The Texts of the Convivium

THE HUMBLE CONCEPT THE CHRISTIAN SAINT HAS OF HIMSELF 

AND THE VERY HIGH ONE THE YOGI HAS:

A CONTRADICTION?

The Yoga masters present themselves more or less as men fulfilled. They frequently accept being called by highly honorific names, and using them as prefixes or suffixes of their own names. 

Here are a few: Śrī (roughly means “divine”, applicable to a god, Śrī Rāma, Śrī Durgā, but also to an illustrious spiritual master, Śrī Ramakrishna, Śrī Yukteswar); Mahātma (“great soul”), attributed to the father of present-day India Mahatma Gandhi; Mahārshi (“great prophet”), attributed to he who is commonly called Ramana Maharshi; Swāmī (“dominator of his own passions”), a title placed before the mane of the ascetics belonging to a certain order, of Shivaitic origin, reformed by Shankara; Paramhansa (“very high swan”), is the title conferred to Yogananda by his master and placed before his name by him, also in signing himself Paramhansa Yogananda. 

The title itself of guru, spiritual master, in the Sanskrit root gur, rise up, precisely expresses the idea of height. Finally, what can we say about the title gurudeva, “divine master”, usual vocative with which the chelas, disciples address the guru, without the slightest playing down of the compliment on his part?

Also the Christians awarded with particular dignity let themselves be called "Holiness", “Eminence”, “Excellency”, “Reverend” etc., although with the sagacity of immediately adding a profession of indignity, as if to say: “I am indeed holy, eminent, excellent, reverend, but only because of my charge, for my institutional status, of which I am personally unworthy”. 

Jesus even forbade his own from calling him “master”, “father” or “instructor"; but perhaps it was asking too much of he who, being the "greatest" out of his disciples, would not have been content with only defining himself as their “servant” (cp. Mt 23, 8-11). It is what is only used amongst the Franciscans, where the head is commonly called “minister”, which means “servant” of the community and nothing more, even if also this word has ended up taking off to reach levels of Excellency!

It is nevertheless in the style of the good Christian to consider oneself “servant”, or rather “unworthy servant” (cp. Lk 17, 10), and “sinner” (Lk 18, 13-14). The insignificant Christians are those who are more inclined to self justifying themselves, to set their conscience at rest, imitating the Pharisee of the parable (Lk 18, 11-12); whereas the saints, the more saintly they are the more they say to be and the more they are intimately persuaded to being sinners. And definitely not because they sin more than anybody else! 

Here we have the prophet Isaiah, who, in the presence of God on His throne surrounded by His court of seraphs, bursts out dismayed with the words: “Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts” (Isa 6, 5). 

Then we have the apostle Peter, who, astonished at the sight of the miraculous catch of fish, threw himself down on his knees at Jesus' feet exclaiming: “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord!” (Lk 5, 8). 

St. Pier Damiani (cen. XI), who Dante meets in Paradise (c. XXI), calls himself Peter the Sinner. 

Certain written accounts about St. Gemma Galgani have particularly struck me and likewise that which her confessor Father Germano of Saint Stanislaus, Passionist, refers about her. Furthermore, also the Giornale dell’Anima (Diary of the Soul) of the clergyman and then priest and bishop Angelo Giuseppe Roncalli, future Pope John XXIII, also destined to the honours of the altars. 

As far as st. Gemma is concerned, I would like to relate nothing else but a testimony made by Father Germano, regarding this subject: “Her defects, and those she called her great sins, were certainly not wilful in her; on the contrary she would have gone through fire and water before deliberately welcoming what could even be only the shadow of venial sin. 

“‘I do not want to commit them, she used to say, but I am so wicked. I apply myself not to sinning; but no matter how much I try, I always fall back into doing so. The worst thing is that I don't even realise when I sin. I only realise after I have committed them, Jesus knows that I would not commit them’. 

“In spite of this, in the tribunal of penance, she did not know how to distinguish between voluntary and involuntary shortcoming: and with an eloquence that would have deceived the most experienced confessors, she declared herself to being guilty in everything”. 

The question is that “Gemma wanted to become a saint at all costs… She only lived for this one yearning, to make herself similar to her Jesus, with a faultless and saintly life. It was therefore to be expected that the young woman should place her hands on the means which lead to what she longed for, in other words to mortification”. 
The assiduous practice of mortification led Gemma to a perfect control of her own ego. She was so determined to overcome her own nature, that every relapse, although involuntary, led her, as we have seen, to feeling and to confessing to being seriously guilty and a sinner. 

Angelo Giuseppe Roncalli nourished similar inspirations at least ever since his childhood, as is well pointed out by the spiritual exercise books he started to compile in the seminar at the age of fourteen. 

“I have to convince myself of this great truth”, the very young seminarist noted: “From me, the clergyman Angelo Roncalli, Jesus does not only want a mediocre but a supreme virtue; he will not be happy with me until I become, or at least study to be and do everything in my power to become a saint. Many and great are the graces he has given me for this purpose”. 

Nevertheless, despite the fact that Roncalli's life in every epoch had always been profoundly devoted as well as being faultless, he had started and continued to address himself with mournful reproach for not being able to maintain himself equal to the gifts received and the formulated aims: “…It is always so as far as I am concerned. If one looks at me superficially, in general, one may say that there is nothing wrong with me, but if I consider myself in relation to what I should do and to the graces the Lord has given me, I am ashamed of myself and I have to confess I am a great sinner”. 

As a matter of fact, an ascetic Christian worthy of this name cannot but suffer, he cannot but accuse himself of every minimum act in which his will does not fully prove to be one hundred percent conformable to the religious ideal: to that which appears to be the divine will. The bad grass of egoism should be cut relentlessly right down to the roots. It is the perfectionism of saints! 

If Yogananda signed himself as Paramhansa Yogananda, no saint has ever signed himself as, for example, Saint Philip Neri, and neither have they ever introduced themselves with a “May I introduce myself? Saint Camillo De Lellis”). Apart from these facetious words, apart this rather light-hearted observation which I propose with all due respect, I think that there should nevertheless be a difference between the two situations. No Christian saint would ever call a yogi conceited, and no yogi would ever tell a Christian saint to avoid worrying so much and keep his spirits up. 

Such a saint declares, not because of false humbleness but because he is firmly convinced of it, “I am a sinner”; whereas the yogi says “I am fulfilled”. Is there a contradiction? I would say: first of all there is a different manner, in one and the other, of considering one's own ego. 

To the question “What am I?” the Christian answers, in substance: “I am this personality; I am this soul in a body, which, in all its imperfection it reveals, indeed leaves a lot to be desired. May God have mercy on me and come to my aid, because I can do nothing without his help”. 

On the contrary, the yogi would answer: “My real ego is not this personality, it is not the individual soul, the empirical self, the jīva or jīvātman; but it is the eternal and divine principle, the universal self, the Paramātman or Brahman. The personality is māyā, it is illusion. In the true sense I am not my personality, but the divine principle that dwells within it. Therefore, in the true and essential sense, I am God”. 

The yogi acknowledges himself as a God: a God whom he does not conceive in a full and strong sense like the Creator, but in a more abstract and purified sense like the Self. It concerns a Self that is still inactive and devoid of any concrete thoughts, which in a non-temporal but metaphysical sense precedes any own possible manifestation. 

Only this pure Self is real. All the rest is illusory, including the dimension of the personal and creator God. Our being, what we really are, is the pure Self. Nothing else, in the true sense, exists. 

This current of Hindu spirituality that takes place through the Upanishads, the Vedanta and the Yoga discovers the Self, it reveals its divinity and affirms that man is fulfilled to his utmost by identifying himself with the Self. 

In certain mystical experiences, the Self manifests itself in such splendour that every other reality fades away in comparison. Nothing else exists any longer in the eyes of the ascetic, nothing else has any more value. 

He is increasingly more determined to aim at the Self, to become a one and only being with the Self, also in progress and permanently. In order to encourage himself increasingly better, he undervalues the empirical realities, he makes an effort to see them as imaginary and inexistent. He therefore underestimates the long ordeal and the torment that the attempt of neutralising all that which obstructs his own fulfilment in the Self will cost him. 

Whoever puts himself to work in the pursuit of any goal first of all plucks up courage undervaluing the journey's length and difficulty and almost imagining already being on the home straight. The yogi also does this, by imagining and confirming to himself all the more that the māyā that still surrounds him is not a dense forest where one has to hack away at the undergrowth in order to find one's way step at a time, but a mass of clouds that is almost ready to be dispersed. 

A further self encouragement which the yogi gives to himself is the strengthening in himself of the idea that he is close to supreme realisation. In this way he avoids defining himself a sinner; and, on the contrary, grants himself more easily titles which express the high level of realisation that he knows or presumes to have reached.

The Christian saint encourages himself in a different manner, because he starts from different premises. As far as he is concerned, God is not simply the pure Self, but a much more complex personality, divided up into a plurality of dimensions or levels. This is why theologians talk of a God who is three persons in one.

God as the pure Self can be identified with the First Person of the Trinity: with the Father of Christians, or with the One of the Neo-Platonists; however, saying this is far from fully exhausting the subject of a Divinity, which turns out to be - so to speak - much denser in a metaphysical sense, just in its dividing Itself up into two other Persons. 

Of these two other dimensions of the Divinity, the Son is the universal, eternal absolute Consciousness which gives a sense of being to all things and to all events on a level where those which we call present past and future are contemporaneous and coeternal: pages of the great Book of Being which follow one another and yet exist all together. 

A third dimension of God is the Holy Spirit, which acts in space and time and in the countless variety of situations. It is like the “The Glory of the One who moves all things / permeates the universe but glows / in one part more and one part less”, as the first tercet of Dantean Paradise reads. The divine presence is concentrated where there are values and where saintliness flourishes; and it is the principle inspirator, mover and generator of all this, of every reality and happening. 

It would also be useful to emphasise that, in the Christian vision, all three divine Persons are of the same dignity and consistency. There is no longer, as in the Indian thought, a God creator who, in comparison to Brahman, with the pure divine Self, can appear to be a kind of Under-God that is tendentially unreal, illusory and nevertheless subordinate. 

This strong God of Christianity places His creatures into being, and, among all creatures, human beings. Furthermore, it is clear that, despite the enormous difference there is between us and God, in an analogous manner to Him, also every man or woman is a personality irreducible to the only and abstract pure Self: it is a complex and real personality at all levels. 

Here man perceives himself integrally as a person, and also has a strong sense of God. He perceives that God is, indeed, present in his own heart of hearts, but at the same time - so to speak - transcends him from his heart of hearts in infinite measures. When he measures the distance that separates him from God, the religious Christian finds himself before an unbridgeable gulf and is daunted. 

The opposite to such a God who is the perfect Being, is man's personality which proves to be imperfect and insufficient. The better the Christian saint knows himself, the more he acknowledges himself as being imperfect, incapable of fulfilling himself on his own by only using his own strengths, needy of divine help. 

He becomes increasingly aware of all his own poverty and misery, and turns to divine mercy in an attitude of supplication that can only be compared to that of a beggar. 

One should notice the presence of a similar attitude in the heart itself of Hindu spirituality: precisely in the devotional religiousness.

Of the Hindu spirituality, we westerners above all know the current of the Upanishads-Vedanta-Yoga, whereas the devotional religiousness remains somewhat in the shadows as far as we are concerned. For this reason it would be useful to report the full religious cantos where some mystics express a clear and strong sense of sin. I will follow a more logical rather than chronological order. 

Appar (VIII century) confesses: “Wicked, wicked is my entire race, / wicked are all my qualities. / I am only great in my sin / even my good is evil; my profound ego is wicked, foolish, / and avoids purity. / I am not a beast, but nor am I able of / avoiding the ways of beasts. / I can urge using strong words, / telling men what they should hate; / and yet I can never make any gifts; / I only know how to beg for them. / Ah, wretched man that I am, / what was I born for?” 

Pattinattar, who lived in the X century, abundantly lists his own sins: “The sin of ignorance, / the sin of thoughtlessness, / the sin of not having followed You / in the heart that melts, / the sin of not having meditated on You, / the sin of not having prayed and worshipped You, oh supreme Almighty, / forgive me for everything, forgive all my sins!

“The sins of the word, the sins of thought, / the mortal sins of my actions, / the sins of sight, / the sins of doubt on the Scriptures, / forgive, oh supreme Lord, all my sins!” 

Tukaram, a great saint poet closer to us in time, well aware of human vileness, fully commits himself to God: “I have made no action, / I have thought no thought / if not as your servant; I am nothing. / Take care of me, oh God, and control / the turmoil of my soul without peace. / And lay not the blame on me / for my iniquity. / My countless sins, I, Tukā, say, / on your heart full of love I rest”. 

Once again Tukaram: “As a beggar, / I stand at your door imploring: / give me alms, oh God, / love of your loving hand. / Spare me the barren task / of coming, and coming for nothing. / The wretched Tukā yearns for a gift, / that is not deserved, not purchased”. 

Mānikkavācakar, of a much more distant age (IX century), acknowledges he is nothing, and at the same time the admirable power of the divine Love: 

“I know You, / the most insignificant of men, / I consider myself a useless dog. / Nevertheless, oh Lord, I dare to say: / I am your beloved! / Although I were such [dog], / You made me yours. 

“O what a miracle! / Tell me, does anything of the kind exist? / He made me / the servant of his loving saints; / He took away my fear: / spreading ambrosia that came to me / and liquefied my soul, / he made me all his in love… / I am no longer anyone's servant; / I fear nobody! / We have arrived to the end”. 

Once again Mānikkavācakar: “I am unreal! My heart is unreal! / My devotion is unreal! / Sinner like me, / I can reach You / only if I cry for You! / Oh sweet Lord! Oh honey! / Oh clear sugar cane! / Be gracious so that I may reach You! 

“To me, dog, he made me see things that had never been seen before, / hear things that had never been heard before; / and preserving me from the future rebirth, / he made me all His. / Such great miracle / has the Lord performed in me! 

“Devoid of love for Him, I lived; / I know Him and He also knows it! / Despite all this, He made me His: / all men of the earth / will see it and know. / He appeared to me, / all revealed in his grace, / He alone is the King of my being”. 

At this point we can make a rather clear distinction: we will place the Raja Yoga on one side (Royal Yoga or the search of the Self); on the other side the Bhakti Yoga, in other words, the devotional Yoga and the entire religious devotion that flourishes not only in the Hindu ambit, but also amongst the Israelites, the Christians and the Muslims. 

Well, this leads one to thinking that both these currents experience the divine, but under two different aspects, on two different levels. Therefore, there is no contradiction, but a complementarity. 

It is a complemenarity that is waiting to be themed in stricter and more detailed terms, for a better synthesis. 

It is nevertheless, a complementarity that has been well acknowledged and experienced in the Hindu spirituality ever since time can remember. 

It is the gift that we westerners and we monotheists of the Jewish-Christianity-Muslim line can well accept from the equally long, and even more complex tradition of India. 

It is a precious gift, from which our spirituality itself is certainly destined to obtain the greatest wealth. 

