinary experience, the result of deeds previously implemented [in the course of this life and also previous lives), are all overcome by karmic impulses generated by pure enstatic consciousness, the only ones remaining, the only ones that matter.

Mental functions and the development of ideas stop, the mind halts its activities (see Y., I, 2). So the soul rests within itself and hence is called pure and liberated (see Y., 1, 3 and 41-51).

One can say that in samadhi the "I", no longer distinct from all other objects in the external world, is totally absorbed in the pure contemplation of the Self, in which it is fully unified. Such a state is a definitive conquest.

If the person has correctly practised all preliminary levels, his subconscious will be dominated and the centrifuge tendencies all destroyed. In samadhi nothing more will disturb the final state in which the mind is fixed in the contemplation of its pure beginning.

At this point consciousness is possessing, self-consciousness is the full ultimate possession of oneself.

How can practising yoga influence the subconscious to the extent of remodelling it, totally re-moulding it? I believe that there is no doubt that this practice has a strong suggestive effect on the subconscious. Yoga does not only persuade the intellect, it involves the meditating person’s entire being. Yama induces the yogi to “restrain” all dispersing tendency in order to consist within oneself in full coherence with oneself. Asana strengthens in the person this sense of coherence and consistency and continuity and a concentration of energies, that then is strengthened by pranayama and by dharana. The person does not only receive instruction from the exterior, but adheres to it vitally, is involved by it, implements it personally, experiences it, incarnates it and makes it his own way of being.

Fixing the attention on an image to the extent of absorbing it allows the image to be also impressed in the subconscious. Thus the practice of exterior and physical immobility is transformed into a mental habit of imperturbable stability. Regularity of now rhythmical breathing, on the other hand, can only impress, at the same subliminal level, further suggestion once again in the sense of the consciousness’ continuity and its unification.

An analogous effect results from the repetition of certain words and formulas, attributed with particular meaning, particular power. These suggestive and rhythmic expressions must be pronounced correctly; and not only, they must be repeated incessantly and with no interruptions. One is convinced that by repeating them one becomes assimilated to the different realities each intends to express; hence to the mystic state or degree of sanctity, to a certain god and so on. The practice of reciting mantras became above all affirmed in recent periods compared to when classical Yoga took shape.

The repetition of the name of God (or, instead, of a divinity considered inferior) with the objective of becoming assimilated to Him to the extent this is possible, is a practice quite widespread also in Muslim and Christian environment. One should remember the prayer of Jesus (“Lord Jesus Christ have mercy of me”), that in oriental Christianity many repeat out loud and mentally following the rhythm of their breathing and their heartbeat.

There are many texts about the Prayer of Jesus, mainly the Philocalia, but the book that made it known in the West is the Tales of a Russian Pilgrim. This pilgrim, who lived in the first half of the nineteenth century, tells us that, instructed by a holy monk, he had started to recite every day a certain established number of those invocations, counting them on his rosary.

In the beginning he had to make an effort, and perhaps the prayer was often mechanical, but it then became increasingly spontaneous and lively as time went by. In the end his prayer flowed spontaneously. And the manner in which this pilgrim saw things, nature, human beings, increasingly became profounder, more refined, always more filled with spiritual meaning and a sense of God’s presence. 

I instinctively compare that effort of persevering attention to dharana; and, at a certain point, that spontaneous flowing of prayer that appeared to act on this person of its own initiative seems comparable to dhyana. In the end the prayer transforms the man himself into a living prayer, and this last stage is one I would compare to samadhi.

One must of course clarify the differences. Classical yoga, the Raja Yoga theorised by Patanjali, proposes the search for the Self in a specific manner (aimed at full unification and merging), and not so much at the search for God so as to establish with Him a strictly “religious” relationship of communion in which there remains however the dualism between man and God.

However, leaving aside the fact that there is also a religious-devotional yoga (Bhakti Yoga), one must bear in mind that in later Hinduism classical yoga itself was adapted to also address religious ies. Hence, above all within the framework of a Vishnuist religious experience, yoga becomes perceived as a mystical technique, considered a valid help for achieving mystic communion (and never unification or total fusion) with the divinity.

And so the religious person concentrates on Krishna, whom he identifies with Vishnu, the supreme God. Hence, in the Bhagavad-Gita, Krishna speaks as follows to the Prince Arjuna: “With a calm and fearless soul, constant in its promise to remain on the path of chastity, with a firm intellect and always thinking of Me, he [the devoted ascetic] must practice Yoga with Me as its supreme objective. In such a way, with the soul continuously addressing meditation and the intellect under control the yogi achieves the peace that lives in Me, and the ultimate goal is nirvana” (B., VI, 14-15).

Eliade observes that here Krishna appears as a figure infinitely greater that the Ishvara in Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra. He is no longer like Ishvara only a model to be followed and a power that helps the ascetic on his spiritual journey. Krishna is the ultimate objective, he is the absolute. And if the devoted person achieves nirvana, this is fundamentally thanks to the grace received from Krishna. Finally, Nirvana is not samadhi, but rather a state of perfect mystical communion between the soul and the divinity (Yoga Techniques).

Returning to address dharana, dhyana and samadhi, I would like to compare what I previously said about these to the results of certain practices or techniques for psychic development, today so popular also in the western world. I refer in particular to sophrology and autogenic training albeit considering their limitations.

Among the various mental techniques, great effectiveness is attributed to the power of the imagination. The person imagines that he is and behaves in a certain manner and affirms this mentally with conviction; and slowly acquires this self-confidence and acts according to that model in an increasingly determined manner, as if an authentic transformation had taken place intimately.

How does this happen? The imagination has affected the personality’s subliminal part. Everyone knows that the unconscious allows itself to become involved, far better than by rational considerations, by images that precisely impress the imagination. When the person has achieved a particular "sophronic” state, being almost asleep and yet aware, rather like those hypnotised, the psyche’s subliminal part appears increasingly susceptible to being influenced. At this point the person can also influence himself, proposing to himself images that are precisely particularly suggestive.

With the mind in this sophronic state the person can also receive, or provide himself with incisive suggestions by repeating certain words or sentences.  These affirm that the person is as he wishes to be and is already in this state. For example, those suffering from certain problems affirm that they are perfectly well. One often notices that the person effectively does improve considerably when persevering with this exercise.

To enter the sophronic state the person must relax. There are relaxation techniques for gradually relaxing all the body’s muscles, until the entire physical body is both relaxed and yet as if rigid. When a yogi has become used to a certain position - let us for example take the classic crossed-leg seated one - he is relaxed as he can be, and this of course allows him to easily enter the sophronic state, in which so to speak the unconscious emerges and therefore is easily moulded.

It is easily understandable how concentration perceived in these terms and thus obtained, can then also provide great energy. This is energy capable of transforming the individual. It will also confer to him great power over his own nature, as well as over the external environment. The awareness pursued is identification with the known reality and ends up by becoming possess of it.

Patanjali lists at length the miraculous powers that the yogi acquires in the course of his ascetic journey (Yogasutra, Book III; see Eliade, Yoga). These are concepts confirmed by various other texts of yogic inspiration. They are powers of clairvoyance and also psychokinetic ones; hence of influencing the external world only with the pure strength of the mind. They involve full domination of oneself, one’s personality, at all levels.

Vivekananda specifies that, according to Raja Yoga (that is the Yoga reduced to a doctrinal system by Patanjali), “the external world is simply rough and material aspect of the inner or slimmer one” and therefore “he who discovers and understands it will also learn how to act on these subtle forces, he will be able to control the whole of Nature”.

Vivekananda compares the acquisition of these immense powers to a practising of pranayama to its very limits. The great Hindu teacher explains that behind all beings and all nature’s phenomena there is a shared energy, prana. Now the prana animating our bodies and minds is close to us and controllable, although it is one with universal prana. And, hence, “if we can learn to control this small wave of our prana, we can hope to control the entire prana of the universe. The yogi who achieves this, achieves perfection; he is no longer subject to any other force. He becomes almost omnipotent and omniscient”.

Without intentionally wanting this, at a certain point the person discovers he is rich in magical powers. He can here succumb to the temptation of developing certain powers neglecting his spiritual ascent. This would be the same as renouncing being a yogi to simply be a magician incapable of surpassing himself.

An important difference between the Vedanta and Yoga is that the first has no interest for the siddhis, the powers, while the second attributes considerable importance to these powers and uses them, together with all possible techniques, to reach the summit of supreme liberation, of the asamprajnata samadhi.

One can develop an analogous consideration with regard to Hatha Yoga. In later times, compared to those of Patanjali, Hatha Yoga accepted and reprocessed these traditional techniques creating a sort synthesis between Yoga and Tantra. These techniques are addressed at gaining absolute control over the physical body, that Tantrism rediscovers and valorises to a high level. The body itself can become deified, in such a vision, in which one intends to overcome that spirit of pessimism and escape from the world that triumphed in the Upanishads, the Vedanta, and also in classical Yoga.

One must bear in mind that Hatha Yoga wishes to make the body a perfect instrument for spiritual ascent, and with this objective in mind the techniques set out by this system content themselves to play a preliminary and propaedeutic role. In Iyengar’s suggestive definition, Hatha Yoga is “a science that appears as a coloured stairway for those wishing to reach the summits of Raja Yoga”.

Yoga is a search for the Self, that discovers the Self enveloped and hidden by the veil of ignorance (avidya). This freeing the Self from the veil that imprisons it, allows it to recognise its own forgotten reality and to translate it into knowledge and omnipotence.

In formulating this definition I always in particular refer to Raja Yoga. I would like to express this concept more broadly with the words of Desikachar: “There is a king, purusha [the Self], that exists in each of us. Due to our past and present deeds, the purusha is suffocated. In other words, when a person is confused, in moral dejection, the purusha is clouded by the mind that is nourished by the senses, and that loses itself behind the hundreds of objects that the senses continuously present to it. Because of avidya, purusha is pushed so far down that it is almost as if it no longer exists.

"When this process is overturned, the purusha regains its real position, it returns to be the king. He is the Lord and all the rest is at his service. Hence Raja Yoga is the yoga in which the king, the Ishvara purusha, regains his original position” (Desikachar).

“...The king, whether Ishvara or purusha” is discovered and reinstated on his legitimate throne. Here I wish to leave aside the services that yoga can render to religion with its techniques, to the extent that religion is capable of making use of them. So, I believe that each considered within its own framework, both the search for the Self (classical Yoga etc.), and the strictly religious search for the living God can be expressed through the image proposed here, simply by changing the name of the king.

Therefore, religion is the discovery of God within us and reinstating Him in the position He must hold in our lives.

Yoga (in the classical sense as in Patanjali’s formulation) is the discovery of the Self within us and its reinstatement in the position it must have in our lives.

Many define the Self as God Himself in His real essence. This would consist in distinguishing correctly this profound authentic divine essence from those ways of being that so many religions, theologians and philosophers have attributed to the Divinity. These other ways of being falsely attributed to the Divinity should be denied and eliminated as unreal, illusory and non-essential.

All that remains to be see is to what extent such an idea is acceptable. We will discuss this in the next chapters.

5.   Where the Self engulfs the living God:

      from ancient India to today’s “esotericism”

Atman’s identicalness with the Brahman, hence of the human Self with the divine Self appears to be a reality, a given event. It is revealed extremely clearly to anyone capable of making this personal discovery following the particular ascetic-mystical journey we can call the search for the Self.

The Atman-Brahman identicalness seems to be a real intuition. In what sense? I do not think in the sense of a logical-mathematical identity, but rather I would say in the sense of a participative identicalness. I would say that the Atman, the pure Self of each human being, participates very closely in the nature of the divine original Beginning.

I am however convinced that one cannot and should not say anything more than this. Stating that the Divine Self and the human Self are really identical in a total and absolute manner seems to be slightly excessive. There are words that should not be taken literally even when strengthening certain concepts.

Preaching or prophetic speeches or more in general any spiritual presentation would seem rather cold and weak if exclusively presented using rigorously precise, objective, purged and neutral language. These will resort to effective images, perhaps a little hyperbolic, addressed at shaking the interlocutor, at personally impressing him.

Of course there are also some who faced with this sort of language take the entire sermon literally from A to Z. This may in some ways also help them, until however excessive fanatical extremism makes this to become intolerable.

Perceived in participative terms (rather than literal in the strictly logical sense that cannot be used for words describing inner experiences), the Atman-Brahman identicalness is without doubt a great spiritual discovery, the merit of which honours the Hindu tradition and appears to be its greatest characteristic.

Now we are well aware of how discoverers generally tend to fall in love with their discoveries to the extent of absolutising them and having their whole world revolving around them. Faced with a discovery, all the rest, all other aspects of reality as complementary as they may be, as relevant as they may be, are alienated into a shadowy zone to then ultimately be totally forgotten.

At least to a certain extent, the same happens with the teachers from the Upanishads-Vedanta-Yoga schools of thought. The Atman-Brahman identicalness is affirmed in such a way that, to the extent that consequences are treated literally, all the rest tends to be ignored.

Faced with the bright light of an even excessively absolutised Self, also considered in a far too exclusive manner, the reality of all that exists and human beings too and even the living God seems to be out of focus. This is, of course, a reality that it is not easy to eliminate sic et simpliciter, since it is so visible and tangible, while the living and incarnate God is obviously present in the inner experience that religious people all pursue and testify.

Well, all that is difficult, if not impossible to deny can be considered as existing, but only as a pure illusion. Hence both the realities of this world, the human personality and the divinity itself perceived as a personal God, are confined to the dimension of maya.

Hence the only real spiritual search is that for the Self. The search for God pursued by religious people is only considered real if it is identified with the search for the Self. It can be a mere symbol of such a research. It can be propaedeutic: a first step destined to be overcome. In such a perspective, it is in the search for the Self that every search for God discovers its real meaning.

This means that a religious search can never be finalised to itself, it can never aspire to have its own value as such. This is a subtle procedure with which the search for the Self, although never contrasting the search for God undertaken by religious people, even if never openly in conflict, empties and engulfs it.

A religious experience mortified in such a way results in a tendency to deny, or to reduce to a symbol, and always limiting as much as possible what is instead the autonomous role of the living, transcendent, active, creating and redeeming God in the monotheistic religions. There is precisely a tendency to reduce such a God to the Atman-Brahman, leaving no room for the personal God.

In the past century, and in this one, theosophists and esotericists have assumed a similar attitude. While “theosophy” is less discussed, nowadays it is “esotericism” that tends to prevail.

This is, however, the same school of thought and spirituality arising from Elena Petrovna Blavatsky’s theosophy, continued in the anthroposophy of Rudolf Steiner and also, more recently, expressed in Alice Bailey’s Arcane School.

As also mentioned, it is known that Roberto Assagioli was personally very close to the Arcane School; and I believe that his tendency to reduce the religious experience of the transcendent Divinity to the experience of man’s immanent Self was significantly influenced by these theosophical influences.

The Western world has now in various ways become familiar with Indian spirituality, but there is no doubt that the influence exercised by theosophy, and more recently by esotericism, continues this with the objective of spreading India’s schools of thought and spirituality as well as a little of the mentality among common people both on our continent and on the American one.

The Indian school of thought exported in such a manner is of course far from perceived in all its nuances, in all its profoundness and richness. This is, allow me to say, a rather limited vision of India. The Indian school of thought is handed out here in a very schematic and certainly impoverished manner.

In a schematised manner we are presented with the motifs of the Upanishads, the Vedanta, and above all the Shankara's monism, and Patanjali’s Yoga, almost totally devoid of all devotional traditions. Those attracted by theosophy and esotericism are, after all, the men and women typical of our so-called modern society. These are people generally accustomed to reasoning in an objectifying manner rather than digging deeply in themselves to discover there a personal relationship with God within the dimension of prayer.

At the end of the day one could say that, in the history of these last one hundred and twenty years, theosophy in its various expressions and successive editions has become an important vehicle for spreading the Hindu school of thought of a certain kind here in the West. Think of Gandhi, when as a twenty-year old living in England and dressing in the European style also tending to becoming westernised, he was encouraged precisely by theosophy to rediscover his great country’s traditional spirituality.

Each in its own way and with its own limitations, theosophy and esotericism have brought to the West the ancient Indian spirituality of the Upanishads-Vedanta-Yoga. Thus, albeit in an approximate manner, they reflect and express the greatness of the spiritual discovery as well as the limitations of its undue absolutising, that risks engulfing all the rest emptying the religious experience of the living God.

Jung’s own aperture to those subjects took place within an atmosphere filled with great fervent interest for India’s spirituality and in particular for the Upanishads-Vedanta-Yoga tradition.

I believe that in Jung’s thought the Self, as the centre of the human personality, is very clearly and totally distinct from the transcendent and living God of religious experience.

When speaking of the Self, Jung considers it a reality that cannot be scientifically proved and yet is in some way accomplishable.

The Self is a reality that human beings discover within themselves, having addressed all attention to what appears to be the first beginning, the first source of their own spiritual lives.

The level of awareness one is able to have of the God of real religious experience is expressed in very different terms by Jung. Jung, in fact, believes that one can only have an “archetype” of the God.

The archetype is the idea of such a God that is universally, ancestrally present in the profoundness of the human psyche. The same can be said about all archetypes mentioned by Jung. The Father, the Virgin Mother, the Hero, the Saviour, the Risen One, the Old Wise One, the Soul, the Shadow, Fire, the Phallus, Art, Love, Life, the Quaternary, the Cross and so on are the archetypes of human beings’ “collective unconscious”. It is also a typos, an imprint that can be found in the human psyche from time immemorial.

But does this imprint correspond more or less to an original, or perhaps to a subject that impressed it?

Jung, who believes that it is possible to affirm the reality of the Self based on experience,  distinguishes the image in our psyche when addressing the living God from God himself in his transcendent and original reality.

Between the archetype of God and God Himself he creates what is in a sense an insurmountable barrier, comparable to the one that modern philosophy places between physical realities of this world, that science is able to study, and unknowable metaphysical realities.

Jung says he speaks as a psychologist, hence as a scientist. As a scholar of psychological science, he studies, writes, classifies and interprets the psyche’s phenomena.

In this sense, Jung perceives the presence in the psyche of God’s archetype. As far as God as a reality existing in itself is concerned, he states that he cannot discuss this at all in scientific terms. All scientific analysis of God is impossible, hence it is possible to confine God to an extra-psychological framework.

I ask myself however, at this point, for what reason the Self too should not be confined within an extra-psychological framework: in fact, the Self too cannot be the object of scientific discussion. It can be the object of a spiritual experience, and also of a spiritual discovery, in conformity with the maturing of the person who progressively manages to achieve this. But is God too not the object of a spiritual experience for religious people?

There are the mystics of the Self, as well as the mystics of the living God. Both provide us with their respective testimonies.

These are testimonies I personally consider valid on the whole. And then there are the testimonies I personally try to verify intimately, where I certainly manage to experience at least a small glimpse of both kinds of experiences.

I do not see why the experiences of the Self should be considered revealing unlike the experiences we may have of the living God.

In absolute terms, I do not see for what reason one should privilege one kind over the other. I can only establish that effectively Jung privileges the experience of the Self.

I try to understand how this happens and thus I come to the conclusion that, due to a variety of factors, he appears to be far more sensitive to certain inner presences that to certain others. He seems to provide these others with far less space in his own inner life.

Of course each individual should be considered in all that may have conditioned his spiritual evolution.

There appears to be no doubt that, in his own way, Jung had some real religious experience of the living God. When he was more or less twelve years old, he had an intimate experience that was extremely dramatic. He speaks of this in his autobiography entitled Memories, dreams and reflections (in Chapter II).

Contemplating the Cathedral Square in Basle, (the city he lived in) in all its beauty at midday on a summer, he thought: “The world is beautiful, the church is beautiful, and all this was created by God, who is high in the blue skies seated on a golden throne and...”

At this point a “forbidden thought” entered his mind. He strongly rejected it, but the thought returned to obsess him increasingly more defined and insistent during those days and during their sleepless and anxious nights.

The thought consisted in the idea that God is actually very different from the image we create of Him for ourselves when we perceive Him as the “good God”. In His omnipotence God created a world in which the existence of evil and sin itself appear as inevitable.

It was starting from that traumatic experience that a process began in Jung’s soul that slowly led the son of an evangelical pastor to religious scepticism and also to stop attending church.

In Jung’s life this repudiation of the Christian God was followed by a long period of disorientation. This became emphasised after Jung separated from Freud, in whom he had thought he could find in some way the teacher, the “father”, a safe reference point he felt the need for.

Then came his studies on the unconscious, the analysis of his own dreams and of mandalas he felt inspired to draw on a daily basis, that led him to formulate an increasingly clear idea of the Self. He saw the Self as the archetype of orientation and meaning, that thanks to this also had a healing function. The Self was revealed to him as the objective and the final goal of psychic development. In the Self Jung found the centre and the firm basis of all his research and his own being.

The brief and schematic summary above, drawn from his own autobiography, can perhaps provide us with an idea of how Jung was able to privilege the Self and in some way to absolutise it, alienating the religious experience of the living God and in practice inhibiting all real possibility of personally experiencing this in depth.

Nonetheless, the experience of the living God still remains an open possibility for anyone wishing to approach it, for anyone wishing to access it with no inhibitions, no preclusions or qualms, in a spirit of full and total receptivity and openness.

One must also acknowledge that, within the framework of Indian spirituality, there is ample space for the search of the living God, not only in pure devotional religious people, but also among those devoted to the search for the Self who are not insensitive to devotion.

The Bhagavad-Gita provides us with a model for the balance between these two needs, in which next to the path of knowledge (jnana) great importance is attributed to the path of devotional religiosity (bhakti) and that of action (karma) on condition it is disinterested.

There is another very significant example of this same equilibrium in the spirituality of Sri Ramakrishna (1836-86). I believe that the secret of such equilibrium in particular between jnana and bhakti is to be discovered in the fact that Ramakrishna (to use just one example) had in-depth dedicated the same experience to both.

I am convinced that one correctly appreciates what one personally discovers and that instead one tends to give less importance to things of which one has experienced less. Ramakrishna could never have lessened the importance of that religious experience in the strictest sense, that he had experienced so intensely not only in the Hindu forms but also identifying himself with the Islamic and Christian ones.

The Bengali saint moderates well the self-importance of so many yogis who believe they have achieved unity with God: “Although few among them are able to reach the supreme Being, they always sadly believe they have entirely understood and realised Him. [...] It is equally absurd to say that Brahman has been known and understood by anyone; it would be like saying that a mountain of sugar as high as the Himalayas has been removed and eaten by ants” (Ramakrishna, 963).

As far as the reduction of the personal God to an unreal aspect of the pure Self is concerned, proposed instead as the only true Reality, Ramakrishna’s judgement is very clear and firm: “The advaitist must not say: ‘My point of view is the only correct, rational and sustainable one. Those who believe in a personal God are ‘mistaken’. Personal manifestations of God are no less real, but on the contrary infinitely more real than the body, than thought or than the external world” (R., 1261).

There is the classic distinction between the God with a shape and characteristics (saguna), and the God with neither form nor qualities (nirguna). The Advaita Vedanta tends to solve one in the other. Now, Ramakrishna says, “it is perfectly correct to think of God as a Being with no form”. However, he adds, “be careful not to believe that this way of seeing things is the only right one and that all the rest is false” (1302).

He calls the living God, the God in action as the primordial creative, with the appellative of the Divine Mother. And so he continues as follows: “My Mother, the personal God, likes to delete the ‘I’ in the nirvikalpasamadhi [that is in the state of unity with the Divinity excluding all differentiations, without contents]. The result is the fulfilment of the impersonal God in samadhi. At times she likes, on the contrary, to preserve the I in Her adorers, thus she appears to them as the personal Divinity, and converses with them” (1265).
Variations on the same subject say: “A Person like that, cannot be something unreal. This Person has the personal look of the only Reality, of the Brahman of the Vedanta. Yea: it is my Mother who said to her people: ‘I am’, ‘I am the Mother of the universe’, ‘I am the Brahman of the Vedanta’, ‘I am the Atman of the Upanishads’” (ibidem).

One can therefore find in Hindu spirituality both the hypertrophy of the pure Self engulfing the living God, or the corrective of the imbalance which provides a more harmonious composition of these two inseparable aspects of the Divine. This harmony is found not only in Ramakrishna, but also in the spirituality of anyone studying in depth both aspects of that intimate experience that must be embarked upon personally.

The Divinity has however various dimensions. One can of course see how from an original dimension there arises a dimension definable as being derived; but in no way is one authorised to reduce one to the other. The derived one too is important and constitutive no less than the first.

To illustrate this idea, Ramakrishna proposes three images: musical notes, the trunk of a banana tree and the fruit of the bel. To better clarify and emphasise this so important concept it is worth analysing these three images with the Master’s own words.

1) “Just as in music the notes rise from the lowest to the highest one and then do the opposite, after experiencing non-duality in samadhi, one descends again to a lower level to experience it with the awareness of the ego” (1386).

2) “One does not reach the centre of the banana tree’s trunk without having first removed from it all its wrappings, one after the other: it is only then that one finds its fundamental part. But then one must also acknowledge that those layers of bark concur in forming the plant, and that all parts are necessary to form the complete trunk” (ibidem).

3) “When one analyses a bel fruit, one discovers that it consists in the peel, the seeds and the pulp. What really makes this fruit what it is? First one removes the peel considering it non-fundamental; then one does the same with the seeds. Finally one considers the pulp separately and then as the whole of the real fruit. Later, however, the thought comes to mind that the same fruit that includes the pulp also includes the peel and the seeds. It is the combination of all these parts that concur in making this the fruit as it is” (1389).

And this is how the same applies to the Divinity, which is both one and multi-dimensional: “Similarly, when we have perceived God in his aspect with no characteristics, we understand that the same Divinity, eternal due to Its nature,  has for Its own enjoyment assumed the form of the world” (ibidem).

In conclusion here is a brief but particularly significant anecdote. Sri Ramakrishna asked the disciple Narendra which was his highest ideal. “To remain engrossed in samadhi”, answered Narendra. “How petty!” said the Master: “Go beyond samadhi, which is nothing for you” (1390).

We will see how this same concept is addressed in Sri Aurobindo, in the Chapter dedicated to him.

6.   How Hindu ascetic activism 

      limits the experiencing of the living God

In the current of Indian spirituality we were addressing, there is another important theme to be analysed with particular attention: the ascetic’s trust that he will be fulfilled and achieve liberation through his own human strength.

The idea of the extraordinary effectiveness of sacrificial ritual was already very present before the Upanishads, in the Vedas. Every sacrifice made by human beings repeated and renewed the sacrifice made by the primordial Being, Purusha, from which the origin of the world began, and therefore contributes to maintaining cosmic order (rita).

The brahman performing the ritual with the due correctness is more powerful than the gods themselves; he nourishes them, helps them and acquires immortality and divinity. The brahman himself is, in a sense, a god.

If human beings were to desist even for a single moment from offering sacrifices, the gods would cease sending the rains, and not even the sun would rise, "because they would no longer be inclined to ensure all this nor would they be capable of doing it" (Dhavamony, 1982).

Later on, in the Upanishads, the sacrificial deed became interiorised within meditation. Hence the idea of the omnipotence of the sacrificing priest became that of the ascetic’s omnipotence: powerful, immortal, divine is he who through meditation achieves the experience of the Atman-Brahman and their identity.

Gnosis is valorised here replacing the ritual; but, implemented by human beings, both appear singularly effective and irresistible.

This virtual omnipotence of human beings even makes divine help superfluous. And so one sees a particular motif appearing, cooperating in alienating a shadowy area and finally the forgetting of the idea of an active and creating divinity.

Having summarised this issue, let us now address it in a more detailed manner referring to the book by Madeleine Biardeau and Charles Malamoud for a more in-depth specific analysis.

In the times of the Vedas, some of the sacrifices made by brahmans and other officiating priests were attributed even the power of strengthening the sun after the rainy season and of regenerating the entire cosmos.

Within such a vision both the sun and the cosmos are divinities: and it is therefore clear how the Vedic sacrifice is even attributed with the power to strengthen and regenerate the gods themselves.

Later on, although still in a very distant era, sacrifice became compared to ascesis. Here it found its ideal continuation, becoming an “inner sacrifice”. And, just like the ancient makers of sacrifices, the ascetics too attributed to themselves a no less significant active role. Ascesis appears here capable of modifying the person’s nature and does this radically, conferring upon him superhuman power.

The sacrificer was convinced with this ritual of acting on the gods themselves, and likewise the ascetic believed he were establishing a very close contact with the divine forces that inhabit his personality. Just as the microcosm corresponds to the macrocosm, the external gods correspond to the interior gods. The basic identicalness of the personal Self (Atman) with the Universal Being (Brahman) would also be affirmed.

The liberation of the Atman, of the individual Self, from the bonds that tie it to matter and to the chains of rebirth is something that the individual man can achieve on his own and with his own strength. This claim by ascetics and those who made the sacrifices concerning their becoming fulfilled with their own strength in a tendentially exclusive way cannot, in the end, but diminish the role of the Divinity itself.

Now the problem consists in seeing whether these people are really and totally fulfilled in those autonomous ways. One must also then see whether fulfilment at far profounder levels remains to be achieved. Finally there remains to be seen whether to obtain this one should resort to help from a divinity, in a sense still unknown.

Such a divinity seems to escape all human attempts to act on it or manipulate it. It is made manifest only of its own initiative. It gives itself only through grace to those entrusted to it.

If things really stand thus, according to these hypotheses, one would reach the conclusion that would be to the disadvantage of excessive ascetic activism. The Hindu activism we have attempted to characterise, does not remotely allow human beings to achieve the Sacred authentically and fully. It tends rather to hide the divinity in its less manifest essence. It tends to postpone all that alone would represent a really fundamental and profound implementation.

The thought's creative power is the great discovery made by Hindu spirituality. This is a discovery that, anticipated by magic in all primitive populations, at a certain levels is also confirmed by parapsychology. Indian spirituality attributes to the creativity of thought a more universal and fundamental influence, one that is more metaphysical.

In such a perspective, ignorance alone is per se sufficient for imprisoning the spirit within matter, while knowledge is enough to free it.

This knowledge is clearly not purely intellectual but existential, experienced and profound, involving the whole being. It consists in inner enlightenment, gnosis. It is however a form of knowledge that human beings presume to draw from themselves with all their powers.

What the Bible would describe as the tree of knowledge of good and evil provides the wise Hindu with very tasty fruits. But one must see which kind of knowledge he can effectively draw from the fruits of that tree.

If it is true that the divinity makes itself known only because it reveals itself, a knowledge that one wishes to acquire with human powers will certainly not concern the most intimate and profound and metaphysical aspects of reality; it will rather concern the more exterior, empiric, mundane, historical, anthropological and psychological aspects.

If the pneuma, the divine spirit, is only accessible through revelation, man will in vain attempt to discover the secrets of the absolute with his own exclusive resources; the spirit will forever escape him; all he will as usual be left with, is the psyche. And the psyche is something that still belongs totally to human beings (albeit in this case at superior levels), but no longer to the Divinity.

With his activism resulting from ancient tradition, the Hindu ascetic belonging to the Upanishads' school will aspire to free himself, wishing to become fulfilled with his own autonomous powers. For time immemorial he is familiar with the idea that man can act quite effectively also on the divine forces made manifest in the exterior world and in its interiority as well.

The ascetic feels that this is not so much, for him, entrusting himself to a reality transcending him, but rather discovering a reality that is intimately his own, albeit veiled by the more superficial aspects of his empiric personality.

One then understands how, unlike the theist mystic, entrusted to the divine initiative, the monist ascetic of the Upanishads (but then also of the Vedanta, and also in some way of Yoga), places particular trust in his own initiative and in meditation techniques.

The religious person and the ascetic who remove their attention from the external world to address it permanently at their interiority, discover that this really is the privileged place in which God makes Himself manifest. They discover that interiority is really the place inhabited by God. This means God’s immanence in human beings. There are however two fundamentally different ways of understanding this.

There is immanence perceived in theist terms: according to which God is intimately within man, but more intimate to him than what he may have within himself of most intimate. In this being more intimate to a man than himself means that ultimately God transcends man. He transcends him, so to speak, intimately. He is else. He is Another, a totally Other that intimately inhabits within human beings and from there makes Himself manifest. In a theist experience a profounder dimension ends up by revealing itself in man’s interiority.

This profound dimension instead tends to be veiled, hidden there where the ascetic wishes to be self-sufficient and requires a divinity totally immanent in him: entirely present without further inaccessible dimensions.

It is in this sort of perspective, in this kind of mentality, in such as sum of motivations and requirements that the identicalness of the real personal Self and the universal being takes shape. Actually the eyes are closed to what is God’s further dimension, the real and profound and most secret nucleus, transcendence.

The revelation of God to man is made possible, or at least decidedly facilitated, by the fact that human beings assume a listening attitude, one that is open and available. Such an attitude is however blocked by prejudice originating in requirements and motivations of an opposite kind.

Jean Herbert observes that - I imagine in general terms mainly - in jnana yoga the ascetic committed to the search for the Self refuses to appeal to grace, to Divine help. This, on the other hand, "does not at all prevent a faith that has totally evolved from discovering that it was only able to progress thanks to the work of Divine grace". 

"Taking for granted the insistence applied by all Hindu doctrines in emphasising the importance of the personal effort and the techniques that allow the application of the most effective system", Herbert believes that "one could acknowledge that Hinduism provides divine Grace with a far inferior role than attributed by Christianity. Or even no role at all".  

Returning to our discussion, I believe that only to the extent that one abandons the inhibiting attitude, can a person be released and spontaneously become more receptive. Until such release takes place, and to the extent that this happens, one can envisage that for the ascetic - and in our case the monist, non-dualist ascetic - certain more profound inner experience will remain precluded. One can also envisage that, until that time comes, certain dimensions of the divine will remain hidden to him.

That certain ascesis which exalts the capacity of human beings to self-liberate themselves reduces God to the divine that is within them. It reduces God to human subjectivity, although purified from all empiric elements, although perceived as transcendental subjectivity (to borrow Kant’s philosophical terminology). The result is a tendency to disown God as transcendent.

In the end one does not even see what one does not wish to look at. It is, however, rather difficult to reduce the living God to non-being, so that He becomes totally forgotten. However much human beings may alienate it from their lives, the divinity always re-emerges, rises again, returns to make itself manifest in a human environment, in its interiority as an unfathomable experience.

This explains quite well how theist elements appear also in the Upanishads, then in the Vedanta’s more realistic tendency (linked to the names of Ramanuja and Madhva) and then finally, after the atheist stage of the Samkhya, also in Yoga.

Eliade observes that Patanjali, Yoga’s great classical teacher, must have considered it necessary to introduce God in the dialectics of liberation since the living God, Ishvara (“the Lord”) appears, in spite of everything, the ultimate objective of an intimate experience.

In his intention of collecting and classifying all the yoga techniques validated by the classical tradition, Patanjali could not ignore the experiences made possible by “devotion to Ishvara” and by concentrating on him. Eliade also observes that, in fact, next to the tradition of a ‘magical’ Yoga, hence appealing only to the ascetic’s will and powers, there was also another tradition, a ‘mystical’ one, in which the final stages of the practice of Yoga were at least made easier thanks to devotion - albeit very rarefied and ‘intellectual’ - to God (Eliade, 1979-83).

One should however also bear in mind the Rumanian scholar’s later observation. Eliade observes that “both in the presentation made by Patanjali and by his first commentator Vyasa, Ishvara appears as deprived both of the greatness of God creator and omnipotent and of the pathos characterising the dynamic and strict God of various mystical schools”.

Ishvara is only the archetype of yogis, a God of the yogis. He does not create, but his essence spontaneously cooperates with the yogi helping and accelerating his process of liberation.

All in all, compared to the God creator of monotheism, the yogis’ Lord Ishvara seems rather a diminished God. The yogi acknowledges him a space suited to his insuppressible intimate experiences, but denies him any further space that cannot be reached by his ascetic activism.

Here too the point from which we started is confirmed. The pneuma, the Spirit of God, blows where and when it wishes, it hovers in an environment that decidedly transcends that of the human psyche: hence it acts and is bestowed on the basis of a gratuitous initiative and cannot be captured.

The Holy Spirit escapes both man’s expectations to manipulate it and that of knowing it with his own powers (and not through revelation, through the self-manifestation of God Himself). In subtracting Himself from humankind, the Spirit leaves little of Himself. He bestows Himself only to those who are really receptive.

Now the human soul opens to the divine Spirit by assuming an attitude that is not of sufficiency, but, on the contrary, of indigence (“poverty of spirit”), of invocation, trust, and openness to the divine initiative.

It is not said that the asceticism of human beings cannot cooperate also in a determining manner to precisely render them more receptive. This consists, for human beings, in cooperating with God, not acting entirely on their own absolute initiative.

Cooperation therefore, hence action; neither activism, nor any inflated action as if everything depended exclusively on this. Human beings can “prepare the paths of the Lord” within themselves; however, if they go beyond the correct measure, this can end up by providing the divine presence with a really small space, even ending up by suffocating this divine presence, killing it.

In a spirituality such as the Hindu one, so nourished by bhakti, this can never happen. The great return of devotional spirituality not only in Hinduism but also in Buddhism, that has been increasing for over two thousand years, is well known.

 Gonda observes that today one can ascertain in Hinduism a clearly growing inclination for the devotional aspects of traditional faith. Although aware that the karmamarga and the jnana-marga are neglected, one sees in bhakti the best defence against increasing atheism.  This preference, that appears encouraged by city life, appears in a number of new forms adapted to the urban environment. The ancient devotional legends, the great examples of bhakti devotion stimulate multitudes to religiosity not only in the traditional form of stories and plays, but also through the cinema, the radio and "choreographic" concerts. Even groups in the past opposed to the bhakti faith (Shankara's Advaitists) encourage the following of this devotion. 

I see here redemption from a certain aridity that would otherwise be fatal; the whole situation here finds a new equilibrium. Where there are still rather deviating intellectualistic excesses, one could add that these too are part of the overall richness of what, in spite of everything, appears as one of the most variedly organised and genially creative religions.

7.   The weak God of Hindu monism 

      and the strong God of the Biblical transcendence

One may ask oneself whether it is really true that the Indian ascetics from the Upanishads-Vedanta-Yoga current exclude all experience of a divinity descending to help human beings, whether they exclude any experience involving the work of divine grace.

In spite of what has been said so far, such an exclusion seems to be denied in certain significant passages of authoritative texts.

At a certain point of the Katha Upanishad (1, 2, 22) one can read for example: “This Atman cannot be achieved through explanations, the intellect or studying, however great. It can only be obtained by he who He Himself chooses”.

The Lord Ishvara too, the living and active God of Yoga, gives Himself through grace and helps the ascetic achieve enstasis, that is the state of consciousness fully and definitively centred on the Self. It is written in Patanjali’s Yogasutra (I, 23) that such a state can be achieved “thanks to devotion to the Lord”.

This is how the commentator Vyasa interprets this message: “Thanks to devotion, thanks to a particular form of adoration, the Lord bends down towards the yogi and bestows his grace upon him. And it is precisely thanks to this grace that the yogi, as far as its results are concerned, comes much closer to achieving enstasis”.

An explicit reference to divine grace can also be found in the testimony of a great Hindu ascetic of our times, Ramana Maharshi: “When you embark upon the search for the Self and start to go deeper, you find the real Self ready to receive you, and then all you must do is done by something else, without you having to make a move as an individual” (quoted by Osborne).

If the role played by divine grace is not excluded from the Hindu tradition we are addressing, this is certainly due to the experiential factor: in spite of everything, the ascetics intimately do perceive the effects of grace.

And nonetheless the entire doctrinal and practical attitude of these ascetics ends up by restricting the role played by grace, or rather by concealing it. 

The intimate experience we human beings may have with the living God remains concealed to a certain extent when we try at all costs to define the divine manifestation, which is infinite, within a restricted framework of our minds.

It would, on the contrary, be best to listen to God, so that He himself speaks to us. In truth, God reveals Himself to us to the extent that he does this as His own initiative.

This is established by spiritual experience: the less we rush to label God according to our standards and the more we entrust ourselves to the initiative of the self-manifestation of the divine presence within us, and the more this is expressed to us with, within us and in a powerful and complete manner.

Hindu metaphysics, although attributing the creation of the universe to a God, still tends to see mundane realities as de-substantiated, as lacking in real ontological consistency and density. It tends to see them as if diaphanous, flimsy, and elusive, like dreams that vanish when one reawakens.

I believe that a possible explanation (at least a partial one) for this way of seeing things can be formulated in the following terms. In the kind of spirituality I refer to, God is identified with the pure light of consciousness of the Self. For the rest He is relatively disowned, ignored, de-substantiated in all other aspects, above all the creative aspect.

Hence, as a creator the Hindu God appears generally quite weak. And His creations too seem to be weak. Their ontological depth as single beings also seems rather tenuous. Every reality appears ephemeral, inconsistent, illusory.

This applies not only to the external world, but equally to all that forms the dominion of the empiric and single "I", with its physical body, with the more subtle elements of its corporeity and the psyche itself in all those elements that exceed the field of consciousness and are instead the unconscious.

According to a concept very widespread in Indian spirituality, everything is illusion. This also means that basically everything is the result of thought. Generally the Hindu ascetics agree that it is sufficient to direct thought to dissolve the magical illusion we find ourselves in. Hence we would achieve our liberation in a way of being that will prove to be the only one that is not illusory, the only one that is substantial and permanent and truly real.

I believe that at the basis of such a perspective there is, so to speak, a weakness of God. The Hindu God, and above all the God of a monistic tradition, is certainly not God in the strong sense of the word. And it is also far from revealing the strength, the metaphysical consistency, the power of the manifestation of the God of Israel, of the God of the Bible but also of the Koran, the monotheistic God.

In Indian monism God is perceived in what is certainly His most essential aspect. He is perceived in that way of being according to which He is pure consciousness. But He is not at all perceived, or rather very inadequately, in those aspects and ways of being that the Hindu mentality considers inferior and less real when not decidedly negative.

And so the Hindu mentality tends to not take any interest in these aspects and ways of being, and hence ends up by depreciating them in a way that seems excessive. The monotheistic tradition, on the contrary, considers these as having equal dignity and importance, and correctly it analyses them in depth. Hence it ends up by considering them as they should be, in all their positivity.

How does the monotheistic tradition come to perceive God in this stronger and fuller manner, that cannot but oppose what in comparison seems to be a relative “weakness” of the Hindu God?

Perhaps one can find an answer comparing the characteristic attitude of a certain kind of Hindu ascetic to what appears to be the characteristic attitude of the Biblical man.

The Hindu ascetic concentrates on the aspects of God’s pure consciousness, identifying it with the pure consciousness of the human ego. (One should remember the “This you are” in the Chandogya Upanishad, VI, VIII, 7). Hence, by reducing all other reality and all other aspects of the "I" and of God Himself to this pure light of undifferentiated consciousness, he ends up by having little sensitivity for and being little receptive to all the rest.

Here there is an absolutising of something that leads the ascetic to diminish the importance of all other realities and aspects of reality and to lose interest in them. There is concentration on one point, with blinkers for all other and different realities. These are blinkers that make the concentration possible or at least help it, and hence seem to be functional to it.

The listening attitude of the Biblical man is a very different one. It is clear that he too is conditioned by various psychological-social-cultural factors. It is obvious that he too is harassed by human concerns and even excessively human ones of every kind and not always the most elevated. However, at least in principle, he considers it his duty to listen to God and to be receptive to the revelation of the Absolute and the manifestation of the Being and the Value at every and any level.

And God reveals Himself to him, far more consistent and strong and alive than not to the Hindu ascetic, and equally real at all levels and in all ways of being.

For this reason, while to the Hindu ascetic a certain way of being of God appears as inferior and less real, for the Christian theologian the three Persons of the divine Trinity are all three equally God. That the Son “proceeds” only from the Father while the Spirit proceeds from both the Father and the Son in no way means that the Holy Spirit is to be considered less God than the Son, or that the Son is less God than the Father who generates Him.

The Hindu supreme God  - if I may express myself thus - tends to be reduced to what in Christian theological language we would call the first Person of the Trinity. Then there is perhaps a way of being of the divinity as active and creating (the Lord Ishvara, the Great Mother etc.), but Hindus in general consider this as an expression of the divine that is clearly and decidedly inferior; let us say a Sub-God.

This Hindu supreme God, that seems correctly identifiable with the Brahman, is opposed by the one God of the Bible, revealed as really and fully God totally in all the variety of His dimensions and his ways of being at all levels.

The Biblical religious experience appears to be an incomparably more organised and complex spiritual experience: it is addressed at really perceiving God at all levels. It is fully understandable how in such a more adequate experience, God can reveal Himself in a far stronger sense.

We have until here discussed the God of the monist ascetics belonging to the traditions ranging from the Upanishads to Yoga. If we go back to the religiosity of previous eras, which is far more widespread among the people, we can see that there too the figure of the creator God is incomparably weaker than that of the God adored by monotheists.

What weakens and restricts the role of God the creator is not yet the inflation of the Self; we are here in a period in which the search for the Self is not yet become such an important and widespread characteristic of Indian spirituality.

The Arians in the times of the Veda saw life and the creation in a far less negative light compared to Hindus in later eras. They were, on the contrary, convinced they could somehow participate actively and in a determining manner in the same creative process. They were convinced they could help the world’s creation with sacrificial rituals. The sacrifice affects the world and the Divinity itself by regenerating it.

The activism was already expressed in India’s spirituality. During the Vedic era there was the sacrificer’s activism. In the long era that followed, during which the Upanishads flourished, there was the activism of the ascetic committed to the search for the Self, in which he took refuge having discovered that life is ephemeral and painful.

In both cases there was man creating for himself his own spiritual life, alienating what could be seen as God’s initiative. Such activism, which in Indian spirituality is ever-present, ends up by manipulating and suffocating the divinity itself, reducing its manifestation and confining it at least partially to a shadowy area.

We have already mentioned the God of the monist ascetics belonging to the Upanishads-Yoga tradition. Addressing the era that preceded the birth and flourishing of that tradition, one can make the example of a God creator taken from the pantheon of the Vedas. He is the God of the sacrificers, that they themselves manipulated and propped up with the rituals, to strength it, and hence to help him create. This is the creator God called Prajapati.

Let us see in what sense Prajapati is perceived as the creator and with which limitations, and to what extent these limitations can be found with certain characteristics in a mentality that has been very widespread in religious India ever since ancient times.

In the beginning Prajapati is simply the non-manifest Unity-Totality. It is desire that leads him to multiply and reproduce himself. Through ascesis (tapas, which literally means “warmth”, “ardour”) he “warms himself” to the umpteenth degree and creates through emanation.

Eliade observes that the word used to express this last idea is vishri, in which the root shri indicates “to project”, while vi- is the dispersion in all directions; emanation can also be understood as exudation, hence seminal emission.
Creating through ‘‘heat’’ and with ever new ‘‘emissions’’, Prajapati is consumed and ends up by coming wearing himself out, and this exhaustion is described as follows in the Satapatha Brahmana: “After Prajapati has emanated the living beings, his joints became disarticulated. Now, Prajapati is certainly the Year, and his articulations are the two conjunctions of the day and the night [that is dawn and twilight], the full moon and the new moon, and the beginning of each season. He was unable to get up again, due to his injured joints; and the gods cured him with [the ritual of] agnihotra, mending his joints” (S. B., I, 6, 3, 35-36).

Agnihotra is the offering of fire, celebrated on an altar made with 360 external stones and 360 bricks, one for each night and day of the year. The agnihotra performed by the priests is the repetition of that primordial sacrifice performed by the gods. Each year they restore Prajapati, identified with the altar, and they “make him well again”. This, observes Eliade, “is the original sense of the sacrifice in the Brahmana, recreating the ‘disjointed’ cosmos, ‘exhausted’ by cyclical time [the year]” (Eliade, 1979-83).

As one can see, the idea expressed here is that the sacrifice performed by human beings acts on the divinity itself. Here the religious man does not simply act on himself, on his own human, physical and psychic nature, to make it a channel adequate for affecting the divinity, for opening the way and straightening the path on the route the divinity will take of its own free and supreme initiative.

This is the claim made by the religious man concerning his influence over the divinity itself, albeit with the good intention of infusing it with new vigour. There appears to be a desire to lay hands no longer only on the dimension of the psyche, but even that of the pneuma, the autonomous and transcendent dimension of God. The pneuma, however, does not allow itself to be captured by man; it escapes him. And all that the Vedic religious person is left with is an extremely impoverished image of a God he can no longer perceive as a creator if not in the weakest sense.

In another form once again there is confirmation of the principle that the attitude involving labelling and manipulating God in any way can only result in restricting the manifestation of God Himself. This happens to the extent that the real religious experience is impoverished making the person less receptive.

There is also indirect confirmation here of the principle one can formulate as follows: the religious person’s receptivity and hence his capability to have a deeper religious experience, increased in proportion to his ability - and before that his will - to assume the correct creative attitude, that is an attitude of listening and fully entrusting himself to the self-manifestation of the Absolute.

8.   The Hindu God: to what extent is He transcendent? 

      To what extent is He a Creator? And how lovable is He?

Indian spirituality is clearly all but univocal. Even as far as God is concerned, there is a broad range of statements, positions and interpretations.

We can first of all distinguish a monist position that identifies Brahman with the Atman, leaving no room for a transcendent God and for his autonomous and gratuitous intervention.

The position assumed by Yoga is very different, leaving a certain space in interiority, albeit limited, for the divine grace that helps the ascetic to be fulfilled.

This is a far greater role than the one played by the living God in the Bhakti, hence in devotional religiosity. Here the believer, far more than to techniques, entrusts himself to grace and abandons himself to God like a bride to the groom in a loving relationship, leaving all active roles to the Divinity itself.

This is the space for transcendence that the Hindu spirituality appears to allow God. However acknowledging it, on the whole, with a far more limited role than the one attributed by Hebraic-Christian-Islamic monotheism.

In the development of Indian spirituality, at least addressing certain aspects, one could generally state that there are three great currents of thought. I would like to have described these as three stages, but I am then obliged to consider that certain moments in the second and third intermingle rather than follow one another. It will therefore be best to call these three “waves” in a different manner.

So one can identify the first current of thought, certainly preceding the other two, with Vedic religiosity. I would define the second as a sort of lengthy parenthesis, that begins with the Upanishads and, passing through the Vedanta, Samkhya and Yoga, it ends if not chronologically at least ideally with Buddhism (that of the origins and of the Hinayana, or Small Vehicle). 

The third current of thought can be identified with Hinduism in the strictest sense (which outside India corresponds to the Buddhism of the Mahayana, or Great Vehicle).

If we wish to consider the dominating trends, the first historical wave seems characterised by an intense joie de vivre and widespread affection for life, attributed with value and sacredness. This period appears more “religious” in the sense that generally speaking it merges the most ancient primitive-archaic forms.

The second current of thought, that begins with the Upanishads, appears instead decidedly less religious in the aforementioned sense, but more ascetic, disassociated from life and its values, and filled with a tendential negativism as far as these are concerned, which was to reach its peak in Hinayana Buddhism.

The third current of thought seems extremely religious, tendential to monotheism and, compared to the second one, incomparably more positive in assessing earthly life.

Such a mundane involvement - if one may use this word - does however also have a degree of detachment from things: a necessary detachment since this prevents the religious person from being transported by selfish motivations, allowing him to concentrate on God and act only out of love for Him as well as cooperating with the Divinity itself within this world.

In this history of Indian spirituality, this more recent Hinduist phase appears not only, as mentioned, the most religious in every sense, but also the closest to the model of biblical religiosity.

The Hindu supreme divinity appears as the personal God and the creator in an incomparably stronger sense than that of the Vedic gods or the Living, active God who, however, with his grace, sacrificed to the theoretical concepts of principle, poked his head (if the expression is allowed) in certain moments of speculation in the Upanishads or the Vedanta or Yoga: an irreducible theistic residual, the object of an experience of the Sacred, that, however alienated, is never totally lacking.

According to the Katha Upanishad, for example, it is the grace of God that allows the meditating person to contemplate the Atman, hence God himself as Atman. Precisely it is “through the grace of the creator” that the meditating person “sees the greatness of the Atman” (K. Up., 1, 2, 20). And also: “This Atman cannot be achieved with education, or intelligence, and not even with a great deal of doctrine. It can only be achieved by he who is chosen: to him the Atman reveals its own essence” (K. Up., 1, 2, 22; see Shvetashvatara Up., 3, 20 and Mundaka Up., 3, 2, 3).

And here is the humble and trusting prayer of the Brhadaranyaka Upanishad (1, 3, 27): “From the unreal lead me to the Real; from the shadows lead me to the Light, from death lead me to immortality”.

Ramanuja explains: “Wishing to do good to those determined to act in a way to appease the Supreme Lord, the Lord generates in their minds a tendency for those highly virtuous deeds that are the means for achieving this” (Shri Bhashya, 2, 3, 41).

In the Bhagavad-Gita the God incarnate Krishna exhorts his believer with the following words: “He should do... all activities constantly, trusting in Me; and through my grace he will achieve an eternal and immutable state” (B. G., 18, 56). And he also promises: “Fixing your thoughts on me, you will overcome all dangers through my grace” (18, 58).

Is the religious man called upon to cooperate with divine grace or not, and to what extent? This debate is not very different from the one dividing Christian theologians. Within the world of Buddhism there is to be clear antagonism between the two schools: the Vadagalai (school of the North) and the Tengalai (in the South). The first one says that the believer must cooperate adhering to God just like a baby monkey holds on tight to his mother; the second uses the example of a kitten, that the cat grabs by the neck so that all it can do is abandon itself and trustingly allow itself to be carried.

However it is characterised, the abandoning oneself to God is always the religious person’s fundamental attitude, as seen in this hymn by the mystic Tulasidasa (1532-1623): “0 Lord, You are compassionate and I am a miserable being, / You are generous and I am a beggar, / I am a known sinner and You the Remover / of the mountain of sins, / You are the Lord of orphans / and who is more an orphan than I? / There is no one more miserable than me, / nor does there exist a Destroyer of miseries such as You are. / You are the Creator and I am your creature. / You are the Father and I am your servant. / Father, Mother, Teacher and Friend You are, / in all ways you have care of my well-being. / There are so many bonds between me and You. / Accept among these which ever please You; / good Lord, do whatever You please, / as long as Tulasi finds refuge at your feet” (quoted by Acharuparambil).

Father and Mother are words that the Rig Veda (1, 159, 1-2) already addressed at the supreme Divinity, here respectively seen as Heaven and Earth, distinct but closely linked, parents of the other gods. Fatherhood and motherhood are already understood as benevolent and kind power over creatures (Dhavamony, 1982).

Hence, whatever divinity He was originally (Rudra-Shiva or Vishnu or Brahma and so on), in the souls of the respective believers He is increasingly determined as the supreme and only Divinity. So God appears as the Dispenser of good fortune and all that is good. As his appellatives become richer, He becomes the object of devotion (bhakti) that is increasingly warm and lively, and is called the Glorious One, the Adorable, the Benign, the Saint, the Blessed, the Creator, the Lord of all things, the Lord of grace, the good King, the Giver of bread, the Orderer, He who supports the universe and takes care of it, He who lives high above and is he Father and the Mother, and not only, but also the Lover, the Companion and the Friend.

The idea of a God who is incarnate is intimately linked to the idea of a personal God who creates and preserves the universe. The incarnations (avatars) of Vishnu are theophanies, manifestations and real presences of the God, although in an incomparably less strong sense than that attributable to the incarnation of Christ.

In the Christian perspective, incarnation appears as unique and final, while Vishnu’s many incarnations, as described by the believers of this Hindu divinity, are restricted to providing on each occasion a partial and limited remedy. Anyhow God’s incarnation on this earth is an excellent expression of His great loving care of human beings.

In the Bhagavad-Gita 4, 7-8) the God incarnate Krishna explains to prince Arjuna: “Every time the law of rectitude is not respected, and instead intemperance increases, I am generated [on earth]. / For the protection of those who are good, for the destruction of those who are evil, to re-establish justice I come into being era after era”.

And also: “Although I am not born and by nature indestructible, and although I am the Lord of all beings... I am born [on this earth] due to my maya [illusion]” (B. G., 4, 6) Now “those who understand this, my birth and divine work, when they leave this body are no longer born again but come to me, o Arjuna” (B. G., 4, 9).

And in the Bhagavata Purana (10, 50, 8 fol.) ‘Vishnu affirms: “The objective of my visible descent is to alleviate the world’s burdens, protect the devout and destroy the ungodly. I in fact assume different forms depending on need, but the objective is to always remain the same, to protect the devout and destroy the ungodly”.

Ramanuja comments (in the Gita Bhashya, 1) that God, “although exceeding the capability of all minds, did assume however, thanks to His infinite compassion, love and liberality, various forms without losing his divinity and repeatedly made himself manifest”. So “He descended in this manner not only to alleviate the burdens of this world, but also to become accessible to human beings, becoming similar to us. Thus he reveals himself to the world, making himself manifest to the eyes of everyone and doing such wonderful work that he attracts the eyes and the hearts of all people, be they noble or humble.

The words of the mystic Nammalvar have almost Christian characteristics: “The Lord who takes on birth as a man / accepts this life filled with suffering. / He made Himself manifest to our eyes / to raise us up from our suffering to His own divine state” (quoted by Acharuparambil).

In Shankara’s Gita Bhashya (comment to the Bhagavad-Gita), in harmony with the entire idealistic concept of the founder of the monist Vedanta, God’s incarnation is perceived as apparent and illusory: “I seem to be born and incarnate, through my own maya, but not in reality... My birth is an illusion (maya)” (G. B., 4, 6 and 9). Here the distance from the Christian idea of incarnation is emphasised.

Although it is enveloped in imaginative mythologies and presented in a manner differing greatly from the incarnation of the Christian theology, the doctrine of avatars expresses “profound religious values”, observes Acharuparambil: “In fact it reveals a personal God so interested in the complete well being of his creatures, that he is prepared to intervene personally and visibly every time they find themselves in particular need”.

The presence of the Divinity in idols lovingly worshipped by believers both in temples and in their own homes can also be considered forms of incarnation. Many readers will consider this a difficult subject; however here too one can discover spiritual meanings that are of significant interest.

Adoration, observes Gonda, “is not addressed at the idol, but at one aspect of the supreme being, whose attributes are incorporated in the figures of the various gods (devata)”.

I would now like to quote Pillai Lokacharya (the initiator of the Tengalai, the southern school mentioned previously, who lived in about the 14th century): “God, when He is present in an inanimate idol, becomes totally subject to his adorer. He who is omniscient seems to be without knowledge; although alive and conscious, He seems to be inanimate; although independent, He appears to be totally dependent on others; omnipotent, He appears as impotent. He who is the Protector of the universe seems incapable of doing anything. He is the Lord but He hides his seigneury. The Invisible one becomes the object perceived by our senses; the Unperceivable becomes touchable; he becomes present in our holy places, in our temples and oratories, in our cities, in our villages and even in our homes and in the persons of his saints...” (quoted in Cristiani e induisti [Christians and Hindus]).

Using a very daring and certainly totally inadequate comparison, after assimilating the Hindu avatar to Christianity’s God incarnate, could one not assimilate in some way the same Indian idol perceived thus to the real presence of Christ in the bread and the wine of the Eucharist?

The Hindu saint totally entrusts himself to his God, and allows himself to be guided and helped by him. He does everything for love of Him. He is forever concentrated in Him, he sees and adores Him in all things and sees all things in Him. The entire existence of such a saint is nothing but adoration, praise and prayer. The supreme path of liberation is identified with mystic devotion in bhakti.

According to the Bhagavad Gita, which is a decisive step towards this idea, meditation’s ultimate objective, that is authentic liberation and redemption, is only achieved by concentrating on God: “When the spirit is well disciplined / and concentrated on the Atman, / when it is free from all greed for desirable things, / then one can say that unity has been achieved. / He who sees Me in everything / and sees all things in Me, / I will not lose Him / nor will He lose me in eternity. / Fixed in this unity, / He adores Me as present in all things. / May the yogi remain in Me / although always active. / The yogi with a disciplined spirit, / who keeps his soul in this unity, / achieves peace, the supreme happiness / that is in Me” (B. G., Book VI, verses 18, 30, 31 and 15).

Panikkar observes that bhakti means absolute love for the Lord and unity with Him of one’s entire being. The figure of the king Ambarisha is in the Bhavagata Purana (X, 29, 15 fol.) a paradigm. Here is the “perfect bhakta”. His spirit was always fixed in Sri Krishna, meditating on his lotus feet; the king’s words proclaimed only the glories of Vishnu’s domain, his hands were always busy purifying the temple of the Lord (Hari), his ears were busy listening to praise for God, his eyes saw nothing but the image of Krishna, his whole body wished only to come into contact with those who loved Him (his senses perceived only the divine presence), his nose was only sensitive to the sweet fragrance of the tulasi leaves spread at the Lord’s feet (the omnipresent fragrance of his sanctity), his mouth was only involved in tasting the gifts offered to Him, his feet only moved to go on pilgrimages (he only walked in his presence), his head only bowed deeply at the feet of the sovereign Lord, his desires consisted only in serving Him" (summary by Panikkar).

According to the Atmanivedanam (7, 5, 23) bhakti presents many different aspects such as “listening to Vishnu, that is reading the scriptures that speak of His feats, exalting His prerogatives (kirtana), thinking about Him, serving at His feet, that is being ready to serve Him in his sanctuary; one must venerate Him, serve (among his faithful), make Him one’s most intimate friend, praise Him and give oneself totally to Him” (summary by Gonda).

The Divinity is instead very sensitive to such devotion. This is how the Lord himself speaks in the Bhagavata Purana (9, 4, 63-64): “I am my servants’ slave... My heart is totally devoted to them, because I love those who are devoted to Me. I do not wish to have absolute happiness for Myself if I do not share it with my faithful, for whom I am supreme salvation".

The doctrine of grace also appears in the Upanishads. One should consult the Katha (II, 23, or I, 2, 23 according to different numeration); the Mundaka (III, 2, 3); and above all and in general the Shvetashvatara (in particular for example VI, 21). The same concepts are also then addressed in the Mahabharata (XI, 349, 75; XII, 349, 73). There was to be a considerable development of this idea, as we have briefly mentioned, in the Gita and in the Bhagavata Purana. Hence, as Eliade observes, "the concept of grace took shape pre-announcing the exorbitant development it would have in medieval Vishnuist literature" (E., 1979-1983).

As far as Mahayanist Buddhism is concerned, one should for example observe that, within its framework, the Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara presents itself as a synthesis of the three great gods of Hinduism: for the devoted He is simultaneously Brahma, Shiva and Vishnu and is the Lord of the Universe, who concedes all grace and of whom one can also ask earthly goods.

As far as the Buddha Amitabha is concerned (mystically linked to the first) it is sufficient for the believer to have experienced Him and thought of Him, so that when he dies the god will descend to lead the newly disincarnate person to the paradise of Sukhavati. This paradise is not identified with Nirvana, but welcomes the souls destined to achieve final liberation later, with no effort and thanks to even only one thought or one single word.

After briefly addressing Mahayanist Buddhism, one can once again return to consider the overall concept of the spirituality of later Hindu theism. And it is easy to observe how it is far more similar to biblical spirituality.

If one should wish to take this as the ideal term for comparison, one will see how Hindu religiosity shows a number of also significant weaknesses.

I wish to emphasise these negative or however restricting elements, because I consider them to be really fundamental. There are various and different ones, but it is possible to reduce them to one formula. In the sense that they all contribute to answer the same question. And this is the question: Is this God, that the Hindu saint proves to love without limitations, really lovable in the same proportion?

Yes, he appears as a creator God. And the love and prayer of adoration and praise as well as the saint’s total availability are an answer spontaneously arising from the creatural experience. As seen elsewhere, this is the intimate experience through which a person feels he is a creature and feels the duty to owe to his Creator all that there is in being and in goodness, both existing and potentially. However, in what sense does the Hindu God appear as the creator? Certainly in a far weaker sense than that of the biblical God.

Compared to the biblical perspective, Hinduism reveals great uncertainty with regard to the nature of the supreme God and also with regard to who He really is: Brahma, for example, or Shiva or Vishnu. These great gods are often perceived as coexisting, while each sect or group claims for its own God the role of the supreme Divinity.

This opens the way also for the most varied forms of syncretistic operations. It is interesting, on this subject, to follow the cult’s evolution through the development of Hindu religiosity. Here I can refer the willing reader to Chapter VIII of The Indian philosophy by Radhakrishnan.

Significant uncertainties can arise from the following questions:

1) Is the creative process with which the supreme Divinity puts things into being really the original one?

2) Is it a real, free and sovereign creation, or not rather an emanation, albeit always necessitated even if only partially?

3) Is this an originally positive and good creation, or a negative creation as such, arising from a sort of metaphysical incident?

First of all one can observe that, while the Hindu God presents Himself as the Creator, His is not at all a creation from nothingness. Before being created, the world potentially existed not in the Christian sense that the world was not there, and there was only the power to create it, but in the sense that the world really did exist, albeit in an imperceptible form, like the tree in a seed or butter in milk. 

In general, in the Hinduist conceptions the world appears to be generated by divine thought. This is an extremely important metaphysical idea. Then however, this divine thought is perceived as a weak thought. A thought perceived in such a limiting manner should result in generating illusions, rather than really consistent and ontologically valid creations in a sense both ontological (being) and axiological (value).

The creating God (God as the Lord Ishvara; or the divine Bride, the Shakti of the original really absolute God; or also the Divine Mother), this God as a creator appears to be one of the Divinity’s inferior ways of being. The true absolute, infinite, eternal, pure, ineffable God that also escapes all attempts involving classification, forever immersed in the beatific contemplation of Himself, coincides with our real and profound ‘I’: Brahman coincides with the Atman.

Hence the only person who can understand Brahman is the man who, freeing himself from all illusions resulting from ignorance, manages to implement what is his real original identity with the Brahman. 

The Brahman, however, can also be perceived as active and creative, as Brahma, or as Ishvara: and as such can be the object of cult. In this inferior way of being, God, as He is perceived more in general in the Hindu perspective and in particular by the non dualist Vedanta, comes to create, as if playing a game, a world that is a sort of great magical illusion. Creatures here are not at all fully real. Their creation does not at all include the gift of full life. Such a weak creation can only be ephemeral.

As seen on various occasions here, a certain ascesis concentrates all attention on that nucleus of pure awareness in which the person’s most intimate and pure essence is identifiable with God’s most intimate and true essence. Faced with what is revealed by such an experience, all the rest no doubt appears as out of focus, marginal, non-essential and of an inferior level.

On the other hand, not even an excessive commitment by God could be justified for realities that seem to be connaturally, inevitably and definitely so ephemeral and without any capability of acquiring a full and authentic value.

The greatly inferior space and listening that Indian spirituality in general reserves to God, to His autonomous actions, to His free initiative, to His grace, to His self-revelation, cannot but limit the figure of the Hindu God compared to the incomparably more powerful biblical-Christian God.

Eliade observes that in the Hinduist vision "man is no longer the hostage of a cosmos-prison that created by himself, since the world is the work of a personal and omnipotent God; and above all, of a God who has not abandoned the world after creating it, but is always present and active in it at all levels, from the cosmos’ material structures to the consciousness of human beings” (E., 1979-83).

Up to this point one could use exactly the same words for the biblical God. However, as Eliade himself adds immediately afterwards, "cosmic calamities and historical catastrophes, even the periodical destruction of the Universe, are directed by Vishnu-Krishna", that is "by the Hinduist God as revealed in the Bhagavad Gita” (ibidem).

So a few lines further down, he completes his thought: "The tendency to totalise what is real that characterises Indian thought has one of it most convincing expressions in the Bhagavad Gita. Implemented under the sign of a personal God, this totalization confers religious value also to undeniable manifestations of ‘evil’ and ‘misfortune’ such as war, betrayal or murder..." (ibidem).

Eliade compares the God of the Bhagavad Gita to the God of the Bible, not only for his qualities as the Creator of the world and the Lord of history, but also because, like Vishnu-Krishna, he too appears to preside over cosmic and historical catastrophes and the many manifestations that we are accustomed to associating to the idea of evil. I do not know how right it is to attribute to Yahweh these manifestations of evil: in the primitive-archaic religious perspective, the divinity often appears to be clearly immoral; and this is not considered very important, because within religious sensitivity the idea of a God who is morally good and the highest possible level, had not yet been clarified.

In a pantheistic vision God appears One-All, and expressing Himself through both good and evil, proves Himself to be above both. However, in a purely monotheistic perspective He is identified with Absolute Goodness. In the monotheistic vision, God is supremely good by definition. And all that results from his creative action is “good”, as often repeated in the beginning of the Genesis. The fact remains however that the creature’s autonomy makes it capable of accomplishing also evil and of introducing evil into the creation, acting in a manner that differs from divine will.

It is true that the biblical God punishes human beings also harshly for their sins. He does this in archaic forms and partly covered with myths and often difficult for our sensitivity (also due to their well known truculence). It is however this careful, coherent and constant divine punishing of all sins committed by human beings that confirms for us the decidedly moral characteristics of such a God.

We know perfectly well how the manner in which morality is perceived can vary considerably from one country to another and from one tradition to another, not only, also from one era to another.

The biblical idea that God directly punishes the sins of human beings is closely linked to the idea that everything comes from God. And this in turn is linked to the idea of a God who is really such in the strongest possible sense.

Here too, however, the metaphysical-religious consciousness in some way becomes aware that attributing everything to God is mainly applicable in the dimension of primary causes. Within this framework, God is the Foundation of everything, even of evil, that is not committed by Him but by His creatures. It is however one thing to say that God is the Foundation, alias the Primary Cause of all that exists and happens, and another to consider Him directly responsible for all that exists and happens due to secondary causes. Obviously, I refer here to the many various forms of what is known as evil.

Within this perspective, certain evils appear rather as the negative consequences of negative deeds committed by human beings, than not punishments inflicted directly by God. Those acts are to be judged as negative precisely in relation to the negative consequences that arise from them.

The biblical God however acts always and only in a positive sense; that is in the sense of taking the creation to its ultimate fulfilment. The biblical God does not leave the creation half-done, as instead does the celestial supreme Being of the primitive-archaic religions, who at a certain point becomes its deus otiosus; but he does not destroy the cosmos after creating it as the Hinduist God does. Unlike both of them, He creates the cosmos totally, until together with human kind the cosmos achieves the ultimate perfection that is the fullness of life of God Himself. This absolute perfection is irrevocable.

One observes instead, that according to the Indian doctrine of the kalpas, every individual universe lasts for a kalpa or cosmic period; after which it is reabsorbed within the supreme God, from which a new universe must then be emanated.

As Radhakrishnan observes, the cause of this new creation lies in the fact that the deeds of the soul still survive, and demand a new creation or a renewed existence so as to be atoned.
The idea that the creation, as perceived in Hindu spirituality, is a process never achieving perfecting fulfilment, always remaining imperfect, half-finished, is also confirmed here.

Let us briefly provide a few examples of this continuous creation and destruction of worlds, as perceived by the Hindu mentality. In the Bhagavad Gita Krishna says to prince Arjuna: “Once an era (a Kalpa, one day of Brahma) reaches fulfilment, I re-absorbe all beings within my nature; and then when I start another era, I emanate and recreate them again” and therefore “always again” (B. G., IX, 7-8; see also VIII, 17-18).

The following are three passages from the Svetasvatara Upanishad: “Rudra [terrible God, prototype for Shiva], is One”  because “there is no one second to Him, governing these worlds with powerful domination. Separated from human beings, He destroys them at the end of their time, He who has created all beings...” (S. U., III, 2).

And also: “This is the God who, multiplying all species in this field [on this earth], takes them back within himself, and then, regenerating them again, He, the Lord and also the Master exercises, Great Spirit, his sovereignty” (S. U., V, 3).

In this sense, finally, it is also said of the supreme God, that every time He “acts and then again annihilates” (S. U., VI, 3-4).

Of the “supreme Self” the Maitry Upanishad says, “when all is destroyed, He alone holds vigil”. And hence, “starting from this ethereal space, He reawakens this world that is nothing but thought” (M. U., VI, 17).

In the Bible instead it is precisely the opposite: the ultimate goal, the final destination of the creative process is irreversible. This means that all levels of reality, all goodness created, every value achieved, are to be considered as steps of a stairway leading to a supreme definitive objective. This does not mean at all that progress made by human beings must be linear and reduced to constant improvement. Life and history show us with the crudest evidence how winding and tormented the paths of human progress are. It does however work towards a final irreversible goal. And it is this tending towards this ultimate goal that gives history its value and makes it really history and not simply empty cyclical time occurring as an inconclusive series of days and nights, moons and seasons and years. Time no longer appears empty as in the primitive-archaic religious perspectives and in the Hindu one too.

In the biblical idea God is such as we have said in the strongest sense; and his presence in things is equally strong. This provides things with real consistency: they are not easily dissolvable ghostly realities (as the Hindu mentality tends to see them) but ontologically intense realities. A God who is such in the strong sense is a God who communicates, participates, and gives Himself totally to his creatures. The creation receives from Him strength and consistency, hence the evolution of the cosmos and the history of humankind. Thus the creation, its evolution and history pursue a definitive and irreversible ultimate objective, where they will be fulfilled together in the greatest and most perfect reality and fullness of being and value.

However suggestive the idea may be of a universe that is born from Shiva's dance and in which all is lit up by his divine smile, there is, in such an idea, something that really does not greatly satisfy our moral sensitivity.

“The Brahman's creative work is a mere pastime (lilakaivalyam), similar to those in ordinary life” says the Brahma Sutra (2, 1, 33). And, in his comment, Shankara compares such a divine game to that of children (Badahur).

“The world is a toy belonging to the Divine Mother, who, in various ways, enjoys herself with it”, says Ramakrishna. In addition to the exalting games there are also macabre ones: “In the cremating fields She [the Mother, it is unclear here how maternal] appears with the features of Death. The cadaver, the jackal, the destructive spirits are Her terrible companions; She lives amidst scenes of horror and terrifying places; streams of blood, a garland of skulls around her neck, a belt made with the hands of the dead are the symbols she wears and that show Her as the terrible Mother, the Great Destroyer” (R., 1315).

For the Hinduist God “everything is really entertainment and enjoyment”, as Vivekananda writes. He creates the universe as a game, and then, when the cycle is over , another universe is created (V., p. 160).

One can find a few variations on this theme in Aurobindo’s aphorisms: “God is the supreme Jesuit Father. He does evil so that good may arise from it; He induces to mistakes so as to better guide us; He always suppresses our will so that it may in the end achieve ‘infinite freedom” (A., 1995, no. 544; also see A., 1981).

We are here faced with the image of a supreme Educator using the strangest and most sadistic pedagogy, but always in view of an albeit distant objective of goodness. Ideas however appear to become confused, in the perhaps still immature eyes of the reader, in the following thoughts: “God is a great and cruel Tormentor, because he loves. You do not understand because you have not seen Krishna nor played with him” (n. 27).

“They called Napoleon a tyrant and an imperial throat-cutter, but I have seen an armed God riding Europe” (28).

“I have forgotten what vice and virtue are; I see only God, His games in the world and His will in humankind” (29).

“God opened my eyes, because I have seen the nobility in what is vulgar and the attraction of what is repugnant, the perfection of the deformed and the beauty of the horrendous” (20).

“God hit me with a human hand. Hence I will say: ‘Do I forgive Your insolence, oh God?”’ (22).

“God did me good by hitting me. Therefore I will say: ‘I forgive You, oh Omnipotent, the evil and the cruelty, but do not start again”’ (23).

It is not clear whether the following thought, found among others stating the opposite such as those above, intends to express a paradox, or arises from a moment of lucidity: “What I desire, or believe is right, does not happen; therefore it is clear that it is not a supremely wise Being who governs this world, but simply blind Chance or brutal Fortuitousness” (31).

If one removes from this issue all possible poetic and aesthetic suggestions, the attitude attributed to God ends up by, in the worst case, as seeming that of a Mad Cosmic Criminal and, in best case, that of a Super-Child, a Child with divine powers who creates for himself a super-toy, he plays with it and then destroys it to make another one, over and over again, throughout eternity.

Of course here there is also the idea of disinterested activity conceived as an end in itself, there is also the idea of artistic creation. As noble as that may be, it is however an art exercised at the expense of living and sentient beings, often causing them atrocious sufferings. If the first motivation from which all this arises, simply consists in a wish to play and then destroy toys to then create new ones, one cannot see how the morality of such a God can be defined, unless the Divinity itself does not elude those addressing such problems by hiding behind a smoke screen of impenetrable mysteries.

Perhaps contemplated from the summit of its ultimate objective, the entire history of the creation must in the end provide a supremely suggestive vision in aesthetic terms. At that supreme moment, it is God himself who will impress upon the now complete creation the seal of infinite, as well as to the historical process that led to this. But to each its own: to the evil that of evil; goodness for the good and for positive forces; for God, all goodness and only goodness, without limitations and without ambiguity.

Faced with the extreme ambiguity of a God that like the Hinduist one creates and destroys for fun, the attitude of the Bible’s God seems very different. This God creates only one universe and He does this out of love, and He loves his creatures infinitely, and in fact gives everything of Himself infinitely and does this totally to the extent of becoming incarnate in it.

Faced with the Hinduist God who creates a universe and then gets rid of it to create a new one for Himself, and so on for a never ending series of universes, one could object that the object of infinite love cannot be exchanged for other objects, but is loved forever and one tries to implement it infinitely and with infinite dedication, almost as if it were another potential infinite.

The profoundly experienced idea of being a toy in the hands of He who is really All can cause great concern in a profoundly religious soul and one also in love with God. A seminarist once told me that he felt like a ball in God’s hands, ready and prepared to be thrown wherever He wished. However, if one really wishes to address the issue in depth, such an idea cannot but be closely associated to the sense of extreme precariousness that arises from such a situation. The toy is loved until one tires of it and throws it away.

If provided with consciousness, no toy destined to be thrown away, not even a toy belonging to the Great Divine Child could ever feel the object of infinite love. Such feelings would be better suited, on the contrary, to a creature as perceived in the biblical perspective.

The God of the Bible is the creator and giver of life: He creates the universe from nothing for the all and forever. Such a figure, divine in all aspects and par excellence both moral and positive, cannot but be in great contrast with a Hinduist supreme God such a Shiva, who does create but also destroys the cosmos at the end of each of its cycles. God can be perceived as a destroyer only because His splendid and shining presence acts as destructive fire of sin and all evil, but never as destroying the creation in its positivity, its beauty and its goodness.

One can remove from the biblical God all the difficult (and at times horrifying) characteristics attributed by the Holy Scriptures, which appear excessively linked to cultural and historical factors now overcome. One can “demythologise” such a divine figure as much as one wishes (although in a sense that takes nothing away from the contents of truth expressed in the traditional presentation). In fact, rather than demythologise such a figure one should trans-mythologizes it: and this with the objective of perceiving that truth that could be expressed with the necessary strength and meaningfulness only through those mythical forms of expression. And hence the biblical God will appear to us as infinitely lovable precisely because He loves infinitely; He loves with all the strength of His being really infinite.

In front of a biblical God one wishes to use as a touchstone, the Hinduist God appears certainly lacking. I have reason to believe that the manner in which Hinduism perceives its God is conditioned by what appears to be, if analysed in depth, a basically negative attitude. These are attitudes that have come into being in the course of the complex tradition of Indian spirituality. I am convinced that the solution lies in correcting those attitudes, in correcting a traditional way of seeing.

In operating these necessary corrections of the attitude and the eyes of Hindu traditional spirituality one could with great advantages be inspired by the Christian tradition. And the Hindu one in turn could enrich the Christian tradition. In this manner one could reach dimensions currently still unexplored, or little explored, in which Hindu spirituality has lived for centuries and millenniums drawing from these a great deal of extremely deep wisdom.

9.   From the Upanishads to Buddhism:

      how the obsession of pain 

      prevents a real religious experience    

Through addressing Hindu spirituality, we have seen that a really authentic spiritual religious experience is hindered, or at least limited, by one of the two following factors, which we shall now describe:

1) monist idealism, that, encouraged by experiencing the identity of the Atman-Brahman, tends to overshadow all dualistic religious experience and hence all that of the transcendent God;

2) an excessive ascetic activism, which induces people to confide exclusively in their own initiatives and strengths to obtain liberation.

It is now time to emphasise a third factor, which within a person searching and meditating can become an obstacle to an experience of grace: we will call this the obsession of pain.

It has been recurrent motif in India’s history, culture and spirituality since very ancient times.

According to Oldenberg, through the various layers of the Vedas one can get an idea of how that painful element of suffering and unease became impressed on the soul of this people and remained there throughout all changes of fortune.

The German scholar tries to explain this transformation with the conquering by the Arians of a new land characterised, among other things, by a depressing climate. Another factor seems to be the belief in the transmigration of souls that in truth only appears in the Vedic tradition in the final phase.

The spirituality of the Upanishads, with its excessive opposition to the positivity of the Brahman and of any living in unity with it, with its asserted negativity of earthly life and its continuous exhausting and painful repetition of deaths and rebirths, appears to have contributed to emphasise and worsen the depressive state of mind and its pessimistic outlook.

Chaudhuri, on the other hand, observes that by invading India the Arians had to face the difficult problem of surviving in an environment that was hostile from every point of view. They had to deal with the hostility of the autochthons who they considered savages, and also the temptation to fraternize with them; they had to compensate the decline in their vitality, inevitable in a tropical climate; contain moral corruption and oppose the subconscious influence of the environment on their institutions.

The structure of this research does not have the space for attempts at historical analysis to determine the genesis of a phenomenon we will simply here accept as existing.

Whatever the phenomenon’s historical origins may be, it is evident that from the Upanishads to Buddhism, Indian spirituality’s main concern is the problem of the reality of pain and of how to permanently escape it.

Considering both the manner in which ancient Hinduism and Buddhism addressed the problem of pain and how to permanently escape it, Oldenberg also observes that there is a clear continuity between the two. The main contents remain basically unchanged, not only, so do the concepts, expressive forms and also that certain quid characterising religious thought and feelings.

“Everything is pain, everything is ephemeral”, proclaimed Buddha. And this, observes Eliade, is the leitmotif of all post-Upanishad religious thought. Effectively the doctrines and speculations, as well as meditation methodologies and soteriological techniques find their most real motivation in this universal suffering; their importance in fact lies in freeing humankind from pain (E., 1979-83).

Even when professing faith in a God, seeing nothing but pain in all life’s manifestations certainly does not make the soul very open to great trust in the Creator of life. Here we are miles from the poem of the creation one can read at the beginning of the Bible. There God, with every creative act, takes pleasure in the creation itself as such: just as it leaves the Creator’s hands and before the sins of creatures damage it in the ways we know. He observes that all that he has done is “good”, it is “very good”.

In a creationist vision such as that in the Bible, the creation, precisely as such, is seen in a positive light. And then the presence of evil and pain, although undeniable, are seen as an accidental reality and not essential to the creation itself. God is absolutely good; the creation is good and positive in its immediate arising from divine creativity.

Evil is something introduced into the creation at a later point by other factors: it is introduced by the will of the creatures themselves since it develops in a direction that is different to and does not conform with that of divine will.

Redeeming the creation from evil does not therefore mean abolishing it as such. It does not mean obliging the entire creation to return to the matrix from which it originated due to a sort of metaphysical accident. In a context in which the creation is seen as an ongoing process aimed at its perfecting fulfilment, evil is yes a reality, of course to be eliminated, but by overcoming it in achieving such fulfilment. A full, perfect complete creation, a creation implemented to the highest of its possibilities is also a creation freed from all evil and all suffering forever.

To a God who is perfectly good can be attributed a creation that is good and valid in its essence, even if containing evil as an accidental, contingent and passing phenomenon, introduced by factors extraneous to the Creator’s will. A bad creation, on the contrary, negative in its essence, cannot be attributed to the will and creativity of a good God, a God expressed as absolute Value.

This last consideration leads many to attribute the creation not to God, but rather to one of the divinity’s inferior ways of being, to a sort of emanation of God that is totally and clearly distinct from Him: let us say a demiurge, an inferior God, a messy sub-God or even and evil one.

Yoga seems to be compatible with a theistic residual. Yoga, like Samkhya (in spite of its declared atheism) attributes a teleological, finalist characteristic to the creation. Each reality created has an objective to pursue. Although subconsciously nature is said to organise itself so as to establish the premises for the development of the spirit.

So far pessimism cannot be total: where there is teleology there is always a theistic element, it matters not whether explicit or implicit.

It is instead in Buddhism that the pessimistic vision becomes a total one. Here pain, one with impermanence (that is precariousness) and vanity (lack of substantiality) in all things is extended to the whole of reality and also to humankind. There is in the Buddhist vision a triumph of the non-being. For the living God there is no longer even the tiniest space within a totally negative empirical and mundane reality.

I am of course referring to the Buddhism of the origins and the Small Vehicle (Hinayana): that is the stage preceding that of the Mahayana or Great Vehicle that would bring about the well known corrections, implementing a real overturning, at least a tendential one. The last stage for a divine element remains that of perceiving an absolute as a mere refuge. This is a refuge totally distinct and separate from life in the real word. Nirvana is such a refuge.

The idea that Buddhism (I repeat: at least primitive Buddhism) has of Nirvana is that of a state of mind that permanently withdraws from all forms of suffering, from all anxiety and also the impermanence characterising all that is of this world or can be achieved in this world.

In its own way Nirvana does present itself as an absolute reality, although with no dynamism of its own and devoid of all capability to act on the beings of the world or help them. One sees nothing in Nirvana that can remotely remind one of the living God, with the exception of a degree of absoluteness, perceived however as totally static and immobile. It is the pure absoluteness of a condition in which the subject enters of his own initiative and with his own strength without even being magnetised by it.

Those who consider this a negativist virus, spreading throughout the Upanishads and then also reaching in Buddhism its most coherent and totalising expression, find themselves facing a series of issues to question that appear to germinate one from the other.

Is there not at the origins of this so desolate vision of existence, at the origin of this particular way of seeing, a way of looking at things that is excessively forced and exclusivist?

And could there not also be a too exclusively negative way of focalizing all things?

And could there not also be an attitude originating in states of mind that are humanly explainable but on which it is not good to linger at length?

And finally, could there not also be an attitude worth eliminating, to return to look at things in a more serenely balanced, trusting and open manner that would encourage a far greater understanding?

Let us address the genesis of Buddhism. Let us in particular address how this attitude towards life that remains typically Buddhist came into being. The first thing one observes is the decidedly traumatic characteristic of the discovery that life is all pain.

The prince Siddharta had been brought up in a sort of gilded cage on the higher floors of the palace, far from knowledge of any evil and human misery. His father, Shuddhodana, king of the Shakyas, had ordered this so that the prophecy that Siddharta would renounce his heritage to become a begging monk would not come true.

All the sick, the old and those suffering were kept far from that place of delight, where the word death was never even spoken. However, destiny ensured that the young man would leave the palace three times; on the first occasion he met a very sick man, on the second an old man and on the third, finally, he saw a dead man.

Siddharta was so shaken that he became totally insensitive to the pleasures of life, and even to the beautiful women who until then had surrounded him.

Questioned about this change, this was how he expressed his feelings: “It is not that I disdain the objects of the senses... But when I consider the impermanence of all things in this world, I no longer experience any pleasure in them... I am frightened and seriously alarmed when I reflect upon the dangers of old age, death and disease. I find no peace, no satisfaction and no joy at all because to me the world seems engulfed in flames of a fire that consumes it totally” (from the Buddhacarita by Ashaghosha, in Buddhist Scriptures, I, 3-5; see the Adelphi edition, Canto III).

One can well understand how discovering the suffering of the world must have devastated the soul of Prince Siddharta. He ended up by addressing to pain such exclusive attention that he could no longer see any of the other things in life.

This is a very different way of seeing that same life that, if considered in a more serene manner, should instead appear as a far more structured and complex phenomenon, also (and perhaps above all) rich in positive values.

Considering life exclusively as pain, experiencing life exclusively as pain, finds its expression in the classical enunciation of the first of four “saintly” or “noble” truths: The “saintly” or “noble truth of pain”.

This is how it is expressed in the text of the Mahavagga (I, 6): “This, o monks, is the holy Truth about pain: birth is pain, old age is pain, disease is pain, death is pain, unity with what one does not love is pain, separation from what one loves is pain, dissatisfaction of one’s desires is pain. The five objects of affection (upadanaskandha) are pain”.

If one analyses this better, the Sanskrit word that in western translations is usually expressed as “pain” or “suffering”, is dukkha. Now originally this word appears to have had a far broader meaning.

The authoritative author Bhikku Kantipalo observes that dukkha should not be translated as ‘suffering’, because in this world there are many pleasant experiences, but they are also impermanent, and hence dukkha. It would be ridiculous to say that they are painful! Our language does not have a word with a broad and profound enough meaning to express dukkha. 
Referring to what might be a person’s destiny after death, the same author observes that even rebirth in the highest of Paradises such as deva ("shining") involves a degree of dukkha, because these experiences too are impermanent” (ibidem).

“And, o monks, is the transient painful or pleasant?” “Painful, o Teacher” (Majjima-Nikaya, III, 19; Buddhagosa, Attahasalini).

In commenting this exchange, Radhakrishnan observes that in truth according to Buddhism pain is one with fleetingness since it is the impermanence of the object of desire that leads to disappointment and regret.

Another observation by this same author is also interesting: the Buddhist doctrine's basic concept stating that life is pain is assumed and dogmatically accepted by the Upanishads.

One might instinctively ask oneself how and why the times of the Upanishads were permeated by such profound pessimism, so in contrast with the joie de vivre and positive attitude to life that seemed so widespread among human beings in the Vedic period.

Referring to the era of the Upanishads, Radhakrishnan speaks of it as an era in which this world of ours, bustling with life, agitation and excitement, no longer provided any hope to human beings who were becoming increasingly tired of life  (p. 453).

Hence during the era of the Upanishads, there was a widespread feeling of tiredness and disillusion. It seems here that one is faced with a vast phenomenon of historical importance. This phenomenon certainly had historical origins whatever these may have been. This is not the place to stop and analyse the historical and contingent factors that led to such states of mind. One must simply observe that, all of a sudden, or over a relatively brief period, this spread widely as well as quickly in a historically unprecedented manner.

The spreading of such a negative state of mind with regard to life is hence attributable to a sort of collective trauma. The effects of such a trauma tended then to become crystallized, to self-perpetuate themselves due to the collective concentration on those same reasons. From then on, the same contents were turned over and over in the minds of those people. Collective attention was “fixed” on those contents in a way that, when going beyond certain limits, appears really obsessive and maniacal.

However, from its very first origins, Buddhism proclaimed that everything is pain, everything is impermanence, and everything is evil in this world. This was caused by “thirst”, hence a yearning to live: which is the second Noble Truth enunciated by the Master. It becomes clear, then, that the problem of evil expressed in such terms can be solved by fleeing life, extinguishing in oneself the desire to life.

In such a perspective it is best not to wish to live longer; it is best not to wish to live in the absolute sense; it is best not to wish to even live an absolute life. It is best to eliminate from within ourselves all desire to live: this must be eliminated at the roots.

What one might have for the sufferings of the world is a particular sensitivity, not developed to the same extent in everyone. Hypersensitivity in the presence of the world’s pain is above all a characteristic of Buddhism, but is also present in many of the Indian ascetic schools of thought.

“For he who discerns, everything is only unhappiness”, observes Patanjali, the leader of the Raja Yoga school, in one of his aphorisms (Yogasutra, II, 15).

But how is it that the wise person shows a far greater and livelier discernment for the world’s pain compared to the ordinary person? It is precisely a question of sensitivity, as specified by Vyasa, Patanjali’s famous and in a sense legendary commentator, in his comment on the same aphorism: “...The wise man is similar to the globe of the eye: just as the globe of the eye, touched by a thread of wool, becomes painful when touched, unlike other parts of the body that would remain insensitive, all these pains only affect the yogi, who is similar to the globe of the eye, but not all other perceiving subjects... The yogi, seeing himself and things dragged away by this current of pain with no beginning, finds refuge in the correct vision, the means for annulling all pain” (ibidem).

In such a framework, precisely “what must be avoided is future pain”, as the Master also writes (II, 16).

And in his comment to this second aphorism by Patanjali,  Vyasa too specifies that the pain the yogi is particularly sensitive to, unlike ordinary people, is precisely future pain.

One now wonders whether this hypersensitivity to present and future suffering does not dull in the person even that minimum of sensitivity that could be developed for what are instead life’s positive values, both present and future ones, hence achievable or possible, to be seized in the present or pursued as something that sooner or later will take place.

The kind of Buddhist portrayed so far puts suffering at the centre of an increasingly exclusive attention; then he renders pain the only problem; his exclusive objective is putting an end to suffering: all this is certainly not useful for preparing his soul to appreciate certain other values that are also present in life.

How should one become capable of perceiving these values? Those finding themselves trapped by fixing all attention on only one idea, allowing them to only see the aspect of suffering and wearing blinkers for all the rest, should try as a first objective to break out of this enchantment. They should try and “put in brackets” or “outside the circuit” their own obsession of suffering, so as to suspend it. They should also try and clarify the trauma that caused this obsession in order to free himself from it. A good psychoanalytic experience could be useful here.

The failing of certain blinkers and obstacles and inhibitions would allow this person to address life with far greater serenity. Life itself could then reveal its main different aspects that until then the person was prevented from perceiving.

Reality does have a painful aspect that can also be dreadful, but I think that seeing only pain and being unable to see anything else is seeing very little; it is remaining deaf and blind to the real values that reality has in progress and above all has potentially. Would this too not be a serious case of ignorance, of “not knowing”?

There is something that seems far more worthy of humankind than not a certain classical attitude of escaping pain (although a large number of personalities draw from this a doctrine and an ascesis as well as a spirituality, in a certain sense, of extreme finesse).

This something that seems worth so much more is love: a love capable of dealing with pain when necessary and of overcoming it.

This is an attitude that is all the more noble the more it fights and confronts situations with a generous and strong soul rather than fleeing them.

An excessive and exclusive concern with escaping pain seems to me a per se rather mediocre motivation in Buddhism - above all in the original Buddhism. This is of course an insufficiency that the great personality of Buddha and many of his disciples throughout the centuries ended up by compensating.

This however does not mean that there is not in Buddhism a sort of original defect. This is an original defect that continues to have quite a negative effect, it seems, on the approach of that entire spiritual tradition, and therefore on the society in which Buddhism flourished.

Escaping life involves the disregard of many authentic human values and also avoiding many responsibilities. A commitment to fill certain serious historicallly backward situations is increasingly needed: such a radically resigned attitude certainly cannot be sustained and hence requires a radical revision.

10.   Far more than establishing real facts, 

        Buddhist nihilism is the pragmatic assumption 

        of a really effective watchword

According to Buddhism all reality is inconsistent, and suffering is present everywhere. And human beings themselves appear not only as suffering, but also as inconsistent; while the paradox is that it is human beings who assume the initiative of liberation and implement it with extreme determination, constancy and unchained energy.

One is astonished by the idea that such strong action can be undertaken in such an exclusive and simultaneously effective manner by a person defined as unreal as a subject, defined as a mere aggregate of phenomena.

Not only is the subject empty, but the same can also be said about all beings. So one could object, as the disciple Subhuti did to Buddha, that “due to the vacuity of all dharmas there is no dharma capable of conquering enlightenment” (Astasahashrika Prajnaparamita Sutra, XVI).
One can first of all observe that in Buddhism there is what appears as definable as a negation of the ‘I’. All consistency is denied to the ‘I’. It is reduced to mere karma, that is to the mere result of acts, transferred from one person to another through reincarnation. As far as it is concerned, the ‘I’ is considered nothing but an aggregate of phenomena.

Now, if we reflect on everything with the correct degree of careful consideration, it frankly does not seem that this negation of the ‘I’ can be described as the pure and simple conclusion of research that is totally disinterested and theoretical. Such a negation of the ‘I’ seems instead characterised as an idea-strength, as a watchword used in view of an action for basically pragmatic reasons.

Let us find an example to use for the watchword, for this idea-strength assumed for the action: it is what happens, for example, when a new movement of psychiatrists wishes to abolish mental hospitals and also certain old methods it considers outdated. Well, these psychiatrists could assume as their motto the statement that insanity does not exist.

Strictly speaking such a statement could never be considered as the logical conclusion of an in-depth research: since we all know perfectly well that unfortunately insanity does exist and is a dramatic and terrible reality.

Nonetheless, a more modern, human and perhaps more effective treatment might consist in minimizing the seriousness of disease to a mental patient, in treating him not as a mentally ill person but as a normal one who still has a few problems to solve with a little patience and nothing more.

A second example could be the following: when speaking to a six year old child one says he is now a little man, that soon he will be off to university and therefore he should try hard to behave responsibly like adults do. It is not at all true that the child is an adult, but it may be pedagogically positive to treat him in such a manner.

A third example is when soldiers fighting a tough war start to shout victory to increase their courage. And they continue to shout victory even when losing: only the persuasion that, in spite of everything, they will win in the end keeps them going and induces them to persevere to the very end. The affirmation “Victory is ours” is not a statement, but here too precisely a watchword.

One should bear in mind a song that was very popular in 1940, when Italy entered the arena of World War Two: “Winning, winning, winning! / and we will win in the skies, on land and on the seas. / This is the watchword / of a supreme will”.

Winning is defined here specifically as the “watchword” that a “will” has adopted for the objective of an action. It was less successful with the Italians than the famous “V” sign made with two fingers of the right hand that Churchill used in times of upsets and misfortune to indicate future and final victory that, in the end, was effectively achieved, did for the British. 

“Dear sir, you are perfectly sane, you just have a few small problems we will treat with a little patience”. “My boy, you are already a man”. “Soldiers, victory is ours”. Here are three statement that cannot claim to have a pure theoretical value, but certainly have the value as strength-ideas addressed at the success of a given action. One has the clear impression that certain Buddhist enunciations are nothing more than pragmatic assumptions of a similar kind.

One day, Siddharta, already involved in ascesis but not yet enlightened, not yet Buddha, said to the brahmans Arada and Udraka: “So many confused ideas come from our interest in the Self and our vanity, when we think: ‘I am so great’, or: ‘I have created this wonderful work of art’. The thought of your ‘I’ is between your rational nature and the truth; eliminate it and you will see things as they really are. Those who think correctly will be rid of ignorance and acquire wisdom. The ideas ‘I am’, ‘I will be’ or ‘I will not be’ are not needed by those who think clearly” (from the Fo-Sho-HingTsan-King, as quoted by Carus, IX).

In the battle against this ‘I’, which is such a great obstacle in achieving real spiritual life, the Buddhist ascetic can find great comfort and courage in the idea that such an ‘I’, after all, does not even exist: it is an enemy that can be overcome more easily than one thinks, on condition that one can mentally realize its inconsistent and elusive characteristics.

I think that this idea of the inconsistency of the ‘I’ plays a decisive pragmatic role in Buddhist ascesis. And so more in general an analogous role is played by the idea that the world, from the bonds of which a certain kind of ascetic formed in the spirituality of the Upanishads wishes to be free, is also illusory. It is a kind of ascesis that then continues in the Samkhya and in Yoga reaching its most extreme conclusions in Buddhism itself. This broad (and so characteristic) current of Indian spirituality nullifies the world to better become free of it.

More radically, Buddhism seems to do the same with the ‘I’. The Upanishads-Vedanta-Yoga current attributes great importance to the ‘I’, albeit perceived not as the empirical ‘I’, but fundamentally as the profound ‘I’, as Atman (which then, analysed profoundly, would be revealed as one with the Brahman).

It is from these profound divine roots that the ‘I’ is supposed to draw all its strength to achieve its liberation from the world. This is supposed to occur in the aforementioned current of spirituality. In Buddhism (at least in original Buddhism) on the contrary, one cannot understand how an ‘I’ that not only takes no strength from any divine essence, but also has no consistency as the ‘I’, can have so much power.

Edward Conze observes that among all the principles of Buddhism, none have caused so much controversy as the theory of the anatman, which states that it is not possible to discover a Self (C., 1988).

Within Buddhism there are two main sects and five secondary “personalist” ones (pugdalavadin). And, on the other hand, continues Conze, it would be unreasonable to suppose that the personalist theories would be in direct conflict with Buddha himself. Perhaps he said nothing, either in one sense or the other, on the problem that only became important two centuries later.

Conze for example observes that Buddha himself, in remembering his own previous lives, said: “This wise Sunetra, who existed in the past, I was that Sunetra” (Abhidharmakosa, IX, 271). And also: “In the past I had such a body” (IX, 253). Here, concludes the English scholar, Buddha clearly expresses himself with words suited to a personalist structure (C., 1988).

On the other hand, if there is no person, who transmigrates? Who else makes mistakes if not the person?... It is the person who first acts and is then rewarded or punished (ibidem).

The person however exists and does not exist. It seems to me that in Buddhism, such a theoretical contradiction is also solved at a pragmatic level: the Buddhist ascetic needs to nullify his ‘I’ that is the selfish and egocentric ‘I’, and as such an obstacle to spiritual life; to achieve this, the ascetic valorises his ‘I’ as the subject, that, having to fulfil all this through his own strength, needs to be encouraged and have self-confidence and trust in his own capabilities.

In fact, Buddha never said he was preaching an original doctrine. He always said that he referred to tradition, that he followed “the ancient way”. And the strongpoint of the entire Indian ascetic tradition is the same self-confidence shown by the ascetic himself in his own autonomous powers. I think that the apparent contradiction should be addressed in these terms.

One must insist on this pragmatic characteristic of some of Buddhism’s statements, starting from a very specific premise: “Buddhism, the objective of which is to put an end to suffering, proposes to its followers a programme of mental cultivation destined to lead them to this greatly wished for objective”. This statement opens a chapter in the book by Alexandra David-Neel entitled Initiations and initiates in Tibet (in its English edition). In one chapter the author wrote on the basis of notes provided by the Lama Yongden. This contains an organic analysis I will not dwell upon.

What appears to be most interesting in Buddhism is a well-coordinated action to put an end to suffering, or rather dukkha. What does this word mean exactly? This is only inadequately translated as “suffering” or “pain”. Dukkha also includes the meaning of “impermanence” of all things and the transience of these same things that initially appear as pleasant and lovable.

Basically, Buddhism proposes to put an end to dukkha, to cure dukkha as one cures a disease. Bhikku Khantipalo observes that Buddha is like a doctor treating a patient. He analyses the symptoms, diagnoses the cause and prescribes the treatment: “If you take this medicine as prescribed, after a while you will be cured”, Buddha says to this sick person as the “Doctor of the World”.

Buddha is a “doctor” who in formulating the “diagnosis” and prescribing the suitable “therapy”, rather than proving a cure, teaches the sick person to cure himself. The treatment is basically mental, and what Buddhism proposes above all consists in meditations. Meditations arise from quite specific statements that, since they are addressed at the objectives of a procedure, mainly have pragmatic characteristics. In these affirmations what is interesting is not so much the truth in a strictly theoretical sense, but rather their being useful for achieving certain results.

The ultimate objective pursued is the cessation of dukkha, to be achieved through the cessation of desire as well as aversion (which is desire turned over). Desire and aversion inevitably have as their object something that exists, in the real sense, in the sense that makes it existing and hence desirable or revolting, odious or lovable per se.

Hence “the target to be hit: one’s own sense of a certain object’s concreteness, an object on which desire and grudge merge”, to use the words of Kensur Lekden.

Hence the pragmatic function of denying not only to the ‘I’ but to all realities, one’s own essence, one’s own dharma: not only the ‘I’, but all realities have not consistency of their own; not only the ‘I’, but all realities are reduced to being merely an aggregation of phenomena.

All this is stated pragmatically for the aforementioned finalities.

All this is then verified: but in what way? It is verified through an experience that leads to seeing things in a certain way. One can observe that the Buddhist ascetic manages to see things in a certain way because he decides to look at them in a corresponding manner, suitable for obtaining the wished for result. And he decides this in a pragmatic manner, for the aforementioned reasons. It is not at all certain that the ascetic must necessarily be aware of these motivations; nor is it stated that he must necessarily be fully aware of the pragmatic characteristics of his decision to look at things in that certain way to see them as he wishes.

The characteristics of the specific choice made among all possible ways of seeing things (excluding others that could perhaps be plausible), appear to be decidedly pragmatic in the manner in which meditation is organised. It is a kind of meditation that breaks down the chosen object into elements without consistency to reduce it to a simple aggregate of those elements (inconsistent as such) to resolve it in them and dissolve it.

One knows how dissolving analysis is per se, when not addressed at a dominant synthesis, when not used in function of that synthesis, to better validate it: in other words, when the analytic moment gets out of hand.

Rune Johansson, the Swedish psychologist and profound scholar of the Buddhist texts in their original languages as well as the author of the book entitled Dynamic psychology of early Buddhism, considers and analyses the word atta, which in Pali means ‘I’. This word leads to the composite words attabhava and attapatilabha that mean the development of individuality and the acquisition of individuality, hence rebirth. Thus the belief in an ‘I’ is a force leading to the creation of an ‘I’, the imagined ‘I’ of a new individual.
The Samyutta Nikaya says: “Touched by the feeling arising from contact with ignorance, the untrained and ordinary man has the idea that ‘I am’, and therefore the ideas of ‘I am this’, ‘I will be’, ‘I will not be’, ‘I will have a body’, ‘I will be without a body’, ‘I will create’, ‘I will be free from creation', ‘I will neither have nor not have ideas”’ (S. N., III, 46).

Johansson observes that here the belief in the ‘I’, the ‘I am’, is referred to the ‘I will be’, hence the expectation of rebirth. The person who identifies in his own ‘I’ aspires to be perpetuated as an individual and this desire is a force that will lead him to be reborn and perpetuate his state of suffering when not making it even worse.

This is the reason, concludes Johansson, for which it is so important to analyse in-depth and remove all trace of identification and belief in the ‘I’.

The methods are many and varied. These will consist in all forms of meditation that put into focus certain particular mental phenomena, certain particular experiences, distinguishing in them as well as their causes to the point of dissolving in them all sense of reality and permanence.

These forms of meditation operate so that the person may develop a sense that all is impermanent and vacuous, including the person himself as a personality. In the end he must have a very clear idea that all claimed permanent substantiality turns into nothing more than a temporary merging and aggregating of elements, pure phenomena, pure non substantial experiences with no essence or consistency.

A quite significant example of meditation is the one provided by Kensur Lekden: “If the I existed... of its own right, it would be possible to find it when searching for it. Is this ‘I’ perhaps the head? Is this I perhaps the arms? The hands? The fingers? Is this ‘I’ perhaps the legs? No, of course not”.

These words are very similar to those in the famous dialogue between Nagasena and King Milinda. “...What is this Nagasena?” asks the king. “Are you perhaps saying that hair is Nagasena?” Not hair, answers Nagasena in person, or nails, or teeth etc.; or the external shape, or feelings, or representations etc.; or the elements of character, and neither is the conscience Nagasena, or the ensemble of all these elements and not anything that is exterior to them. In the same way a carriage is neither its parts nor something exterior to them.

Saying “carriage”, saying “Nagasena”, saying of something that it is “a being” means using names with the practical objective of defining realities that, if well analysed, turn out to be nothing but simple aggregates (The questions posed by king Milinda, Il, 1, 1).

In the Samyutta Nikaya there is a sort of parable, invented to establish a specific comparison. A sovereign hears for the first time the sound of a vina and this delights him: he wants exactly that sound, he wants to own it. They tell him that the vina “speaks because it consists in various parts”. He wants the part that is this music. So he takes the instrument to pieces, but he cannot find the music. “In the same way”, comments the ancient Buddhist text, “a monk investigates the body, feelings, ideation, creative processes, the consciousness... but finds nothing similar to an ‘I’, a ‘mine’ or a ‘I am’” (S. N., IV, 196 sgg.).

One could easily turn this parable around: that sovereign, who does not seem to be very intelligent (or perhaps is too intelligent to really be so) no longer finds the music because he searches for it after breaking up the instrument into its parts, in an analogous way to what is ideally done in meditations by the mild Tantra abbot Kensur Lekden. He can no longer find the ‘I’ in the body’s individual parts, for the very reason that he considers each part in an abstract and separate manner from the person’s totality, from his global unity: he considers them as if materially sectioned and amputated.

The individual parts, analysed one at a time and separate from the whole and without any reference to that ensemble, appear as self sustaining units that if put together again would no longer provide the original whole in its living unity, but rather a mere aggregation (see certain classic answers provided by Nagasena to the Questions posed by king Milinda, II, 1, 1).

So as not to end up with a dead body chopped up into pieces, meditation should have started from organic unity and perhaps also analysing individual parts, however always referring these at all times to that living unity from which even individual parts draw their own meaning. It is precisely this that Buddhist meditation does not wish to do: it is addressed at the disintegration of the person (and more in general of every essence, of every dharma).

Such a meditating person effectively proves, from the very beginning, prejudicially, to not want to see the beings in what is for each person the identified, real, organic, living basic individual reality with its ontological density.

Secondly, when meditation is used to discover in inner experience verification for what is prejudicially stated, effectively the person chooses the patented method for not seeing: he starts to look precisely in the way that will never allow him to put things into focus, and therefore see what otherwise he could see perfectly well, that is precisely the identified unity of the living individual, of each living being and also the ‘I’. There is no doubt in Buddhism, from its very origins, a great knowledge of psychology. This derived from the profound psychological knowledge that Indian ascetics, continuously involved in self-analysis, had already accumulated in the distant past.

All these meditating persons know well how analysing - let us say - one’s own feelings under a microscope can result in weakening them and even dissolving them, when this kind of self-analysis is implemented in a continuous and systematic manner.

The ones used by Buddhism from the very beginning are real meditating techniques, aimed at respectively inhibiting and strengthening what are considered negative or positive inclinations.

So, as Radhakrishnan reminds us, if we wish to expel an undesirable idea that obsesses us from our minds, we must follow the five methods recommended by Buddha:

1) linger on a good idea;

2) examine the danger represented by the consequences of allowing a bad idea to be transformed into action;

3) remove attention from the bad idea;

4) analyse its antecedents, thereby annulling the impulse deriving from it;

5) oblige the mind, with the help of corporal tension.

The ashubhabhavana, or “reflection on evil” through which one attempts to experience disgust for all that - within the same perspective - can be seen as evil in spite of attractive appearances, is linked to these techniques.

On this  subject, one should bear in mind a classic exchange between a person with a still profane soul and an elderly enlightened monk: “Reverend gentleman, did you see a woman walk down this road?” “I cannot say if it was a man or a woman who walked down this road. What I know is that a heap of bones is walking down this road”.

Among other things, Bhikku Khantipalo speaks of how the meditating ascetic can manage to annul the five great obstacles, which are:

1) sensual desire;

2) a lack of will;

3) laziness and sleepiness;

4) anxiety and worry;

5) sceptical doubt.

Those meditating must face up to them contemplating each one, paying each a special form of attention, so as to achieve bare awareness:

1) of how that psychic phenomenon is present;

2) of how it is absent;

3) of how it arises;

4) of how it vanishes;

5) of how the future non-arising of that phenomenon takes place.

Let us imagine that the phenomenon is sensual desire: the person meditating will follow it in its non-arising once the person, hence himself, has let it go.
Analogous meditations can have for their object the “five aggregates”, hence:

1) the body;

2) feeling;

3) perception;

4) mental training;

5) consciousness.

These are the five elements into which the Buddha has divided what we usually call the “person”. Each of these is considered in view of its own appearing and disappearing.

The manner in which these are addressed is fundamental and, if the person wishes to manage to see the “aggregate” in one way rather than another, he will have to address it, meditate on in, in the suitable way.

As Bhikku Khantipalo observes, as far as the body is concerned it is important to see that it should considered as “my body”, but only with the simple awareness of “the body”.

It is clear that as systematically pursued, these are techniques that can allow us to feel increasingly detached from a given object.

The objects, increasingly less experienced from within and increasingly analysed externally, will appear as always less lively and more and more reduced to something inert.

Vital experiences are strong, for us, as far as we really experience them, we are really immersed in them. And when we address them in an objective, detached and critical manner, then as from that moment they start to become weaker.

It is quite a common experience that persisting in analysing feelings and emotions and states of mind may eventually lead to their disintegration.

As everyone now knows, a certain way of addressing things inevitably detaches us from them, and to the extent that this inhibits us from participating in them intimately, we experience them as less real, when not totally lifeless. The manner and the degree to which such an alienation is achieved depends on each occasion on the way in which one meditates and also insists in this meditation; however, in one way or another, the person always ends up by becoming alienated from the object, this is guaranteed.

The person may also end up by becoming alienated from himself, when adopting a kind of meditation that objectifies him, detaching him from himself, or in other words abstracting him from what is within him that is alive and original; and above all this happens when insisting with this kind of meditation.

The final result may well be... generalised vacuity: vacuity of objects and vacuity of the person himself. This however does not happen because objects and the person should be seen as vacuous. On the contrary, intuition perceives each one perfectly well in its fullness, it its lively organic unity.

The fact is that in a second moment, precisely with the specific intention of making them appear as vacuous, each object is considered - as well as the objectified person - exclusively as abstract, since each is divided into many more elementary phenomena.

Attention is systematically averted from the aspect of unity, from the vision of the global overall, the only one capable of providing organic and unified meaning to those parts, to those elements. These parts and elements, removed from the unit, to the extent that the meaning of this abstraction becomes psychologically active, are destined to appear as increasingly vacuous, increasingly devoid of meaning.

Edward Conze observes that the word sunya (empty) expresses devaluation. And it is in this sense that one should interpret the words of Bodhidharma “All things are empty and there is nothing left that is desirable or to be wished for”. Things are empty because without substance and not worthy of particular attention.

The English scholar adds that within the Buddhist context the word sunya is used to remove value, as when the sectors of inner senses are compared to an empty, deserted or uninhabited village (Samyutta Nikaya, IV, 173-174), or when its meaning fades to “without reality” (Majjhima Nikaya, I, 145; Samyutta Nikaya, III, 167; IV, 54, 296), “useless” or “with no value” (Majjima Nikaya, I, 683)” (C., 1988).

Conze insists that, according to the Buddhist mentality, one should abandon all that is “empty” because it is without value and thus is how one “is freed from it”. Hence vacuity (sunyata) assumes its real meaning in the process of salvation. And it would therefore be wrong to consider this a purely intellectual concept or to transform it into an ontological characteristic (C., 1988).

It is precisely to achieve salvation that specifically finalised techniques are implemented. In this way one attempts to neutralise sensitive inclinations; and it is thus that then all the powers of the soul - affections, willpower, the intellect, attention and trance - are mobilised in order to escape from the objects of the senses. And in so much that this specifically concerns affections, the same author observes that there is an intentional cultivation of an attitude of terror, disgust, disdain and boredom as far as these are concerned (p. 63).

A procedure addressed at removing all meaning and value from every reality of this world should end not with the classic formula Quod erat demonstrandum, but rather with a “as one wished to achieve” pragmatically with kind of meditation.

It is worth repeating that the pragmatic characteristic of Buddhist meditation arises from the fact that it does however tend to develop in the person a certain way of looking at things. It is the way of looking that will lead the person to see them in that certain corresponding way. This will take place to the extent that the person will have insisted in what is, after all, a self-hypnotic technique (or something very similar).

The ideal to be achieved is expressed in the words of the Samyutta Nikaya: “If a monk sees with his eyes a delicious object, he does not yearn for it, he is not enthusiastic about it, he does not become greedy for it. His body remains immobile; his mind remains immobile, stable and liberated within. If he sees a revolting object with his eyes, he is not disturbed, his mind is not upset or discouraged or disdained because of it” (S. N., V, 74).

Never be disgusted, never be irritated: this is the precious advice provided on this subject by Bhikku Khantipalo. Contemplate the impermanence is the general maxim which is also applicable in this case.

When I am annoyed at someone I can say to myself: “That person has now changed completely, in his or her mind and body - what is there for me to be annoyed at?”

Another technique consists in contemplating the parts of the body then asking oneself: “Am I annoyed with my hair, my body hair, my nails, my teeth, my skin?” 

The interlocutor I may have been annoyed with no longer exists in front of me: not because he really does not exist, but only because I have refused to consider him in the way he could appear to me as a real person, as a person I could be annoyed with.

I have already obtained the best possible revenge against my ‘‘enemy’’ by breaking him down into very tiny pieces, if there really is nothing left except for a few hairs and nails, a few teeth, a heap of minced meat good for the worms!

Just as nothing must disgust us, nothing must attract us either, not even the body of a woman as beautiful as Sirima, the famous courtesan who lived in the times of Buddha. A suitable meditation on the body of another, just as on one’s own, can be organised in the same terms as formulated by Buddha in his sermon on the Foundations of Mental Presence: “A monk judges this same body as if observing as dead body thrown to the ground in the cremation place, dead for one, two or three days, the body is swollen, livid and giving off matter [thinking] ‘This body too is that of nature and will be like that one…’”

Bhikku Khantipalo comments that visualising one’s own body in such a way can be very effective for freeing the body from desire, especially if one has a visual kind of mind. The same author warns us about the inconveniences that can derive from insisting excessively in this kind of meditation and advises the guidance of a good teacher.

In another part of the book which I have often mentioned, he mentions the episode concerning a young Malay who, due to excessive meditation on the impermanence of the mind and the body, always looked bored and sad, had given up on everything, had lost all interest in his studies and all will to finish them: it was not worth the trouble, he said, since “everything is impermanent”.

He was advised to change the subject of his meditation and to concentrate on love-benevolence, and shortly the expression on his face changed and he regained interest in his studies and the secular career he was destined to.

The practice of the non-attractive can result in aversion for oneself and others when not balanced by an adequate development of love-benevolence for oneself and all other people.

If all mentioned on the subject of these forms of Buddhist meditation have confirmed for us their pragmatic characteristics, this may be an unaware pragmatism. In total good faith the meditating person simply wishes to see things as they are, making them the object of a naked and pure attention. This however is an intention that does not work: the Buddhist has already discovered that existence is all pain and disvalue; hence he is convinced that all phenomenology can only confirm this assumption.

What is Naked Attention? Nyanaponica Thera wonders. And this is how he defines it:  naked attention is the clear and elementary consciousness of all that really happens to us and within us in the moments that follow a perception. It is called ‘naked’ because it addresses precisely the naked facts of a perception. Attention is maintained as a bare registration of the facts observed, without reacting to these with deed, words or mental comments

But can one simply register perceptions without providing these with any judgement of value? I do not believe this can happen to anyone, and even less to someone traumatised by the world’s pain and evilness and the impermanence of earthly things, as in the case of our Buddhist. I believe this can be said of a person who has been overwhelmed personally by the trauma of a direct experience (as is said happened to Gautama Siddharta), or a person who has suffered such a trauma due to his own involvement provoked by other people: inflicted by a teacher or his teachings, by the shared sensitiveness of a group with which he grew up or was welcomed to.

Nyanaponica Thera himself, who insists so much on the need for an objective, serene and dispassionate analysis, free from all prejudice, protected from all pre-established interferences involving assessments, at a certain points ideally takes hold of a sort of scalpel (that is the word he uses) and starts to dissect the living person to show the interiors and all the revolting impurities. The objective of this macabre operation is immediately stated: it is to achieve detachment from the body.

In fact, this mental dissection eliminates the vague notion of the body’s unity indicating the various parts; it eliminates the illusion of the body’s beauty... Of course, once the body is presented as a walking skeleton covered with meat and skin, or one observes it as a conglomerate of its various parts in the most bizarre forms, one will not be very inclined to identify with one’s so-called own body or to desire that of another being.

This is a good detoxifying cure and even more of alienation for those who do not intend to abandon the so-called “pleasures of the flesh”. In India it can help to visit the cemeteries where bodies of the poor lie unburied; in other countries one can make do with visit to morgues and anatomy centres and, if I may add a suggestion, to the pathology institutes!

Rather than a fair and serene analysis I see here an obsessive production of images that are one more ferocious than the other: a sort of subject film addressed at indoctrinating people so as to dissuade them at all costs from considering themselves the ‘I’ and admiring female beauty with consequent reprehensible sexual results.

It is precisely on the subject of non-attractive perception that Khantipalo formulates an observation that seems extremely interesting in this context: when the body is young and fit it can be considered as generally attractive, when perceived as they say in Pali ‘all in one piece’; but bodies too even if in the splendour of youth and in good health are not attractive if considered as the many parts they consist in.

Perceiving a reality “all in one piece” corresponds to global intuition, also mentioned here: this is the manner in which any reality can be perceived as a whole, in the unity of its meaning, its being, its value. It is only considering it as a whole that one can perceive its unitarian life and therefore the meaning it has as a unit. Renouncing the perception of a reality “all in one piece” means renouncing to perceive it in its meaning, its being and its value. This is a renunciation implemented by exercising a precise option: the choice made to turn one’s back on that certain aspect of reality that interests us, to address attention exclusively at another aspect.

Experience shows us extremely well that an exclusive consideration of the aspect of multiplicity will end up by causing us to lose sight of the Unitarian aspect, which is the fundamental aspect of each reality; it will cause us to lose sight of what is the essence of the reality addressed, its intimate spirit, its profound meaning. Of that living reality all that will remain for us will be a dead body cut up into very tiny pieces.

One can well understand how a constant insisting on this analysis that kills and destroys everything can have an extremely mortifying effect not only on visions of exterior realities, but also on the way in which the person sees and perceives himself. All this happens especially when the corrective element that consists in the manner in which the person addresses once again the Unitarian aspect of himself and all other beings. Such an aspect of unity must be perceived in each being through the attitude of love-benevolence that is inseparable from the Unitarian consideration.

Meditating Buddhists know all this far better than we do, as is clear in Khantipalo’s testimony. And it is strange how they are unaware of the so decidedly suspicious characteristic of seeing things in that certain “vacuous” manner when obtained through a manner of looking from which one could expect nothing different.

The decidedly pragmatic characteristic that, according to Buddhism, exists in the statement of the vacuity not only of the ‘I’ but of all things, also appears in the conclusion reached by Johansson after analysing various ancient texts, and the contents of this can be, according to him, summarised as follows.

1) There is no world that exists per se.

2) The world is a dynamic process that is constantly produced and deliberately created by our senses, our thoughts and our desires.

3) We create the world and we can also destroy it, simply because we no longer need it.

Meditating on the powerful creativity of one’s own thoughts can provide the ascetic with great self-confidence, great trust that meditation works effectively. It is however interesting to observe how the affect of these statements is specified by Johansson immediately afterwards: this does not at all imply that the world and we are unreal or purely illusory: the objects exist, but the perceptions we have of these are their fundamental and constituting parts. The world should be taken seriously: all our creations of ideas (sanna, that is perceptions and images) are real processes, and it is extremely difficult to control them or to become independent from them.

One must emphasise that, according to Buddhism, vacuity, both of the ‘I’ and of all beings, is to be understood in the relative sense. That said, one couldn’t avoid seeing how Buddhism in general accentuates in all things the aspect of vacuity, the negative and nihilistic aspect. The Buddhist tends to devalue the world, life, a desire to live, and all that forms, characterises and nourishes our individual lives in the empirical contingency and in time.

At the origin of this Buddhist attitude, at the origin of that tradition’s thought, there is as if a shock, a state of mind of disillusionment and painful and disgusted ascertainment of life as well as a desire to escape its commitments. There is a state of mind that, in various ways and degrees, we may all experience during certain periods of our lives. It is a state of mind we normally end up by overcoming, because we sense as negative any tendency (or temptation) to absolutise it, or even only linger on it, to allow ourselves to indulge in it any more than is strictly necessary.

It is true that this is a tendency to do (or not do) rather than an enacting (or not enacting) in the absolute sense; however it is cleat that in Buddhism, the inclination to empty existence, to devalue it, to consider the painful, impermanent and negative aspects of existence is a very strong tendency and it is unclear to what extent it is justified in certain accentuations. These accentuations do seem to contain an element of truth, but an exasperated one, inflated and at the worst even absolutised.

Buddha’s biography, the classic one about which one can exactly state the historical truth and the element of legend, tells us that the young Siddharta seems to have spent his entire childhood and adolescence without ever experiencing what in life is dukkha, its aspects of impermanence and pain. The discovery of dukkha seems to have happened suddenly for him and was decidedly traumatic.

This was Buddhism’s ideal beginning, after which it is impossible not to observe to what extent Buddhist meditation insists in increasingly confirming the person within the idea that existence is dukkha and hence must be denied at its root extinguishing the very desire to live, to exist and be fulfilled in an identified and creative manner.

But, if one carefully analyses things, then Buddhism appeared set within a far broader tradition although varied and composite, that began with the Upanishads and then progressed through the Vedanta, Samkhya and Yoga. This is all a tradition that has its leading motif in ascertaining the evils of existence and its precariousness. A tradition perceiving existence as intrinsically negative and painful with no other remedy but escaping or evading from existence itself.

In the India of the Vedas the previous spiritual tradition was entirely pervaded with the dominant element of an interest in the things of the world and a joie de vivre. There is hence reason to refer this pessimism to a later spirituality, that took shape in the Upanishads, a state of mind involving frustration, disillusionment, that must have been quite widespread in India after a certain period, and this is not the place for specifying for which reasons and precise historical factors.

Once such a state of mind had become so widespread, profound and incisive, one has the distinct impression that certain categories of meditating ascetics, far from attempting to overcome it, did their best to instead systematically cultivate and emphasise it as much as possible. To summarise matters, the psychological mechanism that provided impulse to this must have been the following:

1) Existence is perceived as painful, negative, impermanent and vacuous, in a fundamental and irremediable manner, to the extent that the only path to salvation one can follow seems that of evading from existence, freeing oneself from it as such.

2) Those who choose this path to salvation, however, must not be deceived by those moments during which existence appears in a more positive light. These are those moments of joy that even the darkest pessimist can experience now and again: times at which life seems wonderful.

3) Hence, so as not to fall into that trap and that temptation, the sense that existence is negative, painful and vacuous must be systematically cultivated, so that the person becomes increasingly persuaded in his pessimistic vision and animated by the will to evade this, according to the indications provided by the Buddhist doctrine.

It may seem strange to speak of emotions when discussing forms of ascesis that tend to reduce all emotions in the most imperturbable serenity; however, it really does seem that, at the origins of the Buddhist attitude, there is a rather pronounced emotional factor. And one can state that there is also an equally intense emotional factor at the origins - more in general - of the vast movement of Indian spirituality that led to Buddhism starting with the Upanishads.

There is the shock of pain, of impermanence, of the vanity of all things. This is such a profound emotional state that it induces people to see in existence nothing but pain, impermanence and vanity, nothing that is intrinsically positive.

It is such a strong emotional state that it induces those people - and with them an entire widespread tradition that is implemented for a series of centuries and millenniums at continental level - for such a long period of time, to have negative judgments and attitudes concerning existence as such. Hidden below this apparent serenity, there is far too much exasperation in this attitude to escape the suspicion  - I repeat - of a very profound emotional involvement.

Everything induces one to conclude that a certain way of seeing things, shared by the ascetics of the Upanishads, the Vedanta, the Samkhya, Yoga, and Buddhism does not correspond at all to what one sees in things when addressing them with a fundamentally serene state of mind.

The eyes of the mystic, the eyes of the profoundly religious person involved in an experience of faith, will see in things the manifestation (albeit imperfect and progressing and ongoing) of absolute goodness, of an absolute positive Value. The eyes of man who is perhaps not involved in such an experience of this particular nature, when simply considering things as they stand, as perceivable in the most spontaneous manner, will still see existence as not all necessarily bad, but, let us say, with some bad and some good aspects, a mixture of good and evil, with great shadows but also great areas of light, dramatic and even terribly tragic at times, but also generous at other times with moments of intense happiness, very high creativity, truthfulness, sanctity, heroism and superb events.

Seeing in existence only the negative aspects is a way of seeing polluted by a way of looking that is in turn polluted by a negative frame of mind, in which that entire ascesis began, and also aims at emphasising it at its utmost. In truth it is an ascesis addressed at increasingly emphasising that negative assessment of existence, at perpetuating it, absolutising it, so the persons are increasingly encouraged to pursue their salvation by escaping the world.

And what if instead the world was not, after all, a place to be escaped? What if instead it was to be totally fulfilled, to be implemented in a creative and committed manner in all its possibilities? This is another possibility presented in particular by the Jewish-Christian tradition. This is a tradition that in a certain way is continued in modern humanism. This humanism actually enacts important elements of the biblical tradition, addressing its profound implications. Such a form of humanism, merging with the biblical tradition in a new synthesis, could perhaps be proved true and rediscover its own absolute meaning, by acknowledging itself in the vocation of giving God himself a hand (a God perceived in biblical terms) in implementing the perfective creation of the world and of all realities.

This so highly suggestive possibility would never be accepted or even taken into consideration by a mentality that, due to initial traumas, became closed and trapped in a negativist vision of existence.

This might be a sort of magical enchantment, from which nonetheless it should legitimately be possible to escape through a phenomenological analysis. This should prove clearly how the magical circle was entered and how one was increasingly trapped and locked within it: and using which procedure, using which meditative techniques.

Such a phenomenology can certainly assist us in gaining awareness of how this manner of perceiving existence exclusively in negativist terms was polluted at its very origins. It can help gain awareness of the very suspicious characteristics, also mainly self-induced and self-hypnotic, of that particular way of looking that mainly led to seeing things in a certain way. Those who have become aware of all this, already have the means for accessing a different way of looking, that might lead them to see things in a more balanced, understanding, profounder and truer manner.

11.   Buddhism’s long and winding path towards God

Different levels can be found in the Divinity. There are however levels at which one cannot establish a strictly religious relationship. Level at which one cannot encounter the “living God”. One can however identify there a “God of philosophers”.

Let us remember the famous mystical experience Pascal had on November 23rd 1654, more or less between ten thirty in the evening and half past midnight. He took notes about it, discovered after his death sowed into a doublet of his.

Among others the note also contained the following words: “Fire. ‘God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob not of the philosophers and the learned. Certainty. Certainty. Feelings. Joy. Peace. God of Jesus Christ... Joy, joy, joy, tears of joy... That I may never be separated from this...”

Although this does not answer the prayers of the devout, the God of Philosophers can instead correspond to that divine level that the mind defines in a more coldly rational way. This is God as the supreme, universal and eternal Law.

It is Indian spirituality itself that perceives the universe as ruled by a rigorous order. It is the necessary Law, which nothing escapes to. It is the universal Law that rules over the phenomena of nature, not only, but also  rebirths.

It is the Law of cause and effect. It is due to this Law that each human deed has its inevitable effect. Hence, the way in which each man, or each being, lives his own current life moulds his karma in such a way to determine the conditions of the next life.

Now, nothing forbids one from perceiving this sovereign Law as a sort of divinity. This would however consist, at the most, in an impersonal absolute. Never what in biblical language what we could call a living God.

This applies to Buddhism in an extremely particular way. It identifies the absolute with universal Vacuity. This would never be an irrational vacuity: it is dominated not by chance but by necessity, the most rigorous necessity.

There is in the Buddhist vision a universal cosmic order, a metaphysical order. And one must exclude that this absolute metaphysical reality is identifiable with the God of religious experience, with the personal living God who creates and gives Himself through grace.

It is obvious that we are discussing primitive Buddhism. Too many things will later be added, including intensely experienced forms of religiosity in the proper sense. In the Great Vehicle many centuries later there was far more space than in the Small one of the origins and everything could be aggregated there.

The original Buddhism wants very few things considered extremely fundamental: that men should acquire a full awareness of the situation in which they exist and free themselves with their own strength.

In such a context, the Buddha’s disciple needs the help of no man and not even that of a god.

The divinity is not denied at all by primitive Buddhism, but appears non-influential: man can and must manage alone. No metaphysical-theological complication must be introduced as an extraneous element to ruin the pureness, the extremely elementary crystalline clarity of the rules presented by Buddha.

These are the Four Noble Truths:

1) the reality of dukkha, hence of pain, perceived in the broadest sense of the word that includes suffering for the ephemeral characteristics of all things, for their impermanence;

2) the cause of suffering, identifiable in desire, in egotism linked to the “illusion of the Self”;

3) the cessation of pain, achievable by those overcoming the self, thereby becoming free from covetousness;

4) the Eightfold Path, that ultimately leads to the cessation of pain: right view, right intention, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness and right concentration.

It is true that in Buddhism, even in the most primitive Buddhism, “religion” is mentioned; but it is in a very different sense that the way we westerners of biblical-Christian origin use the word, even when referring to traditions that are not our own. In the Sanskrit, Pali and Tibetan text etc. the word we translate as “religion” or “religious” appears quite frequently.

We may limit ourselves using a remark made by Alexandra David-Neel. As we will now see, it is true that the famous traveller and Orientalist defined what “religion” means for we westerners in a manner rather lacking in insight, the result of her quite obvious dislike. It is however interesting to see how she describes the Tibetans’ use of the corresponding words.

In her book David-Neel explains that the words “religion” and “religious” are rather imperfect translations of words that for the Lamas have a very different meaning than in the west, since for them this is not at all a cult addressed to a God to gain his favour, but a method taught by wise men to become free from illusion and achieve spiritual enlightenment through one’s own efforts.   

“Religion” understood in the strictest and most traditional sense can be misunderstood, devalued, ignored and put aside however much one likes. The fact however remains that the souls of human beings are naturally religious. Hence the Divinity, functionally alienated from the Buddhist pure and original structure, can later return to appear in various and unexpected ways.

I am here of course referring to the Divinity in the highest possible way: referring to the Divinity as really transcending human beings and as their supreme goodness and an irreplaceable help. The Divinity here is mentioned as a synonym for God with a capital G.

As antithetical to God we can consider the gods in the plural, hence the numerous divinities also of an inferior and even the lowest order in the Indian pantheon: those described as devas. Human beings are permitted to address a cult to them too, to obtain help in a more occasional and accidental manner.

Now those considering the multitude of devas at all levels, cannot but be surprised to learn that, since the Buddha emerged from the most typical of Indian contexts, the existence of these gods was obvious to him - he had seen them and spoken to them on numerous occasions (Johansson.

Marcello Zago observes that in the Buddhist texts one can discover India’s religious pantheon. If Buddha never challenged the existence of divinities, one must bear in mind that the word used to describe them (deva) is also used for highly distinguished beings (Samutti deva), or beings that have achieved a spiritual level and a superior existence through purification (Visuddhi deva), or rebirth in the heavens (Upanatti deva). Buddhism as never however recanted the Indian traditional religion; it has reinterpreted it in its own way (Zago, 1984).

Buddha’s biography is always, in someway, infused with legend. However, it is significant that as far as the gods are concerned, his attitude appear as not that of a believer but that of a teacher: the devas, the gods, come to ask Buddha questions - it is not he who begs for their favours! (Khantipalo).

From its very origins Buddhism accepts the divinities of the Indian pantheon, as it will also do in the other countries it spreads to. It does however perceive these gods themselves as beings awaiting liberation.

This is a far more ancient motif that already appears, for example, in the Katha Upanishad. We mentioned this in Chapter 2. Here the God of death, Mrtyu (alias Yama), is saddened that the boy Naciketas had to wait for three days with no food in the god’s house because he was away on a journey. Naciketas was the son of a Brahmin. And the fact that he had albeit unintentionally been lacking in respect to a personality from such a caste could damage the god. This could destroy the positive effects of previous merits. It could also damage his spiritual progress, thwarting his “hopes”. In this last expression one can also include the hope to be reborn in a paradise (Katha Upanishad, I, 1, 1; see Taittiriya Brahmana, III, 11, 8).

The limitations of the gods, their relative ignorance also appear in the next passage of the same Upanishad. To Naciketas’ question about a human being’s ultimate destiny after death, Yama answers: “In ancient times even the gods had doubts on this subject” (Katha Upanishad, I, 1, 21).

As one can see here, the Brahmanic tradition already admitted that the gods themselves owed their achievement of the divine state to their pious deeds and repentance and sacrifices and other such things. Buddhism places within its new doctrine India’s ancient gods perceived in this way, and it sees them as subordinated to the fulfilled human beings, the arhats.

It is said that gods Brahma and Sakka (who is Indra) needed redeeming knowledge and were therefore good followers of Buddhism. Since it is true that “Brahma is overcome by avidya (ignorance), Visnu is enveloped in the great illusion, which is hard to dissipate” (Bhaktisataka, 3).

In original Buddhism the divinity was decidedly alienated and devalued. Moving in the opposite direction, later Buddhism tended to rediscover the divine, the sacred, to the extent that the Buddha Shakyamuni, not only, but also other Buddhas and bodhisattvas would be deified. In such a perspective the Buddha became the object of adoration as a metaphysical Buddha, of which the human and historical ones are therefore the incarnation; or rather the apparition in the Docetist sense.

Let us consider Amitabha, the “infinite light” that is “the source of wisdom, of virtues and of the Buddhas”. This is a divine figure that only emerged in recent Buddhism and personified as Amitabha Buddha. Such a personification is ignored in the Buddhism of the South, which remained more faithful to the preaching of the Master.

According to a doctrine very popular especially in China and in Japan, there exists in the far away west a paradisiacal country, called the Pure Land (see Sukhavativyuha, passages quoted in the Buddhist Scriptures). There all bad rebirths become impossible, and even the word hell is unknown there. He who has a pure mind, incessantly repeating the words “Amitabha Buddha”, will be transported to the happy region of this pure land; and when death approaches, the Buddha with his company of saintly followers will stand in front of him and there will be perfect calmness.

In a specification attributed to the Buddha himself this is a spiritual region, accessible only to those who are spiritual.

The Buddha in this version then clarifies that his real follower, far from placing his trust in austerities and rituals, freeing himself from the idea of the Self, totally relies on the Amitabha, who is the infinite light of truth.

One can say that here one is much closer to what can be seen as an attitude of entrustment, of religious abandonment to a divinity. Later on we shall address this phenomenon that historically belongs to a later period, through which Buddhism tended to become characterised as a religion in the devotional and basically monotheistic sense.

One must however emphasise that the idea of a divinity (or of Buddha himself as deified) to which one can entrust oneself does not in anyway belong to the strict and coherent logic of the original and most ancient Buddhism. All in all it seems that in original Buddhism the religious issue remains as if suffocated by the obsession with pain and the exclusive concern of how to extinguish its causes relying exclusively on human strength and resources. So what is expressed as a religious experience seems decidedly forgotten.

This is a very particular experience that is clearly lacking - at least consciously - in the spirit of a man such as the Buddha Sakyamuni: a giant of a man in other ways in his spiritual life. It is in happy contradiction with himself that the man Gotama Buddha, in the greatness of his spirituality and profound humanity, reveals himself as authentically far more religious than he wished to be according to his programme and his doctrine.

The Buddha’s doctrinal organisation denied grace and excluded the presence of an active living God within us. However he disregards him, withdraws from him,  reduces this to something that is not influential. Original Buddhism rejects what is considered a real religious experience. However, this rejection appears to be decidedly unjustified. It only seems explainable with Buddhism’s inner logic. We have attempted here to emphasise the premises it is necessary to refer to.

One must also not forget another aspect of this issue. The ascetic could address metaphysical-religious problems with the objective of deciding whether there is or not a God who frees us; but such a concern would distract him from tending towards the objective of liberation with all his strength, a liberation he believes he is totally capable of achieving on his own.

So as to perceive God’s presence within oneself the person must be receptive. There are however attitudes that prevent us from intimately perceiving the presence of God and even from experiencing this as a need and a problem. This as we have seen is the classic attitude assumed in original Buddhism. One should therefore not be surprised if the sense of God’s presence is hidden and dulled in such a context. Later versions of Buddhism would then, let us say, tend to correct the objective.

In later eras (at least in general) that mainly (but not always) followed by various centuries those of the Upanishads, the Vedanta, Yoga, and also the origins of Buddhism, India was to see a re-flourishing of theistic motifs. These were to become increasingly important to then achieve really monotheistic forms.

Buddhism itself was to become more markedly religious and theistic, and then finally monotheistic at least tendentially. This is the Mahayana, the “Great Vehicle”.

Faced with this new more markedly religious version, Hinayana, that is the original Buddhism of the “Small Vehicle” was to reveal certain limitations. These limitations on primitive Buddhism would find quite specific correspondence in the limitations that would appear more in general in the entire Upanishadic and post-Upanishadic spirituality, once this was compared to the very different religious openness of later Hinduist forms.

The Hindu religious person, the bhakti, the saint of mystic devotion, is in love with God. God is the centre of his life. He does everything out of love for the Divinity. In such a spirit, all individualistic concerns vanish.

The new type of Buddhist saint, the bodhisattva, is equally also a man who acts basically inspired by the compassion of his fellow beings. Hence the Prajnaparamita characterises this new human ideal as follows: “The bodhisattvas, who do what is difficult, and are such great beings who have decided to achieve supreme enlightenment. 

“They do not wish to reach their own private nirvana. On the contrary, they have travelled the supremely painful world of existence, however, wishing to achieve supreme enlightenment, they do not tremble when facing birth and death.

“They set off on the path for the good of the world, out of pity for the world, to calm the pain of the world they have made this decision: ‘We wish to become the world’s protection, the world’s refuge, the world’s place of rest, the world’s final comfort, the islands of the world, the light of the world, the guides of the world, the world’s means of redemption’” (quoted by Botto). 

This is how Oscar Botto distinguishes two classic types of Buddhist ascetics: 

1) The arhat, obsessed by the vortex of samsara, had his one and only objective in the interruption of the unstoppable flow of existences; 

2) The bodhisattva, instead, with his precise objective of helping the largest possible number of human beings, heroically renounces his right to enter nirvana “for more centuries than there are grains of sand in a million rivers as large as the Ganges”.
In the debate that spontaneously arises between the Hinayanist and the Mahayanist ideal the least certainly wins, concludes the Italian scholar.

Radhakrishnan observes that, for the followers of Mahayana, Buddha himself when achieving nirvana, does not close his eyes to the world, but offers it instead light to allow it to reach its destination.

The freed Teacher says: “I wish to be the guardian of those who have no protection, the guide for the traveller, the ship, the trampoline, the bridge for those in search of that safe harbour; I would like to be the lamp for those in search of the light there, a bed for those who are tired and in need of sleep, the real slave of those in need of being served” (Bodhicaryavatara; quoted by Radhakrishnan).

In all these words, that together appear so highly poetic, so profoundly human and intensely religious, one perceives that what is offered is a great deal more than the pure and simple teachings and examples provided by original Buddhism: this is the participation to others of one’s own being.

We are here faced with an exaltation of that love that even in the Dhammapada had been overshadowed by the concern that for the ascetic this would involve pain and fear. One should bear in mind the following verses (211 and 213): “...One should put love into no things, since the loss of what is dear to us is painful: there are no bonds for those to whom nothing is dear or disliked... Pain comes from love, fear comes from love: for those who are free from love there is no pain and neither is there fear”.

In the new horizon appearing, Buddhism’ ideal is no longer incarnated in the Arhat, as we have seen, but in the Bodhisattva. The Arhat, concludes Giuseppe Tucci,  “tends towards enlightenment” while the Bodhisattva “is enlightenment itself”.

This is how Tucci distinguishes them and explains the context in which such an idea is plausible: beyond ephemeral illusory appearances, we are that absolute identity that is the Buddhity, the Buddha, the truth or the doctrine, entire correspondence of the Being and of Vacuity.

The Mahayana (“Great Vehicle” of the vast community of secular people and not of a minority of monks) states that no ‘I’, and also no being of this empirical world has its own nature, and that the own nature of every being and every ‘I’ is the One-All, the Absolute, the metaphysical Buddha. Salvation here is perceived “as reintegration in the All-One”. In other words, explains Tucci, the nature of the Buddha shines within us, like a hidden jewel; hence our salvation consists in eliminating the waste, so that once again that whole light can shine within us.

To complete his theory, Tucci specifies that when we have reached the summit and gnosis has enlightened us, the most sublime truths will appear as a mirage, including the continuous gift of himself enacted by the Bodhisattva. In the a-cosmic vision of the Mahayana in which all the beings of the world and also all human beings are absorbed within the One-All, there can be neither giver, nor gift, nor the act of giving, when everything, absolutely everything is dead, with the exception of the indefinable identity, called by pure convention tathata, the absolute identity, that coincides with the Buddha.

In practice the arhat simply offers the example of how one freed oneself alone with one’s own strength. The bodhisattva, instead, helps human beings to free themselves not only with his example but by transferring his own merits for their benefit, that these might invisibly work on their personalities encouraging their enlightenment (see Eliade, 1979-83).

The idea of such a transfert of merit is quite close to the Christian idea of the “communion of saints”. But this would be inadmissible in the context of a more traditional mentality, in which each person has his karma and can and must act only according to this, hence only to solve what remains a very personal problem. If the person should participate too intensely in the problems of others, there could only be one result: new forms of attachment would arise within him and consequently his karma would become a greater burden.

This is why, to provide just one example, the Khaggavisana Sutta forbids both family life and social relations: “Those who lead social lives form affections and suffer the pain that arises from these” (K. S., Il).

No one however can deny that in the original Buddhism there is a strong indication of love for one’s neighbour. Buddha himself, as appears in testimonies, must have been a man of great humanity and great extreme love for his fellow human beings and for all existing beings. The subject of love for others and compassion for their suffering must have been the fundamental impulse for all his actions: and this is a theme that returns continuously in what is referred to as the Buddha’s original preaching.

Christmas Humphreys quotes a passage from the Metta Sutta, in which the Buddhist catechumen is taught what could be described as a religion of love: “Like a mother risking her life to protect her child, her only child, he must cultivate unlimited love for all other beings. He must look to the whole world with a heart that has no form of unfriendliness. He must remember this at every moment of the day, whether he is walking, standing still, sitting down or lying down”. A sentence repeated on every possible occasion is “May everyone be happy”.

Oscar Botto quotes a passage from Santideva’s Bodhicaryavatara in which the delicateness of the bodhisattva’s mission finds its most sublime description. This is what it says: “If thanks to the pain of one the pain of many disappears, that must be experienced by those who have mercy of themselves and of others. Is not the task [of the bodhisattvas] achieved with those oceans of content [that are filled] when human beings are freed? What is the use of a liberation that tastes of nothing? He who damages himself out of love for others receives all goodness. Those in the world who are unhappy, are unhappy because they wish only for their own happiness; those in the world who are happy, are happy because they wish for the happiness of others” (VIII, 105, 108, 126, 129).

This attitude results in two theses on the identification of one’s own ‘I’ with the ‘I’ of others and exchanging the ‘I’ of others with one’s own ‘I’. Santideva illustrates this in the following verses also from the Bodhicaryavatara (VIII, 111-115, 120): “Out of habit a human being applies the idea of the ‘I’ to a few drops of sperm and blood although this is totally unreal. Why then although a body belongs to another do we not consider it as our own? It is certain and not difficult to prove that our body is extraneous to us. Having acknowledged that he has many defects and that others are oceans of virtue [the bodhisattva] should practice renouncing his own personality and assume that of others. Since our hands and other limbs are dear to us, because they are part of our body and they are fragments also of humankind, why are other creatures not dear to us? Just as the idea of the ‘I’ arises out of habit as far as our body is concerned although it is unreal, how is it that also out of habit we cannot consider others as our own ‘I’? He who wishes to quickly protect himself and others must practice the great secret: the inversion of himself and others”.

All these feelings of humanity and charity, that the Buddha must have been personally greatly blessed with, arise precisely from such human fullness and richness. And as previously mentioned this is happily in contradiction with the model of attitude that would arise from an excessively schematic application of a doctrine and custom arising from the acceptance of pain and addressed at its elimination. Within this framework one should also bear in mind that the cessation of pain will occur thanks to what the person can individually do for himself without relying on help from anyone.

There was however one danger: that the disciples gifted with far less human richness than the Teacher, and perhaps a little arid ad mediocre, would address their efforts exclusively at the mere elimination of their own suffering without worrying much about that of others.

In their spiritual selfishness, many of Buddha disciples might actually forget that “there is not one single living creature that the Tathagata neglects or leaves to one side, but considers them all with a free mind and profoundly experienced love” (Sacred Books of the East, XI, pp. 157-203, quoted by Carus, XLIX).

They might also forget that the good disciple “must never abandon readiness to be charitable towards all beings” and that “their only objective must be for all beings to become Buddhas” (another passage quoted by Carus, XLVII).

The arhat (that Tucci defines “the Buddhist transposition of the yogin”) provides the model of an ascetic who  tends to be worried above all or fundamentally about his own personal liberation. This is a figure of an ascetic that will later be opposed by that of the bodhisattva.

Let us see in greater depth what the terms of this contrast consist in.

The figure of the arhat is ideally summarised as follows by Kensur Lekden, the abbot of the Tantric College of Lhasa Bassa. He observes that the arhat (or arhan), the Exterminator of the Enemy, “achieves a peace that is the elimination of all pain; free from the cycle of existences, he no longer needs money, food, clothes and not even sleep. He is no longer obliged to be reborn and is beyond growing old, disease and death, he can remain in the state of ecstasy also for thousands of cosmic eras, which to him are like only one hour. He also does not assist other human beings and is far from acquiring Buddhity. In this manner, the Buddhas reawaken the Exterminator of the Enemy from meditating stability and make him enter Mahayana as a being of great capability”.

A profound expert on Tibet and its spirituality, Alexandra David-Neel presents what is on these subjects a very widespread attitude in Tibetan Buddhism (although personally she has a number of reservations with regard to this position).

Tibetans, explains David-Neel, generally distinguish in Buddhism four “vehicles”, of which the less respected, called the “inferior vehicle” or “vehicle of the listeners” corresponds to the Hinayana: according to the Tibetans, Hinayana Buddhists to not attempt to personally free themselves from pain without working for the redemption of others. Their desire to escape suffering and the indifference for that of other beings leads them to being considered as spiritually inferior to the bodhisattvas (ciang ciub sempa), as far as altruism is concerned (D.-N., 1982).

The vehicle considered as immediately superior is that of the “Buddhas of and for themselves”. Those who have become fulfilled in such a manner are authentic Buddhas who enjoy the results of their own spiritual enlightenment; however, they neither preach nor do they help others: the portrait painted by the Lamas show us a super-intellectual locked into an ivory tower.

This kind of ascetic is also called “he who only understands only one cause”: he has understood the “void” but not “compassion”. The highest ideal of Mahayanist Buddhism can instead by summarised in the “the Void and Compassion united”.

Kensur Lekden also observes: “If the intention of overcoming the cyclical process of existences is not strictly linked to altruism, one will only achieve freedom from ain and not Buddhity”.

There us a very significant exhortation in the Fan-wang-chi (“Net of Brahma”); that translated by Kumara-jiva in 406, at the time served as a code for all Chinese Mahayanist monks: “March with perseverance in the path of altruist Mahayana without allowing yourselves to be seduced by the selfish Hinayana” (quoted by Magrini).

The previously mentioned Thai monk, Bhikku Khantipalo, was instead a representative of that Buddhism of the South that seems more linked to the original doctrine. He challenged the aforementioned doctrinal developments in the North in a very characteristic manner. He observed that these conclusions, according to which the ahrat (or arahant) should still follow the path of the bodhisattva to achieve Buddhity, correspond to ideas that the authors of Mahayana formulated a long time after Buddha.

These people, wrote Khantipalo, misunderstand what should be the correct distinction between a Buddha and an arahant. The first is a person who for the first time discovers Dhamma [Pali translation of the Sanskrit Dharma, the Law] through enlightenment. The second is a person who does the same thing, but within the guidelines of the Dhamma he practices until the guilt is eradicated. In the Pali Code, to which he refers constantly, it seems clear to the Thai monk that the Arahant has reached his final destination.

Finally, he also observed that at times the Buddha himself describes as a Buddha a pure and simple enlightened person, someone who has “reawakened” (Khantipalo).

It seems sufficiently clear to me that Buddhity here is understood following two very different ideas. The Buddhity referred to by those authors of the Mahayana was seen by them as an objective, well beyond the highest implementations achievable by an arhat for as long as he remained purely this. Hence, for them Buddhity is much more than not the simple condition of one who has for the first time experienced “enlightenment”, “reawakening”.

Buddhity as a further objective, in the sense of the Mahayana, is pursued as a great good to be then bestowed upon everyone a expressed in the thought quoted by Lekden “I will obtain Buddhity so as to free all beings from the cycle of existences” (see Kensur Lekden).

And it is this sense that, at the beginning of his classic book Supplement to the Middle Way, that Candrakirti (commentator of the Treatise on the Middle Way by Nagarjuna) states the “Buddhas are born from the Bodhisattvas”.

Jeffrey Hopkins observes that Candrakirti pays homage to the causes of buddhity because those wishing to become Buddhas must necessarily develop compassion within themselves and follow the path of the bodhisattva (preface for Tson-ka-pa).

In truth, continues Candrakirti, “the mind of compassion, non-dualist understanding / and the altruistic mind of enlightenment / are the causes of the birth of the Sons of the Conquerors”, hence of the bodhisattvas.

So “Pity alone - if one analyses correctly - is the seed / of the rich harvest of a Conqueror, / it is the water for his growth and is / the maturing of a lasting state of joy / this is why now I sing the praise of compassion” (Candrakirti, commented by Tson-ka-pa).

Tsong-ka-pa, the initiator of the series of those who would then be known as the Dalai Lamas, left a comment to the aforementioned writings of Candrakirti. He observed that compassion is as important as water is for the growth of a plant. “Initially”, he says, “the seed of compassion develops in the bud of the altruistic mind of enlightenment”. However “if later it is not constantly watered with compassion, it will not be possible to implement the two great accumulations that then result in Buddhity”. The Nirvana accessible in such as case is that “either of a Listener or a Solitary Expert”, hence that of an arhat. “However, of the bud of an altruistic mind is continuously nourished with the water of compassion, this will not occur” and instead there will be the real enlightenment of a Buddha”.

It is from the doctrine of compassion that the transferral of celestial merit develops. He can transfer the merits accumulated by anyone thanks to his god thoughts and good deeds, to another person or to a community. This had profound consequences on the doctrine of Karma, observes Christmas Humphreys: if life is ‘one’, it is logical to believe that an act of each of its particles will have repercussions on all others and hence on the whole, whether positive or negative. Within these limitations Karma is no longer simply individual, but general.

It seems to me that this idea of a collective karma is very close to the Christian idea of the communion of saints: we are all communicating vases also in a spiritual sense, and good deeds, positive thoughts, the prayers and merits of each person affect others and each person can freely assume the negative karma of others, like the Christ, the Lamb of God, who takes upon Himself all the sins of the world.

I also believe that if one reflects properly on the prayer Agnus Dei qui tollis peccata mundi ‘miserere nobis one can observe that there is a more original and correct meaning of the verb tollere (usually translated as “removing”) as “taking upon oneself”, “carrying on one’s shoulders”, “burdening oneself with”. In this sense the Lamb of God who burdens Himself with all sins, in the terms of Indian philosophy, takes upon Himself the collective karma of all human beings: he is their merciful bodhisattva.

However, adds Humphreys, karma never ceases to be personal: if one throws a stone into a pond, the concentric circles spread to reach the shore: then they return to the point in which the stone started this phenomenon. This is a very appropriate and incisive image, because similarly although the ‘merit’,  the result, can be offered to everyone, just like the results of bad deed it first of all returns to whoever did it. Finally, in Buddhism there is no room for the theory of irresponsibility (ivi).

The bodhisattva achieves his nirvana following the best path, the main road that leads to achieving Buddhity, precisely because he is not concerned with himself.

The Sutra of the Heart (VI) says: “It is thanks to his indifference for all personal fulfilment that the bodhisattva, having relied upon the perfection of knowledge, remains without defence-thoughts. In the absence of these defence-thoughts nothing can cause him to tremble, and he has overcome all that may disturb and in the end he achieves nirvana” (Conze, 1976).

Edward Conze comments that Full Vacuity is achieved thanks to the bodhisattva’s indifference with regards to all individual fulfilment, who therefore acts in a manner that is basically different to that of the arhat, satisfied with his individual nirvana.

Therefore, continues the English scholar, it is precisely because fulfilment is absolutely impossible, that the bodhisattva achieves, or rather conquers, nirvana, so that entering nirvana transforms him in a Buddha.

There is a paradox here: it is by not aspiring to nirvana that one achieves it using the best path. Such as paradox I would like to say, seems rather similar to the one working at a religious level, where the highest level of happiness appears achievable only to the extent one tries less to reach it. This consists in forgetting oneself and all personal advantages, to devote oneself only to one’s own divine vocation and the good of others. Such dedication makes one a better person, and is good for oneself too, a problem one had not even addressed and for this reason is an even higher good.

As David-Neel explains, in the best Tibetan spirituality the principle is stated that he who aims for supreme emancipation must not at all search for his own spiritual interest, nor apply himself in such a sense. These rules are based on mystic theories according to which Liberation is, precisely, the passage into a state in which all concerns, both noble and lowly ones, spiritual or material, based on ideas that are the result of our ignorance cease to exist (D.-N., 1982).

One will remember the reference to that nirvana the arhat achieves in “meditating stability”. As said, the Buddhas can reawaken the arhat from that state of consciousness to allow him to enter “Mahayana as a being of great capability”.

Referring to this idea expressed by Kensur Lekden, one can link it to another concept, which Conze quotes from the Mahayana-samgraha: the objective that bodhisattvas propose to achieve is a nirvana not “stably fixed”, that does not exclude samsara. They do not choose samsara, as ordinary people do, nor to they wish to take refuge in nirvana like arhats do. They so not abandon the samsaric world: they remain there although it no longer has the power to contaminate them (C., 1976).

I spontaneously compare this with a testimony emerging from a very different context: hence from a religious context in the strictly traditional and “western” sense, as that of Christian-Catholic sanctity. This is a thought that Saint Teresa of Lisieux expressed before dying: “I do not celebrate the idea of resting in Heaven. It is not this that attracts me; what attracts me is love: loving, being loved and returning to the earth to ensure God is loved, to help missionaries, priests, the whole Church: I wish to spend my Heaven doing good on earth” (Autobiographical Manuscripts by Teresa of the Child Jesus, pages 332-333).

It seems to me that this expresses the supreme perfection of religious life, in this figure of a saint offering herself to the love of God and one’s neighbour so completely as to forget totally what might be her personal aspirations and even renounce paradise itself. This perfection of the religious attitude finds something analogous also in the figure of the bodhisattva who - let us say - renounces his own paradise, if not out of love for the divinity, at least out of love for his fellow human beings and all existing beings.

In other words, it seems to me that the figure of the bodhisattva is very similar to that of a saint as perceived in the aforementioned terms.

Radhakrishnan observes that the charity’s ideal frame of mind is within the Buddhist context expressible in the story about Yuan Chwang, who, captured by pirates and about to be killed by them as a sacrifice to the goddess Durga, thought: “That I may be reborn and return here on earth, so as to be able to instruct and convert these men and ensure they practice goodness and desist from their evil actions, thereby broadly and increasingly widely spreading the benefits of dharma, I may give peace to the whole world”.

The same author reminds us of another legend about the monk Aryasangha, who saw a dog covered with worms, so he thought: “If I do not free this dog from these worms the poor creature will die; but if I free him from the worms and throw them away, the poor worms will die”. So he decided to cut a little flesh from his own body so the worm could find an abode and also nourishment.

Then there is the story about young Mahasattva (“Great Being”), the first of the Buddha Shakyamuni’s previous incarnations, as narrated in the Jatakamala by Aryasura. While accompanied by a disciple he walked up a mountain path in search of a quite spot where he could meditate, Mahasattva saw a starving tiger in a narrow ravine. So as to give birth the tiger had been unable to hunt, and was now alone with her cubs, all starving and desperate. Overcome by compassion for the poor suffering animals, the young bodhisattva through himself of a rock to offer himself as a meal for them (Aryasura, Jataka 1; see Seckel).

At this point I could also mention Ryokan, a representative of Japanese Zen. His story is mentioned by A. Margiaria. He lived by begging and really showed compassion for all beings. He allowed the parasite insects to live in peace on his body, he allowed the mosquitoes to bite him as they pleased, and he fed birds and animals. So that a bamboo sprout growing under the wooden floor of his hut could grow freely, he cut the floor and the roof as needed. He died at the age of 75, saying: "What will I leave in my memory?... / Flowers in the springtime, cuckoos in the summer / and maple leaves in the autumn...” (see Margiaria). Such heroic  charity is addressed not only at his human neighbours, but also at environment going well beyond embracing the totality of existing beings. In that perspective each sub-human existing being can be reborn as human and therefore is potentially a human being.

In the legend-filled biography of the Buddha, Oscar Botto reminds us of what can be called the last temptation of Mara, God of love and death. Siddharta had achieved enlightenment, when the devil, frightened of the immense fruits of good that preaching would have brought about, suggested that he should immediately enter nirvana without worrying about other human beings: “O Lord, may the venerable enter”, he said.

And this was the Buddha’s answer: “I, o evil one, will not enter for as long as my monks are not wise, moderate, expert, scholarly, devoted to the Law and its duties, devoted to rectitude and practising duty and for a long as having learned their discipline they do not also teach it, present it, proclaim it, mastered it, made it manifest, make distinctions, make it clear, and having annulled with the Law the objections of others, after having well understood the rules they will explain the Law that is corresponding [to these]... Io certainly, o evil one, will not enter nirvana until this saintly practice of my life is not prosperous, flourishing, extensive, known to many, universal, and well-accepted by the god and by human beings” (Mahaparinibhanasutta, III, 7 and 8).

Botto explains that Mahayana was to take up this universalistic principle in Buddha’s teachings, thereby claiming for its own school of thought loyalty to the most ancient orthodoxy (B., p. 23).

This is an orthodoxy already clearly expressed in the words of the Buddhacarita (“Acts of the Buddha”) by Ashvaghosha: “Having myself crossed the ocean of suffering, I must help others to cross it. Since I have freed myself I must free others. This is the promise I made in the past when I sae all that lives in pain” (B., 15, quoted in the Buddhist Scriptures, I, I, 13).

I would like to have the real spirit of Buddhism coincide more with the great soul of the Buddha Sakyamuni than with the arid outlines of his doctrine. This premise could perhaps authorise us to conclude than in the figure of the bodhisattva, Buddhism incarnates the best of itself in harmony with its most authentic, profound and original inspiration.

This is however what Buddhism would represent in contrast with the interpretation of its doctrine adhered to more closely by the figure of the arhat and anyone sharing and following the ideal.

A certain traditional kind of Buddhist is in particular impressed by the reality of pain (dukkha), which includes impermanence of all that is beautiful and pleasant in life. And it is from pain that the Buddhist receives that initial shock that sets in motion his search for a way of redemption.

This is the person’s own and personal pain, be it present or future (as for example the prospect of having to be reincarnated and still suffer a great deal]. Obsessed by the idea of current or possible future suffering, this kind of Buddhist addresses all his attention to the objective of freeing himself once and for all from all possible pain. He always however considers this problem as concerning exclusively his own person.

Alfonso Di Nola’s observation on this subject is interesting: in Buddhism’s ancient practice the disciple who embarked on the path to redemption had to address all his intellectual, physical and moral energy at achieving sanctity individually conquered, in which he, loosing every perception of the world, has no reason for any feelings of interest for other creatures. Actually, passion or suffering for the conditions of another would appear as a newly appearing poison, and would however represent a binding attachment to the sphere of desire (D. N., 1970-76; the cursive is mine).

Such an ascetic attitude absolutises personal good instead of that of all human beings and personal desire instead of divine will. 

One can of course state that this kind of aspiring arhat pursues the “extinction of the thirst”, hence, where desire as such is abolished. The Buddha places the desire for self-annulment on the same level as the desire of the pleasure of the senses and the desire to perpetuate oneself. And this type of Buddhist considers suffering only as his own personal pain. He is afraid of it in such an exclusive manner that he considers every manifestation of life only in view of the suffering that might affect his own individual ego.

If this is how things stand, I cannot see why one should place on a fundamentally different level the desire for pleasure and that impulse that moves us to pursue the abolition of appetites with the exclusive objective of being free from suffering.

In Mahayana there is an extraordinary valorisation of the figure of the bodhisattva: and I believe that this after all means the return of that spirit of great humanity and, let us say, charity, which is very present in original Buddhism.

This is a spirit that, if nourished within inner life, can be suffocated by a certain schematic element of the doctrine. As we have seen, if the Buddhist should really apply his doctrine in a schematic manner, he should not be greatly disturbed by the suffering of others. Concerns of this kind, like all other kinds of concerns, end up by disturbing the sleep of the excessively sensitive ascetic. And then what would happen to his detachment, his unchangeable serenity? Nirvana seems to become increasingly distant.

So this renunciation by the bodhisattva to pursue nirvana until all beings are able to achieve it, seems almost compulsory.

This is already a religious atmosphere. The bodhisattva’s heart is one that appears to beat together with the great heart of the Buddha. The doctrine’s rigidities however do not work. The ascetic now no longer worries excessively about nirvana.

But then he no longer excessively worries about pain. What could be his personal achievement of nirvana becomes indifferent to him. And the same can be said about all his personal concerns about being still destined to suffer.

In this ascesis there is a lack of both what could be considered its egoistic objectives and what could be its egoistic impulse, an initially egoistic impulse.

As I mentioned we are here entering a religious atmosphere. But how can such a spirit be nourished within a nihilistic framework, in which there really is no room for metaphysical-religious essences?

Buddha was intensely religious in spite of his doctrine. But one should bear in mind that his spirituality was nourished however at Indian spirituality’s traditional sources, a spirituality that in spite of everything never ceased to appear as profoundly religious.

Interpreted in an excessively schematic manner and no longer experienced with the broadmindedness of its initiator, the Buddha’s doctrine was able to act in a basically a-religious sense.

The formidable return of a religious spirit in historical Buddhism, that it had however in its origin, was specifically encouraged by the fact that it was in those more recent times that a metaphysical-religious vision took shape and metaphysical-religious issues reappeared with great emphasis.

And hence the religious spirit mortified for such a long time returned to make itself manifest. One could say that a certain religiosity that was significantly evident in the historical figure of the Buddha Sakyamuni, had be squashed for a long series of centuries by that certain literalistic, intellectualistic, aridly ascetic and individualistic tendency that prevailed in the Buddhism of the beginnings after the death of its founder; a tendency we now have an understanding of.

At a certain point the religious element returned to strongly express itself within Buddhism, also nourished by clear influence from the religiosity of Hinduism, Vishnuism and Shivaism.

This religious ideal was already visibly incarnated in the figure of the bodhisattva. Here the ‘disciple” is transformed into the “believer”. Those embarking upon this path must imitate the model posed by the Bodhisattva.

The bodhisattva in turn imitates the Buddha, who in ancient preaching was already said to have come out of compassion for many and the redemption of many. Il bodhisattva imitates the Buddha not only in the sense that with his own ascesis he frees himself, but also in the sense that he is concerned about the liberation of others, of all existing beings. 

This is why the bodhisattva renounces fully entering nirvana to address the more restricted objective of dissolving himself in the beatitude of a purely contemplative state. He also renounces pursuing such a state because he wishes all existing beings to also access it. Like the Buddha (as seen in the Mahayana), the bodhisattva too remains in the world and continues to make himself manifest to the world.

A great spirit of such stature can return to make itself manifest to the world or be reborn or, more simply, appear in the world through personifications. These personifications, or hypostases, are perceived not so much as real incarnations but rather as apparent manifestations, magical projections, purely mental and therefore illusory concretions.

Within a certain context one can observe that the Buddha Shakyamuni, or any other Buddha on which attention and cult are concentrated, tends to become transformed into a divine figure. The disciple transformed into a believer, tends to increasingly abandon himself with faith to this sacralized figure, entrusting himself to his faith with an increasingly emphasised sense of let us say filial and creatural dependence.

Nonetheless, the Buddha transformed into God is always originally a man like all others. The Buddha Shakyamuni was once the prince Siddharta, as we learn from his biography in spite of the legendary elements it also contains to a certain extent.

There is then also another character, the Buddha Amitabha (or Amida). He was originally the monk Dharmakara, who made the vow to save all beings, and the Buddha Avalokita and Bodhisattva Manjushri also made an analogous vow.

Each of these characters is considered a saviour and a God. And this could also be a very important God holding a really central position and gifted with immense power. Each would become the object of a devotion that in the souls of the faithful could at times assume even monotheistic tendencies.

The human and temporal origins of such religious figures remain extremely clear. This is clear in the specific distinction Di Nola makes between Christ and the Buddha Amida. And the example of this Buddha also clearly applies to similar figures just mentioned.

Di Nola also writes that one must be cautious in reconsidering this Saviour in a Christian perspective. Amida and Christ are both saviours: but Christ remains the second person of the Trinity, who becomes a man to redeem through his death the sins of the world. Amida, instead, was in origin a man who then became a Buddha. Christ, like God, is a creator; Amida enters a series of never-ending cosmic cycles that do not depend on him and over which he has no power (D. N., 1970-76).

There is in the Mahayana, a process involving the deification of the Buddha Shakyamuni, documented in the Saddharmapundarika (“The lotus of Good Religion”). Di Nola observes that the Buddha here is described as a supernatural being made manifest in the man Shakyamuni as if through an epiphany. Immediately after this he observes that these legendary elements do not however exclude the books basic orthodoxy since there is no affirmation of the Buddha’s eternity and immortality. He is instead only one of the many Buddhas who in various historical cycles become manifest on earth. He too per se had origin in the beginnings of this cosmic era. Another scholar called De La Vallée Poussin, observed that in this manner, what he described as the Hinayana’s atheist setting is respected (D. N., 1970-76).

Here too one would be faced with a God who evolves. As seen, this is not at all a new idea in Indian spirituality.

With such a divine figure it is however possible to establish a devotional relationship; the sane devotional relationship it is possible for example to establish with a saint, who was once a man like all others.

One can also abandon oneself with faith to an evolving God. In this way one will no longer rely on one’s own “strength” (jiriki) but on “the strength of another” (tariki), according to a distinction that would appear in Japanese Amidism. In this case the Other is Amida, a saintly man promoted to divine figure.

One can observe that here we are entering the sphere of a “grace” not excessively dissimilar to that taking shape in the Jewish-Christian environment, as well as in Islam, hence monotheistic. The divine being to which one entrusts oneself will appear as deserving such trust not only because he wishes to save us but also because he effectively can. He can save us because he is powerful. Di Nola observes that in Amidism the underlying theme is precisely trust in the superabundance of grace existing in Amitabha (D. N., 1970-76).

Let us now for a moment address the figure of Avalokita, which the Karandcnyuha presents as an emanation of Amitabha (the Sanskrit name of he who the Japanese will call Amida). Di Nola also observes that in the book (datable more or less around the 15th century), Ayalokita appears as inferior to the Buddhas, when instructed by Amitabha and presents offerings to Shakyamuni; but he is certainly equal to a God when there are references to his extraordinary powers; to his clairvoyance (pratibhana); to his marvellous body, each pore of which contains thousands of Buddhas and saints and worlds; to the creation of the gods and the world by his own body; to the redeeming strength he emanates in the form of rivers, a force that comes from his fingers and is directed at terrifying demons; to his magical-yogic temperament, since he is the Great Magician, the Great Yogi (D. N., 1970-76).

In the form of Avalokitesvara, the Bodhisattva Ayalokita is homologated as a supreme God with Shivaist characteristics: a Buddhist Shiva who is both an ascetic and a magician, as defined by De La Vallée Poussin (ibidem).

According to the Chinese translation of the “Lotus of the Good Religion” edited by Kumarajiva, Ayalokita who the Chinese call Kuan-yin, made himself manifest thirty three times, on each occasion expressing himself in a distinct incarnation or avatar: he was and is Buddha, Brahma, Indra, Ishvara, Shiva, a raja, a merchant, a merchant woman, a hermit, a scholarly woman, a minister’s wife, a brahman, a brahmani, a beggar, a God, a snake, a demon, a celestial musician and so on.

In this perspective each individual Buddha or human bodhisattva can be perceived as an avataric manifestation, an incarnation, or if one prefers a magical-mental projection that is more or less ghost-like emanated from a metaphysical entity. But such a metaphysical entity might also derive, through evolution, from what in origin was a pure and simple human being: this was the case of the monk Dharmacara, who was deified becoming Amitabha.

As we have seen there are some who speak of an “atheist approach of Hinayana”: indicating that this would preserve the Mahayanist idea of a divinity (albeit extremely powerful) that through evolution derives from a simple human being, from a being existing in this world. It is not however said that the more ancient atheist approach will not sooner or later be destined to give in even completely when faced with the dominance of metaphysical-religious expectations.

These needs, expressed with such force in Mahayanist Buddhism, can also be attributed to a religious need. And this religious need must not necessarily be considered a merely subjective psychological facet. In human beings the religious need can also appear due to a certain concurrence of anthropological, bio-psycho-cultural factors. But the fundamental element is another: that religious need is nourished first of all by a metaphysical-religious experience. And one cannot deny a priori that an experience of such importance may in some way have its own original authenticity. A religious need appears basically nourished by an inner intimate experience - anything but merely subjective - precisely of charismatic, metaphysical-religious realities. These realities are expressed, revealed and experienced within human inner intimacy that is the privileged place for manifestations and experiences of this kind.

One cannot exclude that spiritual experiences may draw on a reality transcending subjectivity. And if it is true that those experiences perceive metaphysical-religious realities, one must presume that basically, leaving aside mythologist aspects, these realities may effectively correspond to the albeit imperfect, inadequate and hesitating definitions provided by those experiencing them.

There is widespread consensus and reciprocal confirmation among those appearing to have had the most fundamental metaphysical-religious. One tends to attribute eternal, necessary and absolute characteristics to these realities. There is effectively a shared tendency to see supreme spiritual realities as removed from every contingency and becoming. This is applicable at least to what appears to be the fundamental nucleus of these realities.

Let us now envisage that this shared manner or tendency to perceive such realities corresponds to them being such: absolute, necessary, eternal etc. In this case imagining that the supreme God is a simple man who has reached the summit of an extraordinary career could of course appear as a concession to the “atheist approach” of the most original Buddhism. This would nonetheless conflict with what seems the most authentic datum in the largely shared and confirmed metaphysical.

What we have said can help to explain a number of oscillations in Mahayanist theology. Here, certain metaphysical realities are seen as deriving from the existing beings of this world, who evolved to the extent of being transformed into gods when not even the God with a capital G. At other times instead, these same metaphysical realties are perceived as always having existed per se. This second manner of perceiving the absolute is in harmony with what appears to be the most spontaneous element in the religious experience.

On this subject I would like to address the Mahayanist concept of the eternal Buddha, of which the human Buddhas are nothing but the epiphanies or hypostases such as the Vishnuist avatars. Here one can observe the clear influence of Hinduist religiosity and in particular that of Vishnuism and Shivaism.

Let us first of all see how this concept is expressed in the doctrine of the Three Bodies (Trikaya). Buddha is attributed with three bodies. There is the nirmanakaya, “the body of transformation" or “adapted body” for earthly incarnation: this is the magical body with which he appears, for example, as the Buddha Shakyamuni, or as one of the many human and historical Buddhas. Such a body is totally apparent; it is an illusory magical-mental projection. This derives from what one can consider as the Buddha’s real, secret and divine body, the sambhogakaya, the “body of beatitude” or “revealed body”, visible only to the spiritual eye in the blessed kingdoms of the other world. At the basis of all this there is however the “body of the law, or “fundamental body" or “inexpressible”, the dharmakaya.

According to the schools of the Yogacharas (alias for the Vijnanavanins) one of the most important in Mahayana, the dharmakaya is the being as absolute, but it is also the thought from which things, individuals and even the historical Buddhas are formed. These are ephemeral and transient forms that arise from the magical illusory game of an infinite mental creativity.

According to Radhakrislman the dharmakaya corresponds to the Brahman in the Upanishads, hence to the impersonal Absolute. The Indian scholar reveals that every time that the absolute principle assumes a name and a shape, one has the transformation of the dharmakaya into sambhogakaya. At this point the Brahman has become the Ishvara, hence the God who is in heaven, determined by a name and a shape. As we shall now see, this is equally identified with the Adi Buddha.

It is well known how at a certain point of Mahayana’s historical development, the cult became centred around one or the other different metaphysical Buddhas called Dhyanibuddhas (literally: “Buddha of meditations”). With a great effort of theological synthesis the elevated and uncertain number of the metaphysical entities was finally established as five: the Dhyanibuddhas were homologated not only as metaphysical concepts, but as cosmic directions, as seasons of the year, as forms of magic, colours, tastes, sounds or groups of sounds of the alphabet.

One of these Dhyanibuddhas, Vairocana, is placed at the centre with the four others as cardinal points: these are Aksobhya, Ratnasambhava, Amitabha (whom we already know) and finally Amoghasiddhi. Each has his own Shakti, bride or paredra (female counterpart of a god), and emanates a bodhisattva.

For example Amitabha, the “Buddha of Infinite Light”, presides over the entire good universe, since he has vowed to redeem all sentient beings. He reigns over that Western Paradise also know as the Pure Land. He travels on a wagon drawn by a pair of peacocks. His Shakti is Pandara, his bodhisattva is Avalokitesvara or Ayalokita, whom we also know.

One can then also observe in Mahayanist Buddhism a further force of synthesis, this time in a clearly monotheistic direction. Here we say that not only is there present that more general and undetermined psychological need that encourages us to unify our cognitions, our vision of the world and even our religion, but rather the metaphysical-religious meaning. This is a spiritual sensitivity we all share, although we do not always perceive it in a clear and lively manner. It is a sensitivity that matures within us and encourages us to perceive reality as one, not only, but to also perceive the Divinity itself as one, precisely because all this forms within us the object of a fundamental intuition.

It is this that in Mahayanist Buddhism the system of the Adibuddha is matured, hence of the “First Buddha”, of the “original Buddha”, of the “Buddha without origin”. His other name, Paramadibuddha, also indicates that he is self-consciousness and self-generating, Svayambhu, the characteristic epithet of Shiva and Brahma.

Omodeo-Salè observes that in about the 13th-14th century the belief appeared that all Dhyanibuddhas were the emanations of a (or a first original Buddha), and this brought to Buddhism a sort of monotheism in coincidence with a re-flourishing of Vedanta monotheism in the Hinduist religion. The Adhibuddha, who depending on the different sects assumes different names such as Vajradhara or similar one, is omnipotent and omniscient, he is the universe’s eternal beginning who through meditation gave origin to the world.

Let us once again see what Di Nola says so as to have a more precise idea of the essence and manifestations attributed to the Adibuddha: pure light, in perpetual nirvana, he makes himself epiphanically visible, appearing from the light and from vacuity (sunyata), in infinite forms, moment of unity, but also of the multiplicity of being in the dialectics of the divine. With the five acts of his powers of concentration (dhyana), e creates the five Dhyanibuddhas, who in turn generate the five Bodhisattvas. These are responsible for the creation of universes subject to decline and destruction; and three of these universes have already been destroyed while we live in the universe created by the fourth Bodhisattva, Padmapani or Avalokitesvara.

It is also in this universe that the historical Buddha Shakyamuni is made manifest in a human body for the redemption of human beings and of the gods. To these five Dhyanibuddhas there correspond five human Buddhas (manusibuddha), and these must not be considered as the incarnations of the first one but only their reflections (pratibimba), their ‘magical projections’ (nirmanakay) (D. N., 1970-76).

Radhakrishnan observes that in the Mahayana’s new metaphysical system many Hind divinities are also added with distinct functions: Brahma, Shiva, Vishnu, Kali etcetera. On the other hand the Mahayana, the “Great Vehicle”, has this name because it includes many bodhisattvas, archangels and saints, who are then simply the ancient ones of Arian Vedics ill-concealed by Buddhist symbolism. In any case, in Buddhism great space is therefore left for bhakti, for traditional devotion.

This seems to be Buddhism’s arrival point in its lengthy process of historical evolution. It seems to me that in the course of this process Buddhism deepens its own reasons and in a sense improves itself removing certain shackles.

These biding factors seem to consist in certain premises, which, functional to the very particular ascetic approach to Buddhist teachings, appear to be practically atheist. And it is through criticism of those premises that Buddhism ends up by recovering in full the religious experience and the religious attitude in the real sense.

This is not the right time for going into great detail as far as Mahayana’s metaphysical-religious vision is concerned. One can however understand how it is only in this that the religious element so mortified in the Buddhism of the early centuries returns to express itself so strongly.

One can equally understand how only within a clearly religious-metaphysical framework, could such a renewal of the religious spirit rediscover its adequate backdrop and be correctly positioned and justified.

I would like to finish by observing that there is in truth within Mahayana, a strong tendency to multiply the bodhisattvas, and at a superior level, the Buddhas themselves. Each bodhisattva tends to transform himself into a Buddha, into a perfect being. And each man has in himself the potential to become one and then in the end also the other. Buddhity is the potential nature of each human being, simply waiting to be made manifest. The Buddha Shakyamuni is Gautama Siddharta, who five hundred years before Christ historically started Buddhism: and he is one of the many numberless Buddhas.

Dietrich Seckel observes that already in Hinayana, but above all through the development of Mahayana, other historical Buddhas preceding him [seven Buddhas are usually mentioned] were added to Shakyamuni, a unique person, and a successor was also added, Maitreya. Hence the later development of this idea led to the multiplicity of the ‘Buddhas of all the Worlds and of all Times’ - hence of Buddhas beyond space and time, who in theory were ‘as numerous as the grains of sand in the Ganges’ and who in practice were portrayed (preferably on the walls or ceilings of the temples) such as The One Thousand, The Three Thousand or the Ten Thousand Buddhas, in an infinite series of small figures.

Let us once again give the floor to Christmas Humphreys: according to Mahayanists, the Truth is eternal, but our awareness of it increases. Gautama, the Buddha, was a man who lived in a certain historical moment and place, and taught certain doctrines, but the Buddhist Principe of Spiritual Enlightenment transcends the limitations of the teachings of one man, however great he may be, and is absolutely beyond all contingencies of space and time. Considering matters from such a point of view, the author then asks himself whether when and how Buddha lived is important, and even whether he actually lived at all.

In this new perspective of Mahayana, Buddhism appears not so much as the doctrines preached by the Buddha Shakyamuni, but rather as a doctrine that arises from the sum of the teachings of all Buddhas, in the plural, of all those “enlightened”. It is obvious that every tradition has its “enlightened personalities”, let us say its own ‘Buddhas”. Each individual, each tradition can have its own particular and different enlightenments that can however become integrated with those experienced by others also within the framework of different spiritual traditions.

There is good reason to hope that an in-depth analysis of these concepts will open new ways for increasing understanding between Buddhism and other religions, between Buddhism and Christianity itself, in a increasingly better defined ecumenical environment.

12.   How Sri Aurobindo’s Yoga

        integrates in a genial synthesis the Self

        with the Divine’s other ways of being

At the beginning of this essay I posed myself the problem of ecumenism, emphasising that Christians’ vocation includes being ecumenical.

Christ is present in all authentic values, wherever they may be discovered. Emphasising an authentic value within a non-Christian environment means also discovering Christ’s presence in it, however much this may assume anonymous forms. In this sense all traditions have something to teach us.

These are often values that historical Christianity has acknowledged as its own, without excessively studying them in-depth: it has devoted insufficient attention to them and has impressed upon them a development that until now has been inadequate.

There are values still to be discovered, and yet they are extremely coherent and strictly implicated with those clearly acquired for a lengthier period. There are values already highly considered but that are then, let us say, lost along the way.

It is often from non-Christians that one can better learn and discover in-depth Christianity, as well as integrating and experiencing it with intensity in the most varied aspects and at the most different levels. The sense of sacredness present in primitive religiosity certainly cannot escape us, nor the sense of divine majesty impregnating Islam, the humanity and sense of fraternity among human beings and the sacredness of life that remains in the souls of so many oriental populations.

In facing the most venerable traditions one must however take care not to be excessively absorbed by them. These are the traditions that seem more suggestive to us because of their diversity and originality. I have referred in particular to Hinduism and its extremely rich ramification that is Buddhism that emigrated from India to then develop historically in other countries, peoples and civilisations in the Far East.

It is precisely due to the charm that Indian spirituality and its derivations exercise on modern man that one must be careful not to take everything as the pure truth. If we pay extreme attention we will  be capable of discerning within Indian spirituality, certain voids, if that is how one might wish to describe them. These are voids such as those mentioned in a series of chapters in this book.

Let us once again very quickly review them: just what is a little more than a list. The Divinity, and in particular the supreme Divinity, as we have seen and as perceived by Hinduism, appears as a weak figure, especially if compared to the strong creator God of the Bible and the Koran.

This Divinity’s transcendence appears imperfect and his creativity is restricted, not really fully implemented.

However much devout Hindus may so intensely and passionately love the Divinity, one wonders to what extent this Divinity is really lovable.

The fact is that Hinduism seems to have - of the living, personal and creating God - a limited experience, compared to the experience of faith one has in the monotheistic traditions; there is not a full, really adequate hearing of the God who wants to reveal Himself thoroughly to the end. 

This partial closure to an experience of the Divine appears to be attributable to two inhibiting factors: hence ascetic activism, that really does seem excessive; and an obsession with the pain that human existence is dramatically permeated with. It is above all in certain expressions of Hinduism, freeing oneself from pain forever, that this issue remains supreme and at times also exclusive.

The detachment from a condition of suffering and impermanence becomes something addressed at itself in Buddhism. The suffering from which the ascetic yearns to be free is the individual pain in original Buddhism of the Small Vehicle (Hinayana), in a perspective in which the religious element seems clearly alienated.

There would then be a strong rediscovery of religious motifs in the Buddhism of the Great Vehicle (Mahayana). Here the figure of the arhat, concerned exclusively with his own individual liberation, was replaced by the affirmation of the very different figure of the bodhisattva, who became the apostle of the liberation of all existing beings.

This took place within a more markedly religious framework, both due to the influence of late Hinduism and initially due to the explosion of that religious need, repressed for far too long, that is irrepressible in human nature.

Within this framework, however, to a weak God there corresponds a weak and ephemeral creation, abandoned half-finished, never fully taken to its perfective completion. This is an elusive and illusory creation. It is a creation arising from a sort of metaphysical accident or, in the best case scenario, from a game played by a God who is enjoying himself, ignoring the immense extent of the damages and sufferings caused. The universe created in this manner seems rather the result of a whim than of real love.

This insufficiency, both of a living and creating God and the creation, also seems to be the other side of that immense coin that is the discovery of the Self. In the enthusiasm arising from a discovery, it always happens that its object is placed at the centre of attention in a manner that tends to be exclusive. Realities and elements previously dominating the field are consequently relegated to the shadows.

Hence, in the tradition expressed by the Upanishads-Vedanta-Yoga current of thought, God and the religious element fades into the background, whereas the Self is perceived as the original Absolute, not only, but also basically as the only real absolute.

And so, while the Self comes to occupy the entire field as the only true Reality, the living God creator is reduced to an inferior level that does not even seem truly and fully real.

At this point God ends up by being considered nothing more than one of the Self’s ways of appearing to the beginners of the spirit, still immersed in that devotional religiosity that, compared to the pure search for the Self, is like attending kindergarten compared to high school or university.

The creation of the world undertaken by a semi-illusory God cannot be but even more illusory.

Contrarily to what a “pure” Buddhist might think, analysing the historical Buddhism until the Mahayana, I see there an important recovery of the religious and metaphysical dimension. I see there a far greater capability to integrate Buddhism within the framework of what is considered religion in the real and strong sense. Hence I see there a far greater possibility of ecumenical integration.

As far as above all Hinduism and its historical imitations are concerned, I believe that a recuperation of religion and ecumenism is possible following that careful revision carried out by a great contemporary Indian teacher, Sri Aurobindo.

Aurobindo’s revision cooperates validly in strengthening the bridge between India and the West. Born in Calcutta in 1872, the son of a doctor educated in the West, Aurobindo was sent to England at the age of seven and his early education took place in England and in France. He acquired a profound knowledge of Greek-Roman and European culture, extended to the main nations, languages and literatures, before returning, when he was twenty years old, to India, a country that until then he had almost totally ignored.

In his homeland he became committed to an intense political activity for independence for about fifteen years. Simultaneously, he studied Yoga and India’s main spiritual traditions in depth. In 1908 he was arrested and spent two years in prison in Alipore. Released in 1910, he ended up settling in Pondicherry.

He remained there for the rest of his life, with, later on, an assistant who was the extraordinary woman known as the Mother [Mère). To Mère he entrusted the management of the ashram in Pondicherry, later transformed into a real city for free religious people. It is though the most varied humanist activities at the service of the Divinity that the citizens of Auroville pursue spiritual perfection in all possible ways.

Aurobindo spent the twenty-five years that preceded his death in 1950 in solitude, devoting himself to meditation, to studying and to corresponding with innumerable people from all over the world.

It seems providential that an Indian philosopher destined to an ecumenical synthesis received such an articulate and extensive European education that did not at all prevent him from studying in depth the complex structure of Indian traditions.

Let us now analyse a number of points reviewed by Aurobindo, with a series of references to his vast and mature book entitled The synthesis of Yoga.

In starting such a presentation one can observe that he addressed great attention to Nature and became increasingly aware that it is not only maya, illusion, but also God’s creation. It is God’s energy and cosmic activity.

There is the same absolute unity in the supreme Self and in Nature. The absolute is perfectly one both in the Self, that is in its original principle, and in all its manifestations (ibidem).

Consequently, according to Aurobindo, Yoga, a really integral Yoga, must merge God and Nature in a freed and perfect life.

Hence it is necessary to overcome the traditional attitude, prevalent both in Yoga and more in general in Hindu ascesis, according to which to be fulfilled one must escape life, to move towards God one must escape the world.

Many factors, many reasons contributed to such an attitude of absolute final and total renouncing the world, empirical life and earthly commitment, addressed at itself.

Many spirits become disillusioned with the world; they see there a lie, a painful and disturbed dream, and a corrupt and illusory goodness. Or they see there the domination of the flesh and of the devil. Therefore, at best, they reduce it to a provisional testing ground for the salvation of the soul that aspires to transcend itself in the Divine. At the most they see in the creation a game played by God. A sort of divine Child who creates his toy and then in the end tires of it, destroys and abandons it.

Nostalgia of ecstasy, a desire to not interrupt the beatification of communion with the Self to return back to earth a face one’s problems and battles may also be present.

There may be a feeling, perhaps an exasperated one, concerning problems that may be encountered when attempting to conciliate contemplation with action that is disorganised, that might distract us from our real goodness, which disturbs us and dirties us.

There may be the desire to dissolve. And in the end one might experience a sense of intimate joy in renouncing, that one does not wish to give up.

One might be afraid to commit oneself to a battle that seems difficult and filled with dangers or even futile and hopeless. Or despair facing the immensity of cosmic duty; or indifference for those who cannot keep up. One could provide the most egoist, squalid and worthless motivations.

Finding refuge in the Self by withdrawing from the world is however only one of the possible attitudes, not the only inevitable one. One can of course find refuge in God in perfect isolation, after losing all interest in what is not God. One can however willingly and perhaps with passion perform those deeds expressing love for the Divine such as prayer, meditation, cult, rituals, pilgrimages, holy acts in the strictest sense, or acts perceived as instrumental to religion such as building a temple, preparing a ceremony, sacred poetry, painting and music and so on. Devotion to the Divinity is here expressed through a, let us say, broader commitment.

However, in addition to all this it is also possible to concretise love for the Divine with acts of service: help and assist other human beings and even animals and all other creatures with the intention of cooperating with God, of promoting His presence and His kingdom. In this manner, with active religiosity, all that is done can be offered to the Divinity as a sacrifice.

Here the religious person lives in God but also simultaneously in Nature. He is not overpowered by it, but, on the contrary, dominates it and cooperates with God in transforming it and rendering it perfect and divine.

In this perspective, integral Yoga addressed at transforming nature at all levels cannot accept a permanent withdrawal from life. One can withdraw within oneself for a period of meditation, of contemplation, of prayer in the necessary solitude without this becoming an exclusive habit.

The poet, the artist, the philosopher, the scientist and the scholar also need to withdraw to some extent, but this is required by their extremely particular vocations and is done to make progress, for the good of the world.

Detachment from the world and withdrawing into one’s own intimacy is only a stage, a phase, or a means; it must never be something as an end unto itself.

When the ascetic achieves samadhi, nirvana, faced with this intimate proof, the external world seems ephemeral, elusive and illusory to him, something like a film or an image reflected in the water. But Nirvana is not at all the final destination. One must go beyond nirvana, beyond samadhi, beyond the experience of a God sensed and perceived as pure Self. One must deepen an inner experience that in the end will perceive the Divine in all its richness. And at last the void will begin to be filled, and the multiple truth of the Divine will start to appear with the plurality of its ways of being and its manifestations.

In such a perspective the opposition between the luminous truth of the Brahman on one hand and on the other the obscure illusion of the Maya will vanish. The yogi will discover that the Eternal is present also within the obscurity of the Maya. Although with the features of Maya, it is still the Brahman making itself manifest.

God is not only the passive, disinterested and detached Witness providing the universe of which He is the first and absolute Foundation with meaning. He is also the Creator.

God is not only the Brahman, the Supreme One, the Self, the original Beginning, the first abstract light of consciousness that gives meaning to every phenomenon. He is also the divine Shakti; He is also the Lord Ishvara, Master of Prakriti (that is of Nature), Master of Power.

Thus we have identified two of the Absolute’s different and yet inseparable ways of being: the transcendent Absolute, the Knower; and the Absolute immanent in the universe, immanent in the Nature (Prakriti) that He has put into being, the Creator.

God as the universal Soul, as the pure Self, as Purusha, is a Consciousness that knows and agrees to and possesses and supports the work of nature, He supports action. God as Ishvara and Shakti acts as a Will or active and creative Power. It is thus that the One becomes multiple.

These are two ways of being totally distinct from an absolute Reality that is one. The original Self does not differ at all from the Self that perceives and creates. God is always the same both in the silence of the Self and in the action that creates the cosmos and causes it to evolve.

God is not only the pure, silent, self-knowing being that human beings perceive with supreme consciousness; He is also the Will to be, with which human beings cooperate with through their actions.

The Supreme One is, at a certain level characterised as the Self of the universe: as the Self that is here in the world no less than in the self-annulment of Nirvana.

Seeing in the Brahman only the great Quiet means not perceiving the Brahman’s entire truth. Everything is God, or Brahman. Our real Self is cosmic. A real discovery of the Self reveals it to us as the only Lord of all Nature, the All of ourselves, which is equally the All of the universe (II, p. 58). He actually transcends both the universe and our innerness as human beings.

Raja Yoga discovers God as the pure and impersonal Source of all spirituality. But Bhakti Yoga, the devotional way, discovers God as the Person who has human relationships with human beings. Devotion can in no other way be addressed but at a Person, even if devoid of all limitations: not a person like many other human beings, but the Person, the real one, the only real one.

Purusha and Prakriti, the Self and Nature, Spirit and Matter, are totally distinct, and in fact Raja Yoga sees the Spirit in its original potential, in its pure void that precedes all determination. Purusha, the Spirit, has however another and different level and aspect and way of being: that according to which Purusha becomes associated to Prakriti when creating the universe, animating it, promoting it to the highest spheres of perfection becoming one with it.

Seeing things as parts of mere analytical knowledge is all but adequate. God’s presence is perceivable everywhere.

The divine Self is our most intimate and personal reality and is also one with all beings. As we do deeply within ourselves, we perceive God’s active presence, His grace, His irradiation, His glory, His joy and His beauty in all beings of this world.

Knowing things means knowing God within them. Knowing God in a perfect way includes knowing things, as He Himself perceives them: it includes knowing things in their truth. It is not enough to know God as the pure, original and abstract Self. Knowledge of the Self and knowledge of the world are two aspects of the same search. Awareness is not complete if restricted to showing us the Self and the path to access it by turning one’s back on the world: real and complete awareness of all that is worth knowing must also provide us with the key to cosmic existence and its complex phenomena. The consciousness we can acquire of the absolute is also cosmic consciousness.

There is an aspect of God according to which He is within things. And if we really wish to embrace God to the extent of being transformed in Him, we must also become the Self of all manifest existences.

We can have a mental experience of the divine Self, an emotive experience through love and happiness, an aesthetic experience through beauty and even a vital and nervous experience; it is in this that we manage to perceive the Self almost physically in every deed and event, in every force acting within us, in other human beings, in every being that exists in Nature.

Real knowledge aspires to identification with its objects. It aspires to know all within an overall vision and in detail, both as far as the Absolute is concerned and also the entire cosmic creation. Real awareness aspires to omniscience and identification with all beings and with everything.

In Yoga, the path of knowledge is inclined towards the impersonal and tends to exclude personal relationships with individuals and with the Divinity as a Person. Hence the path of knowledge is completed and concretised through the path of love. Without love we can reach the Absolute in ecstatic peace, in the absorbed silence of pure and abstract contemplation, but never in the profoundness of its richness and fullness. However its initial movements may seem hard to us, the path of love, of devotion, the Bhakti is the most fundamental and complete.

If real knowledge demands love, authentic and totally committed love demands knowledge. Love wishes to fully and totally know the loved one through perfect intimacy. Love wishes to be enlightened, otherwise it is blind and remains blind.

Blind is the love of God that cannot see the Divinity if not as a limited personality. The obscurity of ignorance is the cause of all false movements. It is also at the origin of the so many fanaticisms, insanities, crimes and horrors that the history of religions filled with. The Bhagavad Gita distinguishes between a Bhakti that in God searches for a refuge to escape the world’s suffering, another that desires God as the dispenser of good, and a third Bhakti that is attracted by What it loves even before the Loved One is revealed, and therefore wishes to know the divine Unknown. However the Gita accords its favour to a fourth Bhakti that per se possesses the knowledge.

Love is a passion in search of eternity; and the devout person in love with his God yearns to enjoy Him forever.

Love is concretised in deeds. It is normal that the life of the spirit should also be expressed in exterior actions. Saintly hermits, poets and artists and philosophers who choose solitude are really few and follow very singular vocations, which are rather extraneous to the intentions of integral Yoga. The Bhagavad Gita induces the freed man himself to immerse himself in life’s work, without ever rejecting it, without ever exempting himself from it. 

Love and wisdom are not the only aspects the Divine can assume: a third inseparable aspect is power. In addition to Yoga of knowledge (Raja Yoga, Jnana Yoga) and devotional Yoga (Bhakti Yoga) a third way also takes shape: the Yoga of deeds, Karma Yoga.

Converting to God means adhering to Him not only with awareness and feelings, but also with one’s will and action. All things must be consecrated to the Divinity, even exterior deeds and movements; otherwise one remains only half way there.

It is above all the Bhagavad Gita that addresses the concept of this third Yoga that appears so fundamental and necessary for giving life to integral Yoga. Deeds must be offered to God and undertaken at His service with one’s mind turned to Him and the will forgetting all selfish objectives and all old personal projects, aimed exclusively at pursuing our ultimate objective, our supreme and only good.

Thus all our actions are only gifts and sacrifices offered to the Divinity, to Whom every act of our life and our day must be dedicated. Hence eating will mean nourishing the divine Presence within us. Every deed will be like a sacred offering at the temple, purified of all sense of satisfying a simple desire or a physical need.

Then one’s entire life will become nothing but daily service in the temple of the cosmos and continuous adoration.

God makes Himself manifest, it is true, in all things and it is worth our while to perceive Him in all things: in the abyss of our innerness, but also in every fibre of our being and in the external world. And then in every human being, in every creature and expression of life.

And then also in every form of knowledge, not only spiritual, religious, mystical, but also mundane ones embracing philosophy and the variety of physical, natural and human sciences. God makes himself manifest in all forms of beauty, in poems, in paintings or statues or monuments, in every good deed and good feeling.

Finally God also makes himself manifest in every reality present, and not only, but also in all events and traces of the past, in every aspiration and project for the future, in every desire and hope for progress. Behind all the veils we perceive the Divine, which is always to be adored, to be known, to be loved and served, to be promoted. Even in external works we can discover and pursue the original Divinity, the Self, as the objective of perfection.

One must bear in mind that He who acts is God Himself through us. The more we place ourselves in God’s hands to be nothing but his loyal instruments, the more God acts through us.

We human beings are called upon to take part in the divine work, in the Great Work. This consists in helping God Himself to carry forward His creation and progressive manifestation until it is fulfilled, until all reality becomes perfect and divine. Supported by the Divinity, inflamed by His Love, we will then be able to work for the perfecting of life well beyond the objectives of on ineffective humanitarian ideal pursued in a merely terrestrial horizon, for the advent of a new Era of Gold, until the emersion of a new land that could be a new heaven.

What makes this an achievable objective is God’s active presence within us. It is He Who gives this impulse to us and to the entire reality of the universe. This is an impulse that would be only half answered by those limited to freeing the spirit by escaping matter instead of promoting it to higher levels.

The whole of life is destined to the transformation of everything until it achieves supreme perfection. Hence the evolution of the spirit finds its completion also at a material level, through a total transformation of the human being and all nature.

Not only humankind but also all life is a united whole. We are all one in divine unity. We are all one same being, one identical spirit. In all beings there is one single soul, one single mind.

This unity between all beings is an intuition we humans perceive when our minds evolve to the extent of reaching that level of inner maturity that Aurobindo called the “super-mind”, to which the following pages are dedicated. This superior form of awareness perceives all realities in God, as God.

This perception of all beings as part of oneself is the path of unity through empathy, it is the Buddha’s infinite compassion; it is, to use the words of the Gita, “accepting all existences as if they were our own”.

Living within the Self is no longer living only for oneself. It means freeing oneself of the “mine” to meet and merge with others in an absolute Reality in which everyone is integrated. The liberation of others also concerns us personally. We must increasingly feel one and be one with the Self, with God and with all existences.

To introduce the subject of the “super-mind”, it is worth mentioning the mind and the body in which it extends and through which it acts.

The body is the instrument that must fulfil the real law of our nature. Holding the body in contempt is against the totality of divine Wisdom. Holding the body in contempt means abandoning those finalities that divine Wisdom pursues in its earthly manifestation.

The mind is not evolution’s ultimate objective, but, like the body, an instrument of the spirit’s transcendent activities. And, like the body, the mind too must be used and perfected, never neglected, rejected or suppressed.

Body and mind are destined to become fulfilled as the vehicles and instruments of a perfect, divine life. This supreme fulfilment is made possible by the progressive descent into both the mind and the body of a divine Power that remoulds both one and the other, to the extent of a full transfiguration.

Strictly speaking, it is the super-mind that descends into the mind to enlighten and transform it. The mind is ignorant or forgets itself. The super-mind is the light of the self-aware spirit, it is something great and divine, it is the divine within us as self-awareness and omniscience. One could say that the mind is enlightened by the super-mind, to use theological terminology, just as man is enlightened by divine grace.

This enlightenment takes place through infrequent flashes, or, on the contrary, constant ones or also through a more regular and continuous emanation.

With a process that is usually slow and gradual, the super-mind emerges within the human consciousness and the vigilant consciousness. It frees the mind from its limitations and its materiality, transforming the material and the psychic into the spiritual.
The super-mind progresses in overturning the mind’s usual ordinary way of thinking; and, to the extent that the person opens to the super-mind, he no longer lives within the phenomenal but in the essential. He lives not in the ego, but within the Self, which is the real spiritual Person.

Living within the Self, he who is open to the super-mind sees each reality as the essence of the Self. All things are seen from high above and hence from a far broader perspective, no longer restricted only to the present, but embracing the past and the future and also going beyond time. The person sees things no longer from without but from within. In fact he sees them in the Self: in the very dimension of their absolute truth. His vision is increasingly direct, intuitive and global. His reawakened awareness tends, at best, to become characterised as a cosmic awareness.

In this evolving person discernment increases and becomes more spontaneous and natural. He comes into an increasingly intimate and constant vital contact with the heart of being; from which he can increasingly better receive all knowledge, until he achieves the ultimate objective of omniscience and also all power, until he achieves the supreme summit of omnipotence.

Therefore, the human mind slowly becomes a super-mind in a relative and progressive sense that ultimately tends towards the fullness and absoluteness of the divine Super-mind.

This process consists in the progressive opening up of an awareness that already exists within us albeit buried in the unconscious. There is no acquisition, but only the revealing of something that already intimately exists deep within each of us.

What of the super-mind is revealed to the human mind is always an imperfect and deformed image of the truth for as long as the process is ongoing.

As it becomes increasingly manifest to us, the super-mind becomes increasingly defined as a presence, as something infinite within us, like a great and infinite Purusha, as eternal truth, as full adequate awareness of the absolute and its relative elements, of the universal essence but also of all that is individual, the single phenomena and events at an empirical-factual level, as omniscience and perfect wisdom and the supreme joy of being.

The perfect being adequate of this knowing is based and rests on the fact that it consists in knowledge through identification. Everything that the super-mind knows is seen as the object that fully identifies with the subject and never as something else, as extraneous.

This self-awareness is active; it organises all the manifestations of being. In matter itself it operates a supra-mental action. The super-mind, at this level identified with the supreme Self, is the ultimate and supreme Consciousness that projects the mundane game. It organises not only the mind, but also life and matter.

To better qualify this in its divine principle, Aurobindo calls it not only the supreme and divine Super-mind, but also the divine Reason, universal Gnosis, Intelligence, Logos. He also compares it to the omniscient and omnipotent Lord Ishvara. He also calls it Chit, the divine Consciousness, the original Consciousness.

Incidentally, one should bear in mind the classical triad: Being, Sat; Consciousness, Chit; Joy, Ananda; three aspects of a unity expressed with only one single composite word Satchidananda.

As far as Chit is concerned: “Beyond the mind”, says Aurobindo, “there exists a level of Truth, as the ancient wise Vedics knew, a world in itself, of the idea that fulfils itself”. It is this level that “can direct its light and its power on our minds”.

He also says: “The super-mind knows that the creation, both of matter and life or the mind or its overcoming, is and can only be a self-determined presentation of the eternal truth; a revelation of the Eternal One and is intimately aware of the pre-existence in the Eternal One of the truth of all things”.

Aurobindo’s biographer and authoritative interpreter Satprem comments that the Super-mind not only sees the whole world of things and beings in one single vision, that reunites all bundles without opposition, but                                                                       also sees the point of view of all things, all beings and all powers.

The highest point of the evolution of human consciousness may perhaps consist, also according to Satprem, in an integral consciousness that perceives everything simultaneously.

It is time to formulate a number of remarks on the singular importance of the revision undertaken by Aurobindo. His philosophy appears characterised by great optimism, which contrasts with the pessimism of the Upanishads and adopts the optimistic perspective of the Vedas, which is that of previous eras.

No obsession with pain enters Aurobindo’s serene vision. His experiencing the Divine is full and overwhelming. As to the prophets of the Bible and Christian saints, to him God appears as the creator in the strongest sense.

From God’s creative act a real and positive universe arises, in which evil is present, but not to the extent that it compromises evolution. In particular this results in a humankind certainly capable of cooperating in the creation, so that it may achieve its perfective fulfilment.

Human beings can do a great deal, because through them it is God who acts. According to Aurobindo, there is no dualism between divine grace and the work done by human beings, between divine power and the autonomous powers of human beings. We human beings are all the more ourselves to the extent that we are open to God; and we are all the more strong to the extent that the initiative of the feats He accomplishes through us and with our effective and decisive help is revealed as divine. 

In his profound religiosity, Aurobindo could not perceive how human beings might have their own absolutely autonomous initiatives, that the divine initiative could be restricted, until man himself might in turn decide to restrict God’s manifestation within himself to the extent of alienating, suffocating and totally ignoring it, as happens in certain forms of basically atheist humanism, as still happens in certain expressions of the Buddhism of the Small Vehicle.

In Aurobindo’s vision, man discovers within himself the presence of an absolutely real God, who creates a world that is not elusive, but also extremely real; and its evolution, in spite of the many negativities opposing it, is certainly aimed at an objective of absolute perfection.

God does not destroy his own creation, nor does he abandon it half-done, but he encourages it to become totally and perfectly fulfilled. A creation that can be perfected is like a new absolute in evolution because it contains the active presence of the God who transforms it to the extent of deifying it.

And hence the reason for escaping life vanishes. Man can feel induced to a temporary withdrawal, but to better meditate and acquire awareness to then return to act within the world as God’s assistant.

Man finds God not only within himself as pure Self, but equally within Nature as the Creator.

Up to this point we can identify two totally distinct divine ways of being: God as pure Self and God as the Creator. And we can also observe that the second way of being is no less real than the first.

Not only is Nature extremely real, and not at all elusive, but neither can one say that, within the very framework of the Divinity, is there a God truly and fully such (the Self) and a sort of Sub-God characterised by a certain degree of unreality (the Lord Ishvara, Shakti or whatever one might wish to call him).

The Divinity to Whom Hindus usually attribute the creation of the universe and all other interventions on it, is a metaphysical entity who is active, but in a certain sense reduced compared to the Self.

On the other hand, the Self plays an inactive role as a pure Witness, the pure and empty original Principle of consciousness. A monotheistic concept that is totally coherent sees these two ways of being of the Divine as closely united and sympathetic, while in Hinduism they generally appear as dissociated.

It is said that unity provides strength, and that disassociation on the contrary is an element of weakness. This is a principle that finds a curious application also in the metaphysical aspects of the subject we are addressing.

In the Hinduist vision the Divinity seems, so to say, rather disperse. One understands what strength it rediscovers in a vision such as that of Aurobindo, who sees it acting in perfect fusion, in full unity with its ways of being.

On this subject one should bear in mind certain previous remarks. As said, according to Aurobindo, God as the Self, as Purusha, as the pure original Spirit, is therefore a Consciousness that knows and allows and supports the work of nature, He supports action. God as the Self therefore works closely with Himself as Ishvara and Shakti. These two ways of being of God, the Witness and the Creator, appear as two aspects of the same Divinity. The original Self, as also previously mentioned (almost using the same words as Aurobindo), is not at all different from the Self that perceives and creates. God is always the same both in the silence of the Self and in the action which puts everything into being and  makes the cosmos evolve.

To complete matters, I would like to mention here other expressions with which I have attempted to summarise this concept of Aurobindo: God is not only the pure, silent, self-aware being that man reaches with supreme consciousness; He is also the Will to be in which human beings cooperate with their deeds.

Finally, the Supreme One is at a certain level characterised as the Self of the universe; as the Self that is here in this world not less than it could be in the self-extinction of Nirvana.

In the non-dispersion of the God perceived by Aurobindo, in his perfect concentration and unity lies the secret of his power. It is from this God’s real omnipotence that the strong reality of the creation derives with its positivity and also its capability, with divine help, to become fulfilled and implemented in a perfect manner, to achieve full unity with the Divinity itself.

At this point I wonder whether it would prove excessive to perceive, next to the original Self (Brahman, pure act of consciousness devoid of all mental contents immersed in self-contemplation), and next to the active and creating Self (Ishvara or Shakti), a third way of being of the absolute Self, a third way of being of God: a Self as the universal and eternal Consciousness of all things and all events.

Aurobindo himself as we have seen speaks to us of a supreme and divine Super-mind, of an ultimate and complete Consciousness that projects the mundane game. As we have also seen, he also calls this the divine Reason, universal Gnosis, Intelligence, Logos. Here Aurobindo uses a clearly Plotinian language.

Now, everyone knows that Plotinus speaks of a Trinity, formed by the One (that I consider as identifiable with the Brahman), the Nous (which means precisely Intelligence, and that the Greek philosopher also calls Logos), and finally the Soul of the World (definitely identifiable with the creator God, and in Indian terms with Shakti or with the Lord Ishvara, with the God of religious devotion or bhakti).

Plotinus’ Trinity is to a certain extent assimilable to the Trinity of Christian theology:

1) The One as the Father;

2) The Nous as the Son (Word, Logos, Eternal Image of the Father, Omni-inclusive eternal Consciousness);

3) The Soul of the World as the Holy Spirit (living and creating God operating in the multiplicity of beings in the world and through the series of temporal events).

A clear diversity between these two concepts lies in the fact that, while the Persons of the Christian Trinity are of equal importance and dignity, in the Plotinian Trinity the Nous, emanating from the One, is inferior and degraded compared to it; and the same can be said about the Soul of the World compared to the Nous. Mutatis mutandis there is here, as one can see, quite a close analogy with the situation of inferiority in which the Hindu creating God is placed compared to the God of the pure Self. Compared to the full divinity of the Brahman, Ishvara appears as a sort of Demiurge or Sub-God.

Unlike what happens in the Plotinian Trinity and, let us say, in Hinduist duality, the equality of the Persons in the Christian Trinity confers upon the Divinity as a whole such a concentration that one can well speak of perfect unity.

Analogous concentration is attributed by Aurobindo to the two aspects of the divine Self, hence the original Self and the creating Self.

These are, of course, distinct ways of being of God and certainly not different Gods. On the contrary, one can speak of ways of being to the extent that these have equal dignity and hence are capable of appearing as articulations of a perfect unity.

Now I ask myself whether in Aurobindo’s reasoning there does not take shape, next to the Original Self of God and His Creating Self, also another Self definable as an Absolute Consciousness and hence as a Logos, as an omni-inclusive Intelligence. What else could the supreme and divine Super-mind be?

To assimilate all this, sic et simpliciter, to the Christian Trinity would be a rather  - how should I say ? - free and easy operation! I really do not know if Sri Aurobindo would agree, and, if so, to what extent! One can nonetheless observe that he opens a number of paths, offering some very interesting ideas in this direction. And it is significant that he does this thanks to his own spiritual intuitions and discoveries, unintentionally and without creating for himself any problems with regard to the explicit as far as awareness is concerned.

In the next chapter we shall also see how Mahayana and Zen provide some good elements for progressing on the subject of the universal, eternal, absolute divine Consciousness. Hence a certain oriental school of thought, already providing interesting elements to develop on the subject of the First and the Third Persons, offers also significant elements for the Second. And I believe that the most important element is that, for all three divine Persons, it provides such ideas without intentionally wishing to at all, on the basis of what is revealed to pure inner experience.

Gaining awareness of all this involves, for the sake of coherence, a very different attitude than that of the classic ascetic who to achieve unity with the Self escapes the world, disdains life and turns his back on it. Unity with the Self should be pursued not only deepening one’s vital knowledge of the Self, but also with devotion and action.

In the Self devotion sees God Himself, attributing to Him a personality and strong consistency. The God to whom devotion is addressed is no longer a mere symbol of the Self, ready to dissolve leaving space to the revelation of an impersonal, abstract and inactive Self. Devotion is addressed to a God perceived as real with great power and consistency, active in creating and then in assisting and elevating creatures with His grace. Prayers invoke powerful help from the Divinity. Faith means entrusting oneself to He who knows and can.

The ascetic taking refuge in the Self is motivated by the issue of escaping the pain he sees as inseparably linked to life in this world. The devout person is far less obsessed by pain and has a lesser need to escape it. Love for the Divinity involves the devout person to such a degree that he becomes insensitive to all other worries. It therefore may happen that a devout saint might even accept an eternity of pain, in which however he is not prevented from continuing to forever love his God.

The failing of the obsession with pain helps the devout person to open himself more serenely to a religious experience, in which new dimensions of the Divinity are revealed to him. The Divinity makes Himself manifest to the devout person as a real living God in an incomparably stronger sense than that personal (the Lord Ishvara) who still survives in a reduced and rather faded form in certain Upanishads, in the dualist Vedanta of Ramanuja and Madhva, and in Patanjali’s Raja Yoga.

In addition to Jnana Yoga, the way of knowledge, the way of devotion (Bhakti Yoga) also takes shape, as we have seen; but these two paths are integrated in a third, the way of action (Karma Yoga). 

The devout person approaches life with far l
ess fear and is ready and open to perceiving the footprints of the Divine One anywhere in the world and not only within himself.

The more he becomes committed to an action of service, the devout person promotes, supports and helps the presence and creative activity of his God in an increasingly vast worldly environment, with an increasingly marked humanist commitment.

While Aurobindo faithfully refers to authentic Hindu traditions, how is it that his thought change Hinduism in such a radical way? The answer to such a question could be the following one: Raja Yoga (which continues the school of the Upanishads-Vedanta cognitive ascesis) remains historically distinct while in Aurobindo’s spirituality becomes integrated in Bhakti Yoga and Karma Yoga. And hence the levels are also merged, the three paths of knowledge, of devotion and of action flow into integral Yoga.

At this point one might ask oneself: is this great revision undertaken by Sri Aurobindo inspired to models drawn from Christianity and western humanism, which should remain extraneous to the Hindu tradition?

Aurobindo’s early education took place in Europe and there is no doubt that it left traces and considerably influenced the formation of his philosophy. However, there are no doubts either with regard to the profound knowledge the Master had of Indian spirituality and culture and the fact that he drew from Indian traditions in a peculiar and decisive manner.

In India there are not only the Upanishads, Shankara’s monist Vedanta, Patanjali’s Raja Yoga and the Buddhism of the Small Vehicle.

There is, first of all in early eras, the spirituality and civilisation of the Vedas, characterised by great love for life and the cult of its values.

There is, at a later date, Tantrism, also expressed with a great recovery and valorisation of the dimension of corporeity.

There is the Bhakti, inclined to adore the divine Presence not only in man’s intimacy, but also in all forms of exterior life.

There is the way of action (Karma Yoga) proposed by the Bhagavad Gita, that exercised such influence on spirituality in the eras that followed.

There is Tagore, there is Gandhi, there is Vinoba. There is the commitment of many religious persons in social reform, politics, culture, the development of the economy. There are the premises for a more integrated spirituality, more committed within the world, more ecumenical, also open to the modern world’s Christian and humanist values while nonetheless inspired by India’s highest and most genuine traditions.

No spirituality must engulf others, or colonize them; no spirituality must reduce others to itself and  its own model. Each seems called upon to develop according to its own logic to meet the others along its own natural path. This can take place since the various traditions are different ways of experiencing the Spirit and hence at their shared source there is always an experience of that Spirit, of that Sacred and that Absolute that is one and the same.

13.   Following in the wake 

        of Mahayana Buddhism, 

        Zen too can help us discover 

        a particular and different 

        dimension of the Absolute

How can one discuss God in a convincing manner that satisfies the intellect? There are ways of directly and personally experiencing Him. And what about those who have not yet matured such an experience, how will they address the problem of God? What will at least start them off in considering the absolute?

The heart of the matter is clear: it is whether one can develop a more objective discussion, accessible to a person with a rational and scientific mentality. This person must be able to address the matter whether or not he has intimately developed a particular spiritual sensitivity, a particular sense of the Sacred.

At the times of ancient Greek civilisation and its spreading in southern Italy (Magna Graecia), the first philosophers who spoke of God in strictly rational terms were those from the school of Elea, in the Cilento, on the Tyrrhenian coast of Lucania.

Xenophanes opens the series, but the real leader of the movement is Parmenides, who states that: God is the Being, He is what is; He is everything that is, he is One and All. This One-All cannot become, since becoming would be a passing from not-being to being and from being to not-being: something that in rational terms is impossible, unconceivable. Hence, concludes Parmenides, the Being as such is immutable.

He considers change and time as illusion, as something unreal. Parmenides denies reality to the multiplicity of nature’s beings and to their becoming, on the basis of purely rational considerations, rejecting the evidence of the senses bearing witness to the continuous changing of things and the sequence of events.

In the philosophy of this school there is only God and not the cosmos, not evolution and history. The absolute consumes the relative and the contingent; just as time is totally absorbed by eternity. One sees one aspect of things and, to emphasise this, the opposite pole is denied is a manner that does not seem to be very justified. Experience and all that it can reveal to us is run down. Pure rationalism such as this is of course always of great interest but it ends up by exaggerating.

A more balanced philosophy would instead acknowledge autonomy and consistency also to the multiplicity of beings in the world and to their becoming. All this cannot be considered as mere illusion, but has a reality of its own at least within its own sphere and at its own level.

Philosophy ends up by understanding that one must start from the facts, precisely confirmed by experience. And the facts I wish to present at this point are, in particular, those observed by parapsychology: especially those seen through phenomena involving clairvoyance of the future, and I will restrict myself to those.

It is now clearly proved that certain people are capable of having visions of future events. These are quite often visions rich in details. One might ask: how is it possible to predict all these details?

One could answer that this happens by chance. But then one must try to establish to what extent this is possible. One applies the probability theory and the calculations prove something extremely simple: the probability that all these coincidences are due to chance is really infinitesimal.

It is best then to hypothesise that the persons who predict certain events in such a detailed and precise manner are gifted with a very particular sensitivity allowing them to perceive the future as something that, in some way and in some sphere, already exists. 

This is conclusion reachable starting from science: certain facts are ascertained, they are classified, they are in someway scientifically characterised; then philosophy intervenes. And if philosophy does not wish to ignore these phenomena, it finds itself obliged to hypothesise that the future already exists. It concludes that, at a certain level, all reality becomes perceivable, all together as a co-present and co-eternal space and time.

Here is God as One-All. Science, science wishing to become integrated with parapsychology in ascertaining certain precognitive phenomena provides evident premises of the reality of God at least as the non-becoming, eternal and absolute One-All.

Parapsychology shows us that every reality, also physical, is basically energy and mind. Now one might wonder whether this absolute is a physical or rather instead a mental reality. The substrata of each thing appear mental; the original reality of the absolute is certainly mental.

Is it possible to perceive a reality that does not originate in a thought? Let us attempt to do this. Does Australia exist? We are sure of this. But would it exist if no one thought of it? I provide it with reality for myself by thinking of it. But above all it becomes real thanks to the thoughts of the Australians who live there.

And what about the period before the Australians existed...? Before there was any living species that could in some way think of it, did that continent exist? I have no doubts. Nor have I any doubts at all with regard to the reality of the universe before human beings or living and sentient beings populated it.

And what mind provided all that existed with the sense of being? Let us say: the divine Mind. This absolute Mind provides meaning to each reality exactly as it really is. Hence it must think of those realities in a perfectly adequate manner: and it could not do this if not coinciding perfectly and fully with all these realities. This is a God as the One-All and as the universal, absolute and eternal Mind.

It is best to return to address the problem of how one can come to state the reality of the One-All God, of the God Eternal Consciousness, the God Absolute Mind who puts into being all things and all events in the unity of an unchanging act.

We have mentioned how Parmenides’ philosophy comes to this conclusion. However, to this ancient Parmenides it is worth, in modern times, associating a Spinoza. Both proceed through a series of deductions, in an aprioristic manner following the model of the most pure and classical rationalism.

We did also however mention a second way: starting from the facts, but this time not a priori but a posteriori, not deductively but inductively. And starting with which specific facts? Starting from phenomena involving a clairvoyance of the future. This is a scientific route that starts with facts empirically ascertainable.

At this point one must remember that, in addition to the empirical sciences of nature and other kingdoms in some way possible to experience, there are also purely deductive sciences. We have mentioned the pure logic and purely logical procedures, such as used by Parmenides, precisely, and also Spinoza. But logic must be associated to mathematics, which also uses pure calculus.

Now, starting from the theory of relativity, there are mathematical theories of the universe, which conclude that not only space, but also time is relative and that reality presents itself as a whole in a present in which time is reduced to an umpteenth dimension of space. We are as of in front of the open page of a railway timetable, in which all the stations are in temporal order and yet visible all together in a series we can embrace with one look in absolute contemporaneity. This concept can be expressed with a particular geometrical design called time-space as in those provided by Minkowski, De Sitter and Castelnuovo.

In other words one can say that through deductions involving pure calculations and theorizations today’s physics can affirm the One-All and thus, in a sense, this guides us the God’s antechamber.

The One-All does not at all exhaust God’s richness, which is articulated at a plurality of levels and ways of being. The One-All, the absolute Consciousness, contemporary and co-eternal, of all things and series of events, is however, in God, a fundamental way of being.

As we will see, in identifying in God three fundamental ways of being, one could speak of the absolute Consciousness of the One-All as the second Person of the divine Trinity. This second Person, this divine Logos or Word or Nous, that is this divine Mind, is characterised both by Plotinus, in ancient philosophy, and in Christian theology by Thomas Aquinas not to mention many others. The characterisations that God’s eternal Mind receives from both neo-Platonism and from the Christian school of thought are all coherent not only with each other, but also with what we can learn and induce from modern physics and parapsychology, especially from phenomena involving clairvoyance of the future.

I would now like to address the contribution that, in this sense, can be provided by Zen. Here I will address this at greater length than parapsychology, modern physics or Parmenides’ philosophy, since this book is mainly dedicated to Buddhism.

For greater reference to those subjects I refer readers to another essay entitled I sentieri della coscienza (The paths of the consciousness), published by Edizioni Mediterranee in 1997. One should more specifically see chapters 9 and 10. I will nonetheless quote from that book and in particular from the two aforementioned chapters that are more strictly addressed to Zen.

I will rather quote here only what is strictly necessary, after informing my interested and willing reader that in the other book he will find far more about Zen and also about the connections it is possible to establish between Zen and various forms of spiritual experience and search for the absolute.

In Greek philosophy every reality has its own definable and conceptualised identity, while according to Buddhism the world’s realities are without dharma, that is without identity, consistency, or permanence. In their incessant flowing one into the others, the realities of this world subtract themselves from all logical analysis. There is in Buddhism a strong tendency to state that the heart of reality can only be perceived by an intuition, thanks to an enlightenment or inner awakening.

This reawakening consists in knowledge acquired through direct experience, in which the meditating person must remain at all times. This is induced not through reasoning but through “clever means” that, on the contrary, tend to destroy his old way of thinking using concepts.

“A clever means” can consist in a question that the teacher poses to the disciple. For example: “Two hand clapping produce a certain sound; what sound does one make?” “How can a duck that has grown up in bottle leave this bottle without damaging itself or the bottle?” “A man hanging over a precipice is hanging on to the branch of a tree by his teeth, because his hands are full and there is nowhere for him to put his feet. A friend asks him: ‘What is Zen?’ What would you answer if you were that man?”

“A clever means” can also be the teacher’s answer to a question posed by his pupil. For example: “What was Bodhidharma’s [the first Indian initiator of Zen] intention when he came to China?”

This is what the teacher Tchao Tcheu answered: “Look at the cypress tree in the courtyard”.

What does this mean? The question is formulated in rational language, that the teacher wishes to put in a critical position, calling his pupil to a direct and vital experience to be achieved here and now. Looking at the tree one will discover its profound nature that is one with universal nature and with the eternal truth of being. 

“A clever means” can consist in answering with a gesture, as in the following anecdote. Nan-in, a Japanese teacher who lived at the end of the 19th century, received a visit from a university professor who wished to pose a number of questions on Zen. He served him tea, but once his guest’s cup was full he continued to pour, imperturbable, making the cup overflow.

At a certain point the professor could no longer contain himself and exclaimed: “The cup is full. There is no more room in it!”

Nan-in answered: “Like this cup, you too are full of your own opinions and conjectures. How can I explain Zen to you, if first you do not empty your cup?” (Senzaki).

Emptying one’s cup of definitions and reasoning to abandon oneself to inspired intuition: this is the way to reach what Huang-Po called the “Spirit of Unity and of the Thus-it-is”.

Let us see what this teacher himself has to say: “The Buddhas and living beings participate in the same pure and unique spirit. There is no separation in what concerns this Spirit.

“For time immemorial this Spirit has never been created or destroyed; it is neither green nor yellow; it has neither shape nor features; it is neither a being nor a non-being, old or new, long or short, large or small.

“It transcends all the categories of the intellect, all words and expressions, all marks and counter marks, all comparisons and discriminations. It is what it is; if one attempts to understand it, one loses it.

“Unlimited as space, it has no borders and cannot be measured. This Spirit of Unity and of the Thus-it-is, is Buddha”.

This Buddhity, this real essence of the All, is in all things as the own nature of each of them, and is within each human being; and all we have to do is discover it. Buddhity will reveal itself to us due to that enlightenment, as seen, which is described with the Japanese word satori and that can happen suddenly as if in a moment of grace.

This is how the teacher Thìch Nhat Hanh, the author of a beautiful and clear synthesis of. Zen, nowadays comments the quotation by Huang Po: “The True Spirit is the radiating nature of the Being, while the false Spirit is simply the capability to conceptualise and discriminate. If one achieves the True Spirit, the reality of being is entirely revealed: it is the unlimited way of Zen. The world of concepts differs from the living reality. The world in which birth and death, good and evil, being and non-being oppose each other, it exists only for those who don’t experience Reawakening”. 

There are no dharmas of individual realities, but only a quiddity (tathata), a “So-it-is” that is universal, eternal, in which no reality is distinct from any other reality and in which nothing is any longer definable as good or as bad and nothing is to be preferred, loved or hated.

The Tao Te Ching (II) had already said: 

"In the world everybody know the beautiful that is beautiful, 

“and hence what is ugly; 

"everyone knows the good that is good,

“and hence what is evil; 

"so being and not being create one another, 

“the hard and the easy complete one another, 

"the long and the short characterise each other, 

“the tall and the short differ, 

“sound and tone are in harmony".

This is how the most ancient Zen poem, written by Seng-Ts’an (quoted by Watts) develops this idea:

"The perfect way (Tao) is without difficulties, 

“except that it avoids preferring and choosing. 

“Only when you are free from hatred and love 

“it is revealed in all its clarity. 

“A distinction as slim as a hair, and sky and earth become separated!  

“If you wish to reach the perfect truth, 

“do not worry about what is just and unjust. 

“The conflict between right and wrong 

“is the disease of the mind”.

This is what one learns thanks to enlightenment (satori), which can occur at any time, when you are seated, and meditating with your legs crossed in the zazen position or while you are wandering around the marketplace, as this last anecdote tells us:

“Walking around a market, Banzan overheard the conversation between a butcher and his client.

“‘Give me the best cut of meat you have’, said the client.

“‘In my shop everything is the best’, answered the butcher. ‘You will not find a piece of meat here that is not the best’.

“Hearing these words Banzan was enlightened” (Senzaki).

Zen has its historical premises not only in Taoism, but also and above all in Mahayanist Buddhism. The Zen vision of the absolute, eternal Reality without multiplicity, without change and without time is already expressed in the eight negations of the Nagarjuna’s Madhyamica-sastra:

"There is no production;  

“there is no destruction;  

“there is no continuation,

“there is no interruption; 

“there is no unity, 

“there is no plurality; 

“there is no arrival, 

“there is no departure".

How does one achieve living all this in an experience? With meditation that reveals to us the void of all things. This is what Lao-tse says: “Having achieved supreme emptiness, living firmly in calmness, while the multitude of things are happening I contemplate their return” (quoted by Magrini).

And this is how he is echoed by Ciuang-tse in the dialogue between the original Ether and the Prince of the Clouds: “Renounce your body. Disdain your senses. Forget things. Become one with the one. Thaw your heart. Free your spirit. Become empty. Become nothing. Then all things will return to their roots to never leave them for their entire lives. And they do not know: knowing would mean preventing this. Do not ask the name, do not spy on relations between things and all things will blossom on their own” (quoted by M.).

And there is the testimony of someone who seems to be a later commentator of Taoism: “I left my soul to meditate in peace. I no longer distinguished what was in me, my gains or my losses, or whether Lao-shang was my teacher or Pa-kao my friend. I was fundamentally transformed. At this moment the senses were identified, the spirit was concentrated. The eye became like the ear, the ear like the nose, and the nose like the mouth. Shapes dissolved, bones and flesh vanished. Where was I? Where did my steps lead me? I swayed indifferently like the wind, to the east or to the west, like a leaf from a branch. I was carried by the wind or was it I carrying the wind?” (quoted by M.).

The enlightened individual who manages to immerse himself in the real being of things to fully experience it perceives he is one with Being, one with the One-All. This is how a modern Zen teacher, Sokei-an Sasakì, reports his own enlightenment and what he learned from it.

“One day”, says Sasaki, I deleted all notions from my mind. I renounced all desires. I avoided all words with which I thought and I stayed in peace. I almost felt I was fainting, as if transported within something, or as if touching a power unknown to me... and shush! I entered.

“I lost the borderlines of my physical body. Of course I kept my skin, but I felt I was at the centre of the cosmos. I spoke, but my words had lost their meaning. I saw people moving towards me, but they were all the same man. They were all me. 

“I had never known this world. I thought I had been created, but now I was obliged to change my mind: I had never been created, I was the cosmos; no individual Mr. Sasaki existed” (quoted by Watts).

Already within the framework of Mahayana Buddhism the Gandavyuha Sutra expresses the idea of a particular ecstasy, in which the meditating person no longer abstracts himself from things to reabsorb himself in the pure Self, but instead immerses himself fully in the one totality of things themselves of which he attains omniscience. 

The Gandavyuha speaks of a fabulous Tower as tall as the sky where the Bodhisattvas live.

“Here live the sons of Buddha”, recites the Sutra, “who know well the number of all the earths of the past, the present and the future and who simultaneously perceive their birth and disappearance.

“Here live those who, disciplined in the life of Bodhisattva, have perfect knowledge of the life and vows of all Buddhas, and the various dispositions of all beings.

“In one single particle of dust one sees the entire ocean of lands, beings and kalpas [the great eras of the world], as numerous as all the particles of dust that exist, and this fusion occurs with no obstacle. 

“It is also true about all the particles of dust, of all lands, of all beings, of all kalpas, fused in all their multitude of appearances.

“Here in this abode, in harmony with the truth of non-birth, the Bodhisattvas reflect on the nature of the self of all things, on all lands, on the divisions of time, on kalpas, on those who are enlightened, who are detached from the idea of nature in itself.

“Although living here, they perceive that the principle of identity prevails in all beings, in all things, in all Buddhas, in all lands and in all vows” (Gandavyuha, quoted by D.T. Suzuki, 3rd volume ).

Here the Bodhisattvas achieve what the Mahayanist texts insist in calling omniscience (sarvajnata). The same do also the Buddhas according to the Mahayanist school of the Lokottaravadìns or “Asserters of Transcendence”. Analogous concepts appear in the philosophy of the Vijnavadins or “Asserters of Thought”. The ultimate objective of such perfect knowledge is tathata, the "being thus” of all realities, definable as an absolute Consciousness that includes all things, in which all things are resolved (see Filippani-Ronconi and Botto).

This motif was repeated in China by the T’ien T’ai school. To summarise the teachings with the words of Luciano Magrini, according to this school of thought the real being is not the visible universe: an impermanent appearance. Behind this multiform appearance there is hidden a unique reality, the only real reality, the permanent being. This one real unique being, that is the essence of the visible universe, the substratum of all forms, is usually called Tchenn-jou, the universal reality. This reality is the only permanent being, the only one that is an ‘I’.

This universal reality, or cosmic reality, is absolute, one, infinite, autonomous and unique. It is not born, it does not die, grow, diminish, it had no beginning and will have no end. 

All beings are one with Buddha, because they participate with him in Buddhity and also simultaneously in the being.

In Japan these concepts are adopted by an idealist school of thought, the Hosso, also known as Yuishiki (the Only Consciousness). This believes that “nothing exists beyond the omni-inclusive consciousness or storing consciousness”. This in Sanskrit was called Alaya-Vi]nana, and the followers of this movement are the aforementioned Vijnavadinas (Margiaria).
According to another Japanese philosophy called Kegon, every individual existence of the universe is the Reality. Hence every single thing is not seen as individual, but as the absolute Reality, containing within itself the whole universe. Hence even the tiniest grain of sand contains in itself the whole universe with all its potential. This school’s axiom is therefore: “One is All [beings], All [of them] is One” (Margiaria).

As previously mentioned, aspiring to omniscience rather than the extinction of nirvana is a motif that also appears in the Chinese sect, and later also in the Japanese one of the Buddhism of the Pure Land. The Buddha Amitabha (or Amida) has made a vow to save all beings welcoming them to a paradise called the Pure Land and situated in the extreme West. Here the saved souls end up in a sort of transfigured human life, in which the personality is not at all annulled, in which - let us say - a full humanism is fulfilled that has nothing to do with the extinction of nirvana.

Paraphrasing the title of the famous and enjoyable film “Heaven can wait”, one can really say that, in the Pure Land, Nirvana can wait. It seems that the blessed have no wish to enter it. In the Land of Amitabha the blessed have a slim body, not material but spiritual, not earthly but not properly celestial either, that is born and then grows with age and is transferred through space as if flying. There, there is no extinction of spirits for Nirvana since they will all be dispensed from the extinction of Nirvana.

The “glory” of this stated “will never be darkened”. It is, therefore, eternal, since the Pure Land will not be destroyed at the end of each "kalpa”, that is at the end of each cosmic era.

Omodeo-Salè specifies that, according to the Amidist faith in the Pure Land, one is exempt from rebirth for a series of never-ending cosmic eras; therefore not forever. However, psychologically it is the same thing. Like nirvana, rebirth too is postponed sine die. This means that since both fall in a shadowy area, neither one nor the other are any longer of interest.

In the Amidist paradise everyone will know exactly the history of his or her series of past existences. Everyone, will as he wishes, penetrate all things, the karma of all beings, the secrets of all hearts (Magrini).

Reflecting for a moment on the subject of Amidism and its greater appreciation of the empirical reality, one will observe that, once having spread to Japan, this sect was to emphasise its commitment in the world.

This is how Angelo Margiaria explains the psychological mechanism that leads to such results: moved by compassion, thanks to his grace the Buddha Amida saves every man who, trusting in him, invokes him; and therefore, remaining in this state within the Buddha Amida, the believer can spend his earthly life joyfully in serenity and in peace.

Hence his earthly existence, rather than addressed at achieving salvation, is understood as rendering incessant thanks to Amida. In its clear opposition to that escaping the world that characterises Indian Buddhism, in Japan, Amidism expresses such a joy for living and acting in the world, that this makes the sect more active and efficient that all other Japanese Buddhism. 

Finally one can also observe that, within Buddhism, a full adhesion to life and a strong commitment in facing its problems also characterise Zen. In fact, painting and architecture, the creation of gardens, the art of fighting, Judo, Kendo (fencing using bamboo poles), archery, the ceremony of serving tea, literature, music and the theatre all appear as closely linked to Zen.

To return to the subject of the omniscience achieved by the Bodhisattva, one could mention what is told in a well-known text: when he achieved enlightenment, Buddha Shakyamunì himself, at a certain moment “with the perfectly pure celestial eye, contemplated the whole world, that appeared to him as if reflected in an immaculate mirror” (Buddhacarita by Ashvaghosha, XIV, quoted in the Buddhist Scriptures, I, II, 12).

In an updated presentation of the philosophy of the Japanese sect Nichiren Shoshu, the leader of the Soka Gakkai, Daisaku Ikeda, stated that not only the Buddha Shakyamuni, but also anyone achieving the state of Buddha is also definable as Shohenchi, Myogyosoku and Sekenge. These, and other omitted here, are names attributed to Buddha. 

As Ikeda explains, Shohenchi means that the wisdom of Buddha [therefore of any man who has reached that level] includes all the things of the entire universe impartially and considers them with equal compassion.

As far as Myogyosoku is concerned, the classic definition is: he who sees the eternal truth clearly and follows its path with satisfaction. Ikeda also explains that the perception of eternal truth comes from real experience. The Buddha explores all spheres of life, penetrating the activities of human beings, society, culture, politics, economy and education. The Buddha knows why the didactic system does not work correctly or why land purchasing is so expensive.

Another name attributed to the Buddha is Sekenge. Definition: he who understands the ways of the world. The same author comments that this means that the Buddha is not a totally detached being, but a being who understands all the aspects of real life and knows how to solve real problems.

One should consult the passage of the Avatamsaka Sutra, which says that the fulfilled one, be he a Buddha or Bodhisattva, “living in omniscience, has penetrated the real nature of all things” (quoted by D. T. Suzuki, 2nd volume).

Suzuki observes that the knowledge contained in satori concerns something that is universal and simultaneously concerns the individual aspect of existence (ibidem). He also defines satori as the knowledge of an individual object and is also the knowledge of Reality that, if one may express oneself thus, is behind the object.

Elsewhere the same author observes that of course omniscience does not mean that the Buddha knows each single individual thing, but that he has grasped the basic principle of existence and is profoundly penetrated at the centre of his own being.

One must however observe that a certain kind of Buddhism no longer withdraws from life’s richness seen as mere illusion, as a mere disvalue, as a mere distracting element for those embarking along the path of truth and liberation. Here, on the contrary, the meditating person is instead attracted by the vision of such a differentiated multiplicity. This is a multiplicity to be contemplated in its unity, but certainly not in an abstract unity. What is to be contemplated is the relationship between things, that of their essences, an overall vision with really concrete contents. 

Tathata, the “thisness”, the “state of being thus” is perceived as the absolute Being, positive and luminous, in which the existing beings inter-penetrate and differences and relativities are annulled to compose the absolute.

Therefore, concludes Suzuki, this, which is also called dharvadhatu, is not a void filled with empty abstractions, but is saturated with individual and concrete realities (D.T. Suzuki., 3rd volume).

The Being on which all attention is concentrated is no longer reduced to pure Self, as in the Upanishads, in the monist Vedanta and in Raja Yoga. The Being on which all attention is concentrated is a very real and full One-All. Such a One-All seems assimilable to the Being-Consciousness of all things and all events that I identified with the second way of being of the Divinity.

As one can observe, Zen, and even before it Mahayana itself in general develop at a level that seems clearly differing from the Upanishads-Vedanta-Yoga current of thought. There are two very different types (and, I would prefer to say, two very different levels) of  spirituality, one projected towards an extreme wealth of real contents and the other towards a pure void, abstract, absolutely original and preceding all other determination.

Zen actually flourished in China and then in Japan, where spirituality is no longer that of escaping the world, but of lively interest and love for nature and more in general for existence. One can understand how a spirituality on the opposite kind can have its own ecstasies also of an opposite kind. Here the contents definable as empirical are no longer rejected, but rather positively accepted in the magnificence of their innumerable varieties.

Nonetheless, both the aspirations of Yoga, and those of Zen appears as equally valid, each at a different level, for the fulfilment of a more integrated awareness within the prospect of full implementation.

Here there is a divine plan, an essential dimension of the Divinity, and we are in debt not only to Parmenides and Spinoza and contemporary theories of physics, the parapsychology of clairvoyance for their explorations, but also to the mentioned spiritual experiences that occur in Zen and that before this were confirmed in certain documents of Mahayanist Buddhism.

This is a level at which all multiplicity is transcended, as is all temporality and all distinction and contraposition of values.

There is also in truth a different God’s level at which “his glory, by whose might all things are mov'd, / pierces the universe, and in one part / sheds more resplendence, elsewhere less”, as Dante says in the terzina with which the Paradise begins. Here God becomes multifarious, relative and temporal. Here God becomes present and incarnated. Here, to the extent of God’s relative presence, there is good, while the lack of good, in one with opposition to good and hence to God, is evil.

On the contrary, at the level of the One-All, all opposition is transcended and all is good. In the grandiose fresco of the All, evil consists in an ensemble of shadows that emphasise the light even more. In the eternal dimension of the One-All evil no longer exists, there is no longer neither multiplicity nor becoming, nor are there oppositions, all is transcended in sublime harmony.

It seems to me that Zen fully perceives the level of the One-All in its most essential characteristics. One must however specify and emphasise once again that the eternal Consciousness of the One-All is not the only divine level. Other forms of experience may show us God according to other different aspects and ways of being.

There is the experience of Indian spirituality expressed in the Upanishads and then in the Vedanta and in Yoga. Here God is in a way that, in the metaphysical sense, precedes to a certain degree His being One-All.

No reality is conceivable if not thought by a mind that gives it a meaning, a sense of being. I cannot conceive any reality that is not thought by someone: this is for me an extremely real feeling; it is an intuition that lights up in my spirit through an inner experience.

Hence I sense that the same One-All is also its own consciousness. It is Consciousness that has a content that is the All. It is a content to which the Consciousness adheres perfectly, to place it into being exactly as it is, in its total truthfulness beyond all appearances.

Now, not only in the human mind, but also in the Divinity itself, the Consciousness of all things comes after that Consciousness itself that in a certain way presupposes it.

Before really thinking a certain content of thought, or another, I am thought: I am the pure capability to think. Before doing one thing or another, I am myself at rest, in my pure potentiality. If I am capable of analysing myself, if I am capable of discovering the pure source of all my spirituality, then I am capable of rediscovering myself in my original transparency. This is what Yoga is addressed at together with other mental techniques for the search of the Self.

Hence God as abstract, potential and empty Consciousness certainly precedes God Himself as real consciousness with those determined contents.

The first of these two divine ways of being precedes the second in a sense that is obviously not temporal but metaphysical.

The God of the Yogis metaphysically precedes the God of philosophers. There is then however a third way of being of the divinity: the God of religious people, hence the God of religious experience.

Religious experience lives the absolute as a You, as a Subject that transcends us and with Whom we can establish a personal relationship.

This You is the Sacred, that can make itself manifest in many different ways. It can be identified with any Power to which one attributes a sort of personality.

Power is the River that one invokes before swimming across it. Power is the vital spirit that matures the wheat. Power is the genius of the arrow addressed by the warrior that it may hit the enemy.

Power is the genius of the animal species one hunts: it is best to tell him that one is obliged to kill those animals only so as to survive and that one does this in the most respectful and discreet way possible, so that the spirit will understand and not look for revenge, and, on the contrary, be favourable. 

Powers are also the mountains, the marshes and the sea. And also above all the sky, which provides the fecund rains but also unchains tempests. Among all the realities, the Sky appears to be the most transcendent, mysterious and original. At all latitudes within the most different religious traditions, the Sky is identified with the supreme Being who implemented or at least started the creation of the universe. It is deepening of the religious experience that leads human beings to the intuition of the original Sacredness. This is mostly identified with the supreme celestial Being: a profounder knowledge of the nature of this Beings ends up by seeing there a One Creator God in the strongest sense of monotheism. 

One therefore discovers that such a God is the creator in the original sense: He puts into being all reality from nothingness, without resorting to any pre-existing matter. He is the perfecting creator: hence He does not leave the creation incomplete, but leads it to its fulfilment, to perfection, to the fullness of being. Perceived in such a manner, the creation is a process that will achieve its ultimate objective at the end of time. 

The idea of a God creator in this strong sense, original and perfecting, achieves its full coherence in the idea of the incarnation. God creates the cosmos and humankind, not only, but, so as to render this creation complete, effective, real and perfect, he even incarnates himself; He makes himself man. And then, in redeeming and assuming the corporeity of humankind, God becomes cosmos as well: God assumes also that cosmos in which humankind’s corporeity is prolonged and continued.

What does God’s incarnation in humankind really mean? It is the full implementation of that process according to which any man can be transformed into a God’s man. The model is the saint, the mystic, the man who has removed from himself all egoism and egocentrism, to be filled with God, to become God’s vehicle, God’s angel on this earth.

The angel announces God, reveals Him, speaks in His name, is His messenger” as the Greek etymology of ánghelos indicates. He is His bearer and assistant.

The angel is a presence of God. It is God Himself in action. Through a man made angel God will powerfully and personally make Himself manifest.

Not only can a man perform an angelic function and mission, but any creature can do the same by becoming the vehicle for divine action in the world through time, through evolution and through history.

God is eternal and immutable. How can His presence, His action become multiple and temporal if not through a spreading of divine energies? When the creature becomes the vehicle for these energies, and to the extent that it does this, the creature become one of the modalities of the divine presence, acting everywhere in many different situations.

In becoming God’s angel, man incarnates God Himself. And, in the end, perfect incarnation of the divine in the human is the deification (théosis) of man.

Really perfect humankind would fuse as one with God, although the multiplicity of human subjects would remain: God would literally, as expressed by Saint Paul, be  “everything in everyone”.

Perfect humankind would be fulfilling the perfection of sanctity, That is the adhesion to divine will, and also the perfection of humanism. Human creativity would in God reach its highest level. In God humankind would become also omnipotent and omniscient. The human mind could contemplate all that is created by divine Consciousness. There are many and various phenomena that seem different, and yet convergent, that can be considered anticipations of this perfect and ultimate level of God’s incarnation as a man. Beliefs concerning the descent of God, or of a minor god, in the personality of a man can be considered imperfect and yet significant outlines of the idea of such a full and absolute incarnation. Let us look at a few examples.

In the most diverse religious contexts often recurs the idea of a divinity descending occasionally and temporally on a human individual. The fact in which such an idea appears to be expressed, both experienced by the subject or observed from the exterior, can assume the aspects of a phenomenon of possession.

There is also the belief that a divinity can assume the form of an animal (theriomorphism, totemism).

There are beliefs that a divinity can elect as his vehicle, occasionally and temporally or even permanently, not only a saint, but also a shaman or a tribal leader, a prophet or a messiah, a sovereign (the sacred king), a buddha or a bodhisattva, a “hidden imam”, a guru or spiritual teacher, a priest (for the period of time of a sacrificial act), or even the victim of a sacrifice, an idol, a sacred object or sacred ritual.

But was not the adjective “divine” perhaps also attributed in all spontaneity to a great artist (“the divine Michelangelo”) or poet (“the divine Poet”, as Dante is commonly called), or also a genius of science (“the divine Leonardo”), to a supreme representative of humanism? Does this not also express the idea that perhaps not only the religious person pursuing sanctity, but the humanist involved in the sciences and the arts also imitates God and tends to divine perfection?

In religious experience God is perceived not only as the creator of all beings, but also as the source of all that has value. Religious experience results in perceiving God’s expression in every value, to the extent that this is an authentic and elevated value.

As far as it is concerned, an in-depth humanist experience, until it loses the sense of its divine Source, acknowledges this as the Source of all human values. It acknowledges that all those committed to pursue human values draw inspiration and energies from the divine Spirit.

Thus, in parallel, a profound religious experience is revealed as also being an experience of how much God is present and active in all forms of humanism. In this way, humanism is confirmed the continuation of divine creativity, an imitation of God, cooperation that humankind offers the divinity.

God is the Saint par excellance: hence the saint imitates God.

But God is also the Supreme Artist of the creation; hence all artists, architects, sculptors, painters, musicians and poets, in some way imitate God.

The Divinity is omniscient: in this sense scientists, philosophers and historians imitate It.

The Divinity is omnipotent: imitated by the creators of technological work, all those who tend to transform and mould matter, also those who work on themselves using all sort of psychic techniques to achieve domination over themselves intimately and at the various different levels of their being.

In His most original way of being, God is pure Self, contemplating Himself in his pure potentiality, transparency and abstractness from all content.

There is then, within the Divinity, a way of being that is less original than that, a way of being that derives from that, according to which God is not only pure self-contemplating spiritual Subject, but also the universal, eternal, absolute Consciousness that contemplates all things.

This original and first way of being can be assimilated to the Hindu’s Brahman or to Plotinus’ One, or to the Father, the First Person of the Christian Trinity. God as absolute Consciousness can instead be compared to the divine Logos, or Word, or Intellect, hence to the second Person that Plotinus call the Nous and Christian theologians call the Son.

Finally, there is the Divinity’s third way of being,  which is God as the creator. This way of being is comparable to the third Person of the Christian Trinity, the Holy  Spirit. In Plotinus’ Trinity it is called the Soul of the World.

This way of being of the Divinity, as defined in Western thought, can be also seen in Hinduism in the figure of Shakti. Shakti, or the supreme God’s Bride, is one with the modality of God’s creative action outside Himself, in things. While the original God is immersed in the ecstatic contemplation of himself, his Bride dances around Him giving life to the forms of the creation.

In his absoluteness, God is totally fulfilled, totally self-sufficient and perfect. But He creates the universe, and the creation is a process that continues through evolution and history: a process currently certainly not completed and still far from being fulfilled.

Creating means giving space to creatures, that they may develop alone. Creatures are not puppets moved from above: they are alive and autonomous. As he creates, God restricts himself.

It is up to creatures to cooperate with God that His will may be done and His Kingdom may come. Such cooperation however may be lacking. The will of creatures can be addressed in the opposite direction, at sin, that is at egoism, egocentrism, disowning the Creator, at a vain claim to do things alone and almost to create themselves. In this case God’s presence is limited, not only, it is denied, ignored and even crucified and killed.

God can be limited and offended: of course not God Himself in His absoluteness, but His presence here in the world among us.

Since God not only creates the universe but is also incarnated within it, there is also another way of His being: so to say, a fourth one. The Divinity is incarnated in every “man of God”. It is incarnated in a very particular way in the “Son of God” Jesus Christ and, through him in all his disciples. But, in a broader and more germinal sense, one can say that God is incarnated in every man.

This presence of God in every man means that all human beings are in communion with each other: all united to God; and, in some way, all united in the Christ, who is the central point of the divine presence in this world and in history.

Paraphrasing a little the evangelical text by Matthew (chapter 25), we can attribute the following words to Christ: “Every time you have given food or water to the smallest of my brothers, every time you have welcomed and dressed him and visited him in hospital or in prison, you have done this to me”.

This means that between each human being and Christ there is communion and an intimate vital lymph circulates. Each human being participates in Christ; each human being is, in a way, Christ.

He who assists a man, assists God Himself. We are called upon to be not only God’s assistants, but also helpers, Samaritans.

One of the greatest Samaritans of all times was certainly Saint Camillo De Lellis, who worked in Rome in the second half of the 16th Century and the beginning of the 17th and here he founded the religious order of the Ministers of the Infirm. In the sick he saw the presence of Jesus Christ. In his eyes the sick were Jesus. It was precisely in this spirit that saint Camillo served the sick as his masters and in a certain sense he adored them as his God.

An important superior had summoned him while he was serving a sick man. He sent a message, saying he would come as soon as he had finished what he was doing and that he could not interrupt: “Tell the Monsignor I am busy with Jesus Christ”.

In the hospital of the Holy Spirit there was a man who was devastated by lupus. Totally disfigured, his smell was unbearable and he caused unbearable disgust. But the saint ran to him, fed him, washed him and assisted him in all possible ways embracing and cuddling him like a mother with a child: “This is my Lord”, he would say, “whom I serve with ardour and joy”. And finally he said: “May God be praised that I served His Divine Majesty”.

Those who become the Samaritans of the incarnate and crucified God establish a relationship of communion with this special way of being of God. Being in communion with the crucified God means suffering and crying with Him; it is reliving his passion.

But the God incarnate does not only suffer in the man Jesus, in the anguish of  Gethsemane, the arrest, the interrogations, flagellations, the cruel and dishonourable crucifixion, the desolation of abandonment, the consummatum est.

The God incarnate also suffers in all Jesus Christ’s limbs; in all human beings. He suffers in each person who is hungry or thirsty for both material and spiritual nourishment. He suffers in the sick, in prisoners, in those tortured, oppressed, in those offended and humiliated. He suffers in those alienated and frustrated, in the desperate and the lonely; in those imprisoned within themselves, within their own vices, their own obsessions, immaturity and madness.

Jesus without sin is crucified in every sinner. Jesus is crucified in every man and, as Pascal says, he remains on the Cross until the end of the world.

At this point let us return to the subject for a final synthesis.

Relationship we humans have with God’s original way of being: contemplating the original self-transparency of the pure Self we identify with God the Father, the first Person of the Trinity; we become one with the Brahman in that supreme ecstasy of the samadhi pursued by yogis.

Humankind’s relationship with God’s second way of being: together with the God Logos and eternal Consciousness (the second Person) we become aware of and contemplate all that has been and is, thereby imitating the Divinity, pursuing its omniscience.

Our relationship with the Divinity’s third way of being, which corresponds to the third Person: with God the Creator one is in communion in all forms of creative, artistic, technological commitment addressed at dominating matter and transforming the world, making it better and more beautiful.

Our relationship with yet another divine way of being, with the God incarnate: leaving aside all our egoism and ambitions and personal projects, we can finally incarnate God, thus we become only and nothing more than the vehicles of His presence.

Living with God through each and every day, being with Him, in Him at all levels; imitating God, helping Him and supporting Him, becoming transparent to make Him manifest, extending His actions, this is God’s men and women’s only objective. It is what God’s men and woman wish for and yearn for above all. It is their acting and also their resting. Here we really find ourselves. Here there is the real essence, the perfection and happiness of each of us.
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