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INDIAN SPIRITUALITY

by

Prabhu Guptara

(published by Grove Books, UK, 1984 but now out of print)

INTRODUCTION

Spirituality is notoriously difficult to define. Indian spirituality, supposedly going back perhaps 4,500 years, and covering what is now a population of over one billion people, cannot be easily discussed even in several volumes. 

This slim booklet can therefore hope to provide no more than the merest outline of an approach to this vast field. However, even that may be useful, if only because an objective approach to the field as a whole has not been outlined so far. 

There are, course, numerous histories of Indian philosophy, and a few recent attempts at histories of esoteric Indian practices such as yoga and tantra. Students of Indian religions tend to use such terms as yoga in a rather loose way, and assemblages of individually correct facts suffer without an overall context in which they may be placed.  This booklet aims, then, to provide the first historical approach to the development of Indian religion, philosophy and spirituality.

The usefulness of this booklet will be diminished without an appreciation of two factors: first, the intended reader of the booklet, and second, the assumptions of the writer. The first matter is simple. This booklet is meant for Western readers who, while not necessarily Christians, are nevertheless acquainted with the basic tenets of Christianity. As for the second matter, I write as a Hindu. That is to say, I write as someone who has grown up in, and as someone who consciously (though not uncritically) accepts, Indian cultural and social values.

I am, then, not a Christian. Indeed, so far as I can see, Christianity has been (and is) the greatest single obstacle to the communication of the message of Jesus. I have great respect for some individual Christians whom I have met, and find much to admire in and learn from the history and traditions (Western and Eastern) of Christianity. But that does not alter my perception of the nature and effects of Christianity as an institutionalised whole, though it is of course divided into compartments, some of which are more admirable than others. Not all Hindus are "religious", or interested in matters which are generally described as 'spiritual'. Those who have such interests often pursue them under the guidance of a guru. This word has varying meanings in different Indian religious traditions, ranging 

from that of a god- or saviour-figure, to that of a mere teacher in the Western sense. I acknowledge as my guru Jesus of Nazareth, the Christ, the Lord.

This is not the place to go into the question of why I accept Jesus, rather than anyone else, as my guru-though this booklet may indicate some of the reasons. For the moment, let it merely be stated that I am a convinced critic of Christianity and, as far as in me lies, a disciple of Jesus.

This position is somewhat unusual in the West, but it is not unusual in India, where there are many individual Hindus who follow Jesus. Hindu followers of Jesus are also found in groups. Perhaps the best known of these is that around Subba Rao in Munipalli, Andhra Pradesh, South India.

What qualifies someone to be properly described as a follower of Jesus? Clearly, it is futile for me, and indeed for any individual other than the Guru himself, to describe the conditions. He put it this way: 'If anyone would be my disciple, let him deny himself, and take up his cross and follow me' (Matt. 16.24). There are two elements here. First, the denying of self. In some Indian traditions, this is taken to mean the attempt to transcend or extinguish all that makes one an individual, in the belief that one's sense of individuation is the source of all spiritual ignorance as well as of suffering. In popular parlance, 'denying oneself' is understood to mean a restriction upon minor vices, for example during lent, while 'cross' is popularly understood to mean any undeserved or apparently unchangeable suffering (cancer, a nagging wife, a crotchety old relative).

So far as I can understand Jesus, however, denying oneself and taking up one's cross amounts to saying a radical 'No' to oneself. It is the acceptance of a continual effort to learn to overcome the self-seeking nature with which I, like every one else in this fallen world, was born. It is the effort to allow God rather than my self to rule my life. This involves a willingness to question continually one's whole background, upbringing, values, and lifestyle, in the light that one receives from Jesus. (I do not find that such questioning is, or has ever been, a mark of Christianity.) Only after such a radical 'No' to oneself can one begin to comprehend the full force of what is involved in the positive 'follow me'. To follow Jesus is to walk in his steps, to sit where he sits, to stand where he stands. It is to struggle to internalize the mental, social, psychological, and spiritual categories, 

indeed the very life of Jesus, as one's own.

Clearly. it is not impossible for a Christian to be a follower of Jesus. But the number of Christians who are followers or disciples of Jesus is not, so far as I can see, very large. It is not entirely unlikely that there are as many followers of Jesus among the billion or so Hindus in the world, as there are among Christians. A very good discussion of people with and without Christ (non-Christian and Christian) is to be found in Sadhu Sundar Singh's little booklet, With and Without Christ (Christian Literature Society, Madras, India, 1969). See also the chapter on 'Hindu Christianity?', as well as the section on K. M. Banerjea (pp.280-287) in Robin Boyd, An Introduction to Indian Christian Theology (also C.LS.. Madras, 1969).

1. HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES

An evolutionary model of the development of religion in the world seems common in Western academic circles. This sees religion evolving from animism and pantheism, to polytheism and, finally, monotheism. 

In contrast to this, Indian religion seems to have been originally monotheistic, and to have then degenerated into polytheism and animism - which exist in uneasy counterpoint to the non-dualism of Vedanta philosophy which is generally considered in the West to be the acme of Indian thought.

The history of Indian spirituality has been viewed as a struggle between two streams, the Brahminic and the Sramanic. The Brahminic is the priestly stream of 'established' temple religion, whereas the Sramanic (literally, 'by self-effort') stream has been free-booting, disorganized, and, at least initially, skeptical.

This is, as you might suspect, entirely too simplistic and schematic a view. For example, this does not take into account the tradition of Tantra, which involves the direct worship of evil spirits, and which most Indians regard with fascination, horror and disgust.  Further, we do not know much about the religion of the earliest inhabitants of India. We do not even know if they were the Dravidians, who now largely inhabit Southern India, or if they were the groups of people now called tribal, who form some seven per cent of the population and are scattered among the forests, hill tracts, and semi-desert areas of the country. Indian tribal religions may retain some memory of a possibly original monotheism, but are generally marked by pantheistic or animistic idolatrous worship of strictly local deities. In recent years, the picture of tribal religion has been modified by 'Hindu', Muslim, Christian, Sikh, Buddhist, and possibly other missionary activity. Dravidian religion too may retain traces of a possibly original monotheism, but it too is largely characterized today by the worship of idols or icons, though these are distinguished from the more local deities of the tribal peoples by the larger (and occasionally universal) significance of Dravidian deities (for an interesting discussion of all this, from the perspective that Dravidians are the original inhabitants of India, do 

an Internet search for "Dr. D. Devakala".

With the religion of the Aryan invaders who largely settled North India we may be on slightly surer ground, for the Aryan scriptures (the Vedas) provide clear evidence of a monotheistic conception of God, as well as of deities of a peculiarly universal variety - e.g. of the wind, and of the dawn. The most interesting thing about Vedic religion is its prescription of a whole system of sacrifices, curiously parallel to that of the Old Testament in the Bible.

It is tempting to theorize that we have here a possible pattern to fill out that described by St. Paul in the Letter to the Romans 1.19-23.  That is to say: an original monotheism, a degeneration into the 'large' diffuse personifications such as of the dawn, and finally the localization of deities in human, animal, vegetable, inanimate, or 'divine' forms.

Enough of theories. Let us turn now to the facts.

2.  TOWARDS A CHRONOLOGICAL OUTLINE OF THE DEVELOPMENT OF INDIAN RELIGIONS

It is clear that with the coming of the dominant Aryans, their religion held sway. The Vedic sacrificial system continued intact till the Emperor Ashoka encouraged by financial endowment, by violence and by diplomacy the spread of the reformist religion of Buddhism from the time of his conversion in about 260 B.C. It must be made clear that there were other, as well as earlier, individual and organized attempts to revolt against the power of the brahmin priesthood, probably because of the great wealth and power they commanded: as brahmins they were at the top of the four castes of Aryan society (non-Aryans were of course considered 'outcaste' or untouchable), and brahmins were considered superior even to the ruling or warrior caste of kshatriyas. The brahmins were the only properly educated caste, responsible for instructing the kshatiryas in the rudiments of reading, writing, and arithmetic, which were of course essential to the ability to rule. The brahmins had the power, usual to priests in all communities, to influence the conduct and timing of economic activity, matrimonial alliances, warfare, and intrigue. They lived on the charity of their people, which meant that they could amass what they received as fees for sacrifices and other rituals. Brahmins were often, therefore, more powerful than the king and more rich than the third (vaishya) caste of businessmen and professionals. With what might be called the 'priestification' of Indian religion, it degenerated from a religion of faith to a religion of works, from one of spiritual power to one of mere organization. In the first stage of Indian religion, the focus had been on God and on the sacrifices. ( Possibly, in an intermediate stage, the focus had been on the gods and the sacrifices.) In the next stage, Indian religion focused on the priests who performed the sacrifices.

The third stage (of revolt against the priesthood) had been brewing for some time with munis, rishis, Jains and other independent ascetics each propagating his own brand of spirituality. This Sramanic stream may go back a long way, but it did not succeed in challenging the hegemony of the brahminic stream, except where the administrative (kshatriya) or professional (vaishya) caste supported the Sramanics for political reasons. Seen in this context, Ashoka's conversion to Buddhism may have been, at least in part, a clever but not unprecedented move to free himself 

from the influence of overbearing priests (brahmins).

At this stage. then, the Sramanic stream (Buddhist, Jain and other) had this much in common: it was anti-clerical. It stood not merely against the priests, but against everything for which they stood - principally the notion of God (or the gods) as a Being (or as beings), and the attendant notion of sacrifice.  Ashoka's patronage meant that the once-despised but now-growing Sramanic stream rapidly became much more popular than the previously-established Brahminic stream, quickly acquiring endowments, monasteries, and esteem.

(It must not be thought that any of these 'stages' of Indian religion have disappeared entirely. Polytheistic sacrifice, for example, still survives in parts of Bengal and Rajasthan, as well as in Nepal.)
However, this third stage was not to last. The seeds of the collapse of popular support for Buddhism, and to a lesser extent for Jainism, were contained in their own rapid expansion in numbers without a corresponding maintenance of quality. The philosophical tendencies of Jainism and Buddhism meant the sustained growth of Indian philosophy for the first time. However, whether as a compensatory move so as not to lose the average Indian, or as sheer inevitable process whenever an alien value-system is being accepted, both Jainism and Buddhism made increasing concessions to earlier ideas and practices, so that what was in effect a priestly class, complete with god-figures, emerged in both Jainism and Buddhism.

With the death of Ashoka in 232 BC, and the eclipse of his Mauryan dynasty in 184 BC, the old establishment of traditional priests appears to have struggled against the new priesthood of the Jains and Buddhists, and won a victory by conceding several key points: in the reformed "Hindu" religion which emerged, priests did not occupy the same central place in actuality (though they held their place at the top of the caste structure in theory); the brahmins appear to have quietly given up the Vedic idea of God (and the gods) as Being(s) in favour of the Sramanic notion of It or That as the supreme principle; the rituals were considerably attenuated and, more significant, became entirely vegetarian - and were even then offered as wave offerings rather than burnt offerings (except for clarified butter and a few other things which to this day are still burnt). 
In other words, the fourth stage in the development of Indian religion consists of the displacement of the new proto-priesthood of the Buddhists and Jains by the old brahmin caste. The old brahmin priests continued, but at the cost of adopting the central ideas of the Jains and Buddhists.

All Indian religion after this period is indelibly marked by the results of this marriage or compromise (depending on one's point of view). It was not merely that the old theology and the old ritual was gone. There were three new characteristics: first, a separation between philosophical religion and ritualistic religion, so that our philosophy continued to spin castles in the air with little relevance to the actual world, over which brahminic religion had presided so powerfully, if so corruptly. Second, since the notion of caste had received its first effective (though not finally successful) challenge, the firm sense of a fixed set of morals associated with one's caste was no longer tenable, though Buddhism and Jainism succeeded in supplanting that old caste-related morality with more independent ethical notions. This new morality was, however, arbitrary (i.e. dependent only on the authority of the Buddha or some other religious authority, and not related to the character of its God). Moreover, it was of only apparent or intermediate value in pursuit of the religious goal of moksha or nirvana. That is, the following of moral precepts did not guarantee the achievement of moksha, or final release from the cycle of births and deaths. Indeed, if one did have the flash of intuition which is traditionally interpreted to be the experience of moksha, the now-liberated soul is considered to have no necessity to abide by the moral precepts which apply to lesser mortals, for he (almost always "he") has airily transcended the phenomenal world and become one with the Brahman, the It or That which is the impersonal and qualityless (or characterless) Essence of the universe. The third mark of post-Buddhist Indian religion is a reaction to both the arid intellectualism of Buddhist philosophy (which was absorbed and reformulated by pro-Brahmin traditionalists) and the inadequate ritualism of the priests. This was the development of bhakti (devotional) sects, which emphasize intense emotional commitment to one or other of our gurus or god-figures, such as Shri 

Rama, Shri Krishna, Sai Baba, etc.

From this time on, ritual, intellect, emotion, reality and morality no longer belong under the same roof. They were held in the same culture, indeed they might be held in some strange mixed-up vapour by the same individual, but they would not be integrated. It is from this point that the ability to hold contradictory ideas at the same time begins to be a mark of Indian life as a whole (it had marked only certain individuals or groups before this). For example, Indians continue to ascribe authority to the Vedas, in theory;  but, in practice, no one outside a scholarly elite now reads the Vedas - and the authority of tradition within a bhakti sect, or the actual or supposed experience of the intuitive flash, has far greater weight.

Indian religion was to undergo such fundamental change only once again after this, with the arrival of Western influence from the eighteenth century onwards, to produce the fifth stage in its development. Before we look at this, however, we need to consider the influence of Christianity and of Islam.

Muslims began to live in or travel through parts of India probably from the seventh century, though widespread Muslim influence probably began only around the eleventh century, and acquired social and political clout similar to that of the Buddhists under Ashoka only with the establishment of the Mughal Empire in the sixteenth century.

The result of Muslim influence was manifold: the monotheistic tradition (which still survived) took on fresh vigour; Indians started accepting the Muslim designation for themselves ('Hindu') from the eighteenth century; the place of women in Indian society, which had varied from relative emancipation in settled times to relative quiescence during troubled times, was now firmly placed within the women's quarter of one's home; concepts of morality were further liberated from caste trammels to the concept of what God wills (though not yet to the question of God's own character); the Indian tradition of almsgiving was vastly strengthened; the notion of the equality of all human beings (integral to some Sramanic traditions) was reinforced; and the notion of service to other human beings AS human beings ( i. e. not because they are members of one's own family or caste group) was introduced; perhaps most important, the concept of proselytization which had been common among the earlier Sramanics, became even more common and threatening - Sramanic proselytisation had been contained if not absorbed (at a high cost, that seems to have worried only a few Indians), but Muslim proselytisation, sometimes through the use of force or inducements, created a body of people who have not, even now, won a comfortable place within India's polity.

Christian influence considerably antedates Muslim influence, having arrived (according to Indian Christian tradition) in the very first century through the preaching of the Apostle St. Thomas, who is thought to have been martyred in what is now Madras. The reason for considering it after Muslim influence is that earlier Christian influence, though it may have been substantial, is difficult to establish - though I have drawn attention to the literary evidence that is used as a cornerstone by some scholars  e.g. , in the website http://www.geocities.com/Athens/Ithaca/1412 or do an Internet search for "Devakala Dravid".

In any case, the most vigorous impact was made by Christianity, not in its Eastern form in which it was earlier introduced, but in its Western forms in which it was introduced from about the beginning of the eighteenth century.
Why was it that earlier reform movements (Jainism, Buddhism, Sikhism, et al) had so little success in modifying Indian religious and social customs such as the caste system, whereas Christianity had such large success from the eighteenth century? Western Christian missionaries in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries believed that this had something to do with the essential superiority of Christianity. This was of course a patently untenable view, though they were not able to see, due to the Eurocentric attitudes they had, that if the superiority of Christianity was so evident to India, it must surely have been converted in the eighteen centuries of Christian influence in India prior to their arrival. However, some of these Western missionaries perceived that the reason for the success of missionary activity from the eighteenth century was the creation of a de-traditionalized class of Indians for the first time - a class, moreover, that has continued to grow without let or hindrance since then. Some missionaries assisted the process of de-traditionalization as far as they could, believing that this would lead to large-scale conversions in India. The de-traditionalizing of Indian life has certainly made it 
easier for people to convert to other religions, as well as to the modern faiths of scientism, materialism, hedonism, and the rest.

Why was Indian society so rapidly and painlessly de-traditionalized? Firstly, because the actual religion of the ruling power in India (Britain) was materialist, intellectualist, and aesthetist, and was perceived by Indians as no threat to their own religions. Colonised Indians suffered from the illusion, so common to people in traditional societies, that one can have the trappings of materialism, the fruits of an international economic system based on usury, without selling one's soul. Secondly, the new British towns and cities such as Bombay, Madras and Calcutta had created a new kind of social organization at the physical level, in which houses were not organized along caste lines for the first time in Indian history, but organized rather along lines of class. Further, the British paid less and less regard to considerations of caste in their 'factories' and offices, for their system of recruitment was based on merit, on actual proficiency, rather than on caste. It is in any case, impossible to ensure that the person sitting next to you in a coach or railway station or restaurant belongs to the same caste as yourself: the exigencies of modern life militate against caste practice in a way that mere preaching, even by such people as the Buddha, could never hope to accomplish. There was one other crucial factor: Western missionaries initiated a crusade against specific practices such as sati and child marriage, and for new practices such as widow remarriage, for the first time backed, after much resistance, by the imperial power. Officials of the East India Company had originally resisted the introduction of missionaries into British India, because they were afraid that missionary zeal might upset the delicate balance that allowed their tiny minority of British officials to exploit a vast and incredibly rich empire.  They were never particularly friendly to the missionary (and non-missionary reformist) cause till the nineteenth century when British evangelicals succeeded after concerted and long-lasting effort in subverting the structures of the British empire to their cause (the full story is told in Vishal Mangalwadi's badly-written but extraordinarily revealing book, India: The Grand Experiment (Pippa Rann Books, UK, 1997).

Roman Catholic missionaries had actually travelled through or settled in India from at least as early as the thirteenth century, and made continuing bodies of converts from the sixteenth century. However, this appears to have had no influence on the 
development of Indian religion except to strengthen Indian suspicion of proselytizing activity, especially where undertaken with the patronage of a ruler.

For over forty years after the legalization of missionary work in British India in 1813, it appeared that Company officials had been wrong, and that missionary zeal would not result in a large-scale Indian reaction. The First Indian War of Independence (or Mutiny) of 1857 was to prove, at least to Company officials, that they had been right:  After this, official support (if it existed at all) to missionary activity, even in its reformist aspect, was more and more discreet.  But it was too late for the traditionalists: a new class of Indian reformists had risen who, on a variety of contradictory grounds, encouraged, worked for, and patronized the reformation of Indian society and religion.

The Christianized and Westernized version of Indian religions that thus emerged in this fifth stage of their development had several interesting characteristics which were quite alien to traditional Indian religions: ethical monotheism was now accepted by a large number of Indians and sat in uneasy co-existence with the supra-ethical or non-ethical non-dualism of the dominant philosophical traditions: Indian traditional religions now began to accept the practice of extra-caste social service; most important of all, they finally accepted the notion of proselytization: ironically, Indian religions had earlier been defined by race (they held widely differing beliefs); now, specific Indian traditional religions began the process, first, of accepting back lapsed members of their own caste or religious groups, and inevitably next, the process of taking their faiths to other groups of people - most startlingly, to non-lndian groups of peoples. The Aryans had invented the notion of caste to keep the power, the prestige, and the money, within their own castes. They had been willing to surrender their theology and even their ritual to preserve their racial hegemony. Having given up their theology and ritual with the Buddhist/Jain reformation, they now proceeded to give up the most fundamental characteristic of Indian established religion: the adherence to race. Indian traditional religions had finally been internationalized, and they found their St. Paul in the twin forces of Christianity on the one hand and Western secularism and industrialization on the other.  
There is an ever-growing number of Indian reformers of traditional religions. The line starts with Raja Rammohan Roy, who is sometimes called the Father of modern India. He was learned and wealthy, and courageously attacked Indian polytheism and idolatry as well as social practices such as sati, which he found utterly repugnant - especially after 1811, when he unwillingly witnessed the sati of his brother's wife. He was also an outspoken critic of Christianity, finding much to admire in the ethical teachings of Jesus without wishing to accept Jesus as his Guru. His writings about Jesus, as well as the general tenor of his work, owe a lot to the Unitarians and the eighteenth century rationalists who, incidentally, were 'demythologizing' the Gospels nearly two centuries before Bultmann, though they were of course doing so in the light of their own beliefs. 
Other great Indian reformers have included Keshub Chandra Sen (who certainly accepted Jesus as his Guru and who throughout his life moved closer and closer to Biblical views), Swami Vivekananda (founder of the Ramakrishna Mission, who followed Roy in trying to reinterpret Vedantic non-dualism so as to accommodate the Biblical ideal of selfless service to others because they are human beings; however, Vivekananda went much further than Roy in starting a Mission which would actually set up schools, orphanages, hospitals, etc.), Swami Dayananand Saraswati (who founded the Arya Samaj to launch a 'purified' form of 'Vedic' ritual as well as to win back into the fold Indians who had converted to faiths other than Vedic or Vedantic; Arya Samajists became active in nationalist politics, specially in the Punjab after 1905 and tend to be anti-Western as well as anti-Christian and anti-Muslim), Dr. S. Radhakrishnan, (the second President of India and former Spalding Professor of Religion at Oxford), and Mahatma Gandhi, whose principal contribution was to reinterpret the doctrine of karma yoga: earlier, it had meant following without question the duties of one's caste and social position; Gandhiji changed it to mean the doing of noble and worthy acts, specifically in a political context. However, Gandhiji also began to revolutionize the Indian attitude to physical work, and made the abandonment of caste-, sex-, and religious-discrimination an essential part of his socio-political activity.  This is of course one of the reasons why he was killed by Nathuram Godse, one of the heroes of the new fascism which is taking hold of India through the slogan of "Hindutva", and which is itself an example of a Westernised and Christianised form of "Hinduism".

Earlier reformers, not influenced by the West to the same extent, though possibly influenced by Islam and Christianity, include Kabir (the hymn writer), Guru Nanak (the founder of Sikhism), and Swami Narayana (the Gujarati founder of a sect named after him).

It should be evident by now that the term 'Hinduism' encompasses all manner of beliefs and social practices. The term was in fact invented by the British in the nineteenth century, under the misapprehension that the various religious and philosophical systems of India (which they did not understand very well) belonged together. One can be an atheist, an agnostic, a monotheist, a polytheist, an henotheist - or even a materialist or hedonist - and still be a Hindu. At one time, most Indians were actually followers of Chaarvaaka, a philosopher who declared that this life is all there is, so we may as well eat, drink, and be merry.  Hedonism, if not Epicureanism, seems to be becoming the religion of the majority of modern Indians again today, though this time it has more to do with Singapore, Japan, and America, than with Chaarvaaka. In any case, my point is that there is no religion which may be called Hinduism: there are in fact many Hinduisms. The use of the word 'Hinduism' ought to be formally abandoned among all intelligent people; 'Indian traditional religions' may be a more useful phrase.
Since there is no such thing as "Hinduism", the question of when "Hinduism" began can be answered more or less according to one's preferred definition of this non-existent entity.

3. THE POPULARITY OF INDIAN RELIGIONS IN THE WEST

Indian religiosity, then, has a tremendous range, from superstition, fetishism, idolatry, nature worship, fertility rites, and primitive magic, to yoga on the one hand (with its indifference to, and irrelevance to, the issues of the world), and Indian reformed religious movements on the other hand (with their concern for the real world, be the movements monist or monotheist). There are also specific cults and sects which centre on the teachings, and often the worship, of one leader.

Why then does Indian spirituality have the reputation it does in the West? To ask that is really to ask two questions. Why is Indian spirituality thought of as a fairly unified phenomenon? And why is it thought worthy of regard?

There is a story that is sometimes told in India to demonstrate the depths of devotion possessed by a genuine bhakt (devotee): there was a person who was totally devoted to Shri Krishna: when he awoke in the morning he took the name of Shri Krishna, he said his morning prayers most faithfully, he would remember Shri Krishna before each meal, his conversation was always full of references to Shri Krishna the music in which he delighted was devotional music in praise of Shri Krishna, he dreamt of no one but Shri Krishna. There came a day when he was able to see no one around him without thinking it was Shri Krishna. He even saw Shri Krishna when he looked at a statue of Shri Rama!

We do not have to be quite so obsessed to delude ourselves. All of us have an amazing ability to see only what we want to see. The pessimist sees a half‑empty glass where an optimist sees a glass half‑full. You and I walk down a crowded high street and notice only those people or things which hook on to interests and pre‑occupations which we already have. Western observers of Indian spirituality do not see all that is really there, they subconsciously choose or pick what seems to them to be worthy of attention or comment. What they pick tells us at least as much about them as it tells us about Indian spirituality.

What do they see?

1. They see an ancient wisdom. Western seekers who are attracted to Indian spirituality are often repelled by contemporary life, or at least find Western life unsatisfactory. From a spiritual point of view, we must be pleased that they have, if nothing else, become sensitive to the fact that material surfeit alone is finally unsatisfying. Such a realization may have come at the height of a very successful career, or it may have come through a mid‑life or other crisis. Young people, and especially adolescents, often revolt against the bourgeois conformity of the rat-race, where either the effort seems too much, or the reward appears inadequate without a wider ethical and human concern that gives, or is allied to, meaning in life.

It is not merely individuals who are disenchanted with the rat‑race. Western culture as a whole seems to be going through a phase of intense self‑questioning. Never in human history has so much scientific and technological advance taken place as in the last three or four decades—and we have solved some problems of course—but scientific advances are now seen to bring further problems in their wake (the population explosion, for example, is a direct result of advances in medical knowledge, due to which more babies survive than ever did in the past, more people now live to an older age than ever before, and fewer people die from the old scourges such as malaria and the plague than ever).

The questioning of nuclear weaponry leads gradually to a questioning of nuclear technology as a whole. The realization of the terrible side effects of yesterday's 'wonder drugs' has led to increasing scepticism about whether the mechanical model, on which Western (allopathic) medicine is based, is at all right. It gradually seeps into our consciousness that chemical fertilizers starve the soil of essential nutrients and make agriculture more and more dependent on fertilizers to produce less and less useful food. And as we begin to wonder how much damage to the environment has been caused by two hundred years of industrialization, we are increasingly sceptical of the wonders vouchsafed to us by technocratic man: the microchip will lead to large-scale unemployment, even after we have taken into account both the new jobs which the new technology will create and the service industries which will supposedly be required as placebos for the leisured rich; the 

unemployed poor will have to be provided with bread as well as with circuses, and the mutual resentment of the very rich and the very poor may constitute an ideal breeding ground for widespread social conflict. It is not surprising that some people react to all this with the feeling: stop the world—I want to get off! And what better place to get off into than Indian religiosity with its world‑denying, quiescent ineffability.

However, the doors of Western culture are open as never before to Indian religiosity, not only to those who feel all these pressures together, but also to all those who feel any one of these pressures by itself. An ancient wisdom—Indian, Japanese, or belonging to the Western hermetic tradition—appears to offer, if not actual answers, at least a radically different approach to things.

2. Some people find in Indian religiosity a possibility of personal peace. Since World War 11, the West has seen a more affluent level of living than ever—not merely more money, but also innumerable gadgets to add convenience and leisure to our lives. For example, as anyone who has used a wood and coal fire will remember, it is marvellous to be able to cook without getting smoke into one's eyes, without scrounging for wood, and without having to remember to keep up the stock of coal. However, convenience and money do not, unfortunately, equal happiness or purpose.

Caught in an unending circle of frenetic activity, harassed by a plethora of decisions, large and small, which drain nervous energy without offering back a great deal, the Westerner is attracted by the stillness of a yogi or a Buddha. The half‑closed eyes, the relaxed face, the half‑smile appear to be the very embodiment of repose and equanimity. Small wonder that Westerners should be so attracted.

3. Many in the West find it difficult to cope with the highly individualistic style of life that is normal, even mandatory, here. High professional and domestic mobility, distance from parents, family, and childhood friends, and the sheer pressure upon time in the West militate against deep and enduring personal relationships. To those who feel this, consciously or subconsciously, the experience of Indian religiosity (and much other religiosity) comes as an overwhelming emotional 
experience at a human level, in the warmth which they find in these religious groups. This sense of community may by itself be a sufficient reason for many people to join or to stay, though other people may no doubt be so unaware as to mistake for spiritual satisfaction the emotional satisfaction which they are in fact getting.

4. Some Europeans find in Indian religiosity a guru, a figure of authority to whom they can submit without thinking, and who offers them a way of life which is in contrast to their earlier one. Having stumbled onto this area as innocents, probably through the enthusiasm of one or more friends, they are in no position to choose the best teacher by comparing the different gurus, or even to see if the guru they propose to accept is at all worthy of adulation or trust.

The assumptions which an increasing number of people seem to be adopting in the West, are exactly the assumptions of those varieties of Indian religiosity which are popular in the West. These assumptions are: (1) that the intellect is of no use for any evaluation of the areas of meaning, purpose or value, (2) that personal experiences and feelings should therefore have ultimate authority in one's personal life, and (3) relativity ('it doesn't really matter what one believes') and pragmatism ('all I'm worried about is if its OK for me')—both of these attitudes result from despair of finding Truth or valid absolutes.

5. Some few Westerners come to Indian religiosity, not out of a desire for 'personal growth', but out of a desire for mystical experiences. These are they who have left behind all the merely negative reasons for being attracted to Indian religiosity. They do not want something that only complements Western life. They are after the Pearl of Great Price. For it they are prepared to sacrifice all that they have. But even these noble souls may be subject to a final delusion, because there are mystical experiences and mystical experiences. It is not at all self-evident that mystical experiences obtained through the use of hashish are the same as mystical experiences obtained through yoga or through selfless service.

4. VARIETIES OF MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE

There are in fact several varieties of mystical experience:

(a) Those of unity with ourselves. We are all unintegrated personalities and have little understanding of the way in which our bodies and our conscious, subconscious, and (at least at the start of meditative practice) unconscious, minds work. Any progress in understanding these, even a feeling that one is now a better‑ integrated person, can lead to a tremendous 'high'.

(b) Those of unity with specific external objects. Aldous Huxley in his book, The Doors of Perception, describes how, under the influence of drugs, he had a feeling of unity with some of the things in the room. Concentrating on a specific object, say a nail or a hole in the wall, is also a feature of some Indian traditions.

(c) Those of unity with nature as a whole. This can come unprompted (as, e.g., in the case of the poet William Wordsworth, who recorded the experience in several poems, notably his ode 'Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood'). It can come after years of meditative and personal discipline. Or it may not come in spite of such discipline. Indeed, it may even come when one has given up such discipline in despair—a fairly vivid and accurate account of such an experience is given by Somerset Maugham in his novel The Razor's Edge. We say in India that neither the doing, nor the not‑doing, guarantees that mystical experience, of any sort, will or will not come.

(d) Those of oneness (or communion) with God. These are difficult to discuss adequately in the limited space available here, because of a whole host of philosophical and doctrinal issues which is raised. For our purposes at present, it is sufficient to notice that these various mystical experiences should not be lumped together or mistaken for each other.

(e) Finally, there are mystical experiences which come from our own lower nature or from evil sources. The Western hermetic, gnostic, or mystical, traditions are curiously silent on this point, and Far Eastern mystical traditions seem to me to perceive this variety less clearly than Indian traditions. We in India have always 
been clear that miracle‑working powers (siddhis), for example, are at best a distraction from genuine experience of God, and can lead to neurosis, psychosis, and worse.

There is one other matter on which there can be little doubt. As I have earlier hinted by referring to Somerset Maugham, Aldous Huxley, and William Wordsworth, mystical experiences can occur to people who are atheists and agnostics, as well as to theists of any variety, and even to people who are not particularly clear as to what they believe, or have not thought very much about it.

We should not be in the least bit surprised if mystical experiences are far more common than is realized. They may in fact be endemic to the human condition, but 'recognized' as 'something special' by some few people, and not given much attention by most others (consider the fact that we all have dreams, but not all of us can remember them the next morning; I understand, however, that the Duke of Edinburgh meticulously recalls and records each dream in as much detail as he can). It is interesting that mystical experiences are sought in a systematic manner, nurtured and valued by the Sramanics rather than by the Brahminic tradition, and that not much was made of mystical experiences in India till the time of the Upanishads. The early practitioners of yoga were atheistic, or at least non‑theistic, and the ambivalent attitude of the Buddha to the question of the existence of God is well known. Yoga did become more theistic under the influence of the bhakti movements, but it is once again being liberated from religious contexts in contemporary secularizing India, as well as in the modern secularized West.

It is particularly a matter for suspicion that mystical experiences are used as authority to propound the immense variety of religions in India, even if we do not consider the various doctrines in other parts of the world which have appealed to mystical experiences for legitimization. Any experience which stands so independent of ethical and doctrinal systems, of the ethical and spiritual state of the subject, and with such varying results on the people concerned, perhaps ought to be taken less seriously than it often is by 'religious' people.

On the other hand, we must recognize that mystical experiences do turn the attention of indifferent or antagonistic people towards spiritual questions. Perhaps the best attitude to have towards mystical experiences may be to treat them, in the same way as we treat dreams, as one possible way in which God seeks to draw people to himself, with varying degrees of success.

5. INDIAN CHRISTIAN RESPONSES TO INDIAN SPIRITUALITY

Indian religiosity, including Indian mysticism, has had the range of responses to it that you might expect from determined antagonism, and utter scepticism and indifference, to uncritical enthusiasm as well as sympathetic or relatively objective evaluation—though this last has been less common than might have been desired.

It is not surprising that Indian Christians should have been similarly varied in their response to Indian religiosity, since such responses depend on a tremendous variety of factors: personal temperament, one's experiences of Indian religiosity outside Indian Christian tradition, as well as the extent of one's knowledge—all these must surely influence what one thinks about any subject.

It may be helpful to systematize the attitude of Indian Christians to Indian religiosity, as follows:

1. There are Indian Christians who reject the whole of traditional Indian religiosity as so much self‑deception, as Satanic delusion, or as an irrelevance to the task of building a spirituality adequate to the manifold and pressing demands of contemporary Indian reality. Such people would include not only conservative fundamentalists, evangelicals, pentecostals, charismatics, Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic Christians, but also many from the 'liberal' and 'radical'' schools of theology who are influenced by Marxism and by theologies of liberation. (NOTE: 'Liberal' and 'radical' are in fact quite inappropriate terms for these theological schools; 'gnostheisr and 'experimental' may be more accurate descriptions.)  While these last two groups resist Indian religiosity for ideological reasons, the others seem to me to do so principally through ignorance: the ghettoization natural to all castes and communities in India has begun to be broken down on a significant scale only in the forty years or so since Independence. That individual Indian converts to Christianity have often reacted against their own (as well as other) Indian traditions should not be surprising—after all, they were converted to 
Christianity presumably because they found their own religious tradition in some way(s) unsatisfying.

2. On the other hand, there seems to be a growing number of Indian Christians, generally not themselves converts from other religions (and therefore those who have been born and have grown up in Christian traditions), who appear to accept Indian religiosity more or less without qualification—though they would like to maintain that mystical experience obtained, say, through the use of yogic techniques, are being mediated to them through Jesus, and they may interpret such experiences with the use of a Christian-sounding vocabulary. These acceptors or baptizers' of Indian traditions must find themselves in a difficult position. They have only two alternatives. Either they must maintain that all non-Christians have experiences which are delusive or deceptive, and that only their own experiences are 'real' or authentic because they occur in a Christian rather than a non‑Christian context: or if they grant that their own mystical experiences are no more (though of course no less) valuable than those of other Indians, they must wonder why it is necessary for them to burden themselves with the disabilities of Christianity in India. I am thinking here of people such as Father Dechanet and Swami Amaldoss, both Roman Catholic priests, who started from a more orthodox position.  Roman Catholicism, with its tradition of concessions to local religions, may be more vulnerable than other Christian traditions on this point.
3. In addition to those who reject Indian traditions unqualifiedly and those who accept them unreservedly, there are those who accept Indian traditional religions with some qualifications. One such group is represented, at its clearest, by the English scholar J. N. Farquhar' s book, The Crown of Hinduism—though it must be remembered that that approach had been common among Indian Christians for at least half a century before Farquhar (consider the unjustly neglected work of Krishna Mohan Banerjea, for instance). Further, this approach is common among Indian Christians who will almost certainly never even have heard of Farquhar—think of the Adhyaksha Anubhavananda Kesava Raya Sarma Mandapaka, who wrote the small leaflet Sarrifice (published by Gospel Literature Service, Bombay) for use with followers of Indian traditional religions.

However, this theoretical position needs to be seen alongside the practical use of 

elements from Indian traditional religions, whether reformed or unreformed - for instance, Indian Christians use in their worship the songs of Rabrindranath Tagore and of others in the bhakti tradition, as well as portions of the Indian scriptures and commentaries on them. The style of various Indian scriptures and devotional books has been used to write works of exposition, apologetics, and devotion, by Indian Christians such as Dhanjibhai Fakirbhai. Indian Christian theologians often use Indian philosophical concepts, and explore Indian categories of thought. Indian architectural elements have been incorporated in the design of church buildings and there is a rich tradition of the use of Indian music (specially from Indian Muslim, folk, and cinema, music) for setting hymns. The hymns themselves use Indian symbols and are imbued with Indian values.

Sadhu Sundar Singh once said that the Water of Life must be presented to Indians in an Indian cup if they are to be expected to drink it. Some of these elements are still not as common in Indian Christianity, especially in the visual arts, as might be wished. But these are externals. What makes the Indian church Indian is that, individually as well as organizationally, it cannot escape its socio​political and economic environment, nor the pervasive nature of Indian culture.

The problem with the Indian church, contrary to received opinion in India, is not that it is not Indian enough, but that it is not spiritual enough to have a cutting edge in our highly religious culture, and that it has not seemed to offer any answers to India's real problems of poverty, unemployment, illiteracy, disease, and the exploitation (especially of the rural poor) which has been built into our development strategy. Oh, there is a small but growing number of young activists being nurtured by the Indian churches, but they are either picking on issues of only local significance (important as such battles are), or they are following essentially Gandhian or Marxist approaches. Few of them, so far as I can see, are attempting to look Indian realities in the eye and seeking from God fresh ways of tackling our problems. It should be evident that the Gandhian promise has been, if not entirely done in, then substantially discredited and enfeebled by the Janata Party's brief period in power (1977‑79) following the national Emergency (1975‑77) declared by Mrs. Gandhi, and the events which have taken place since 
then. And Marxists, surprisingly, have been unable to persuade any substantial numbers of Indians that they offer a viable alternative—if only because Russia's revisionism has been followed by that of Cuba and China, and India has managed, in spite of all its problems, to keep up a level of development comparable to that of China. Further, many socialist ideas were already the basis of our development plans at least till the recent "liberalisation" of the Indian economy.
India's problems are not principally those of theory but those of implementation. This is dogged by the hydra‑headed monster of the present degenerate level of life in India: corruption, for example, is rife and, unbelievably, still growing. Nothing legal can be done without bribes and everything illegal or unprovided for in our development plans can be achieved with bribes. Or at least that is the overwhelming impression offered by Indian life today, both in urban and in rural areas. Whether this is actually true is less important than the fact that it appears to be true, and is believed to be true, probably by the majority of Indians.

On my last visit to India I asked an important official in a local branch of Mrs. Gandhi's Congress Party how long the situation could continue worsening.

'Oh, indefinitely,' he replied.

'Come on,' I said, 'surely the time will come when the people won't stand it any longer. Surely they'll revolt against all this and throw corrupt people out of office.'

He shrugged. 'The people are like cows. Was there ever a period when they were not exploited in India? They will carry on being exploited. And where do you think they'd find honest officials?'

'This is a town of, what, a hundred thousand people?' I asked. 'How many honest people do you think you might find in it?'

He thought for a moment.  Then he said, slowly, 'Either there are no honest people left in this town, or I at least have not come across any.'

You can imagine the chill that ran down my spine.

Again, this may have been normal Indian exaggeration for effect. It is possible that the man was unusually cynical. It is also possible that he was being honest(!), and that there really were no honest people in the high business, bureaucratic, academic, artistic and political circles in which he moved. What matters in this case, too, is not the precise truth of the situation but the fact that this key political figure could make such statements and expect another Indian to believe him.

Nirad C. Chaudhuri, that waspish and controversial writer, and scholar of Indian history, once said that the results of Indian religiosity are freely available in India for everyone to see. 'By their fruits you shall know them'. So much for the great tradition of Indian religiosity.

But is that not an unfair comment? In spite of all our problems in India, we have managed to expand medical facilities, increase life expectancy, reduce illiteracy, multiply food production and become the world's tenth industrial nation, member of both the space and the nuclear 'Clubs'—all during a period of some forty years when our population has more than doubled from 330 million to 740 million. And we have done it in such a way as to preserve some modicum of generosity, some warmth in familial and personal relationships, some humaneness. Is this due to what remains of the legacy of Indian religiosity? Or does it, perhaps, have more to do with the way that life is lived in all traditional societies, from Japan and China to Africa and South America?

4. Finally, there are what I call radical questioners of Indian religiosity. If the qualifiers say a 'Yes, but. . .' to Indian religiosity, the radical questioners, by focusing attention on contemporary reality and the evident inadequacy of Indian religiosity at this point, make of it their principal critique not just of Indian religiosity but of all religiosity which would surrender this world for the sake of the next.

Perhaps the most outstanding of these questioners is M. M. Thomas. A layman, he served on the staff of the World Student Christian Federation, and has played a leading and creative role in the World Council of Churches, standing for a kind of Barthian orthodoxy, without managing or knowing how to stop the present rot, theological and organizational, from spreading in that organization—or indeed in the Christian Institute for the Study of Religion and Society, Bangalore, South India, an Institute of which he was Director for many years. Though neither a theologian nor a philosopher by training, Thomas offers the most considerable body of Indian Christian reflection.

It is ironic that he would probably never have developed his particular gifts outside the 'mainline' theological circles in which he moved. Yet, within those circles, he was merely one more theorizer, respected of course, but unable to accomplish any practical development of his vision of a church which would take seriously the world of revolution and industrialization, of war and racialism, and of immense wealth created by the sweat of an unbelievably large number of poor people, wealth which is then enjoyed by the few rich. His criticism of traditional Indian spirituality is that it offers us little guidance on how we ought to act in the world (telling us, instead, to move out of it, or at least to move it out of the central area of our concern). Thomas believes that the encounter of traditional Indian religiosity with Christianity and modernization has forced traditional Indian religions to change in various ways. In his most substantial single book, The Acknowledged Christ of the Indian Renaissance (a study of Raja Rammohan Roy, Keshub Chunder Sen, P. C. Mozoomdar, Vivekananda, Radhakrishnan, and Gandhi), he appreciates the social passion of Roy, Vivekananda and Gandhi, and Radhakrishnan's interpretation of maya  in terms similar to the Thorriist notion of contingent being. Thomas has also praised the Sarvodaya movement's new attitude to individual personality, and the changed attitude to suffering represented by Tagore (described by Thamas as 'a spiritual seed from the tree of Christ', Response, p.90). All these developments are seen by Thomas, as by most observers, as a radical break with the epistemology, the structure, and the core of Indian traditions.

Thomas also perceives that these reformers have not gone far enough. Their understanding of evil, for example, is still a metaphysical one—that is, they think 
that evil arises from the spirit's involvement in the body and, through the body, from its involvement with the material world. This view leads, not only to asceticism and celibacy, which may not be entirely bad, but also to self‑righteousness and pride, and (what is worse) to the danger of blindness to self‑righteousness and pride. If they understood evil instead as a moral matter, rooted in human self‑regard, in human choice, they might begin to have more adequate answers for India's problems. These reformers also fail to take into account the dimension of tragedy (in the Neibuhrian sense), and of the need for forgiveness. These reformers have been challenged by Christianity to make room for history, for personality and for action relevant to the present world. They have moved away from India's predilection for being and for passivity to find a place for becoming and for action. But they have still not moved from their preoccupation with mystical union with God, to a preoccupation with how that union may result in the moral regeneration of people so that they begin to love other people and do God's will on earth. Thomas sees that mere spirituality and mere ethics are of no value. His perspective has been described as that of a new kind of karma marga, or an enriched karma marga—not karma as ritual, as caste duty or as mere good works, but as the way of loving, self‑sacrificing service which takes into account the power of sin, the reality of tragedy, and the possibility of a divine, transforming forgiveness. It is, however, probably more accurate to describe Thomas's perspective as a 'biblical, existentialist, socially and politically motivated personalism . . . poised to fight against all those factors—political, social, racial, technological or religious—which prevent [people] from reaching the fulness of humanity which God created man to enjoy' (Boyd, p.318).

NOTE 1:  "Maya" is the traditional Indian doctrine which holds that the phenomenal world is illusory or not‑real: i.e. that it has an apparent rather than finally actual, solidity or existence. This world is considered to be the 'play' of Brahman. Which is the only Reality.


NOTE 2:   A post‑Gandhi development, Sarvodaya (literally 'everyone's emergence, development. final good') has had eminent leaders such as Jayaprakash Narayan.

Various Christians have tried to relate Christianity to different Indian traditions. A. J. Appasamy, for instance, has tried to understand and to present Christianity as bhakti (devotion). Swami Abhishiktanananda is the most recent of a line of thinkers who have tried to relate Christianity to advaita (non‑dualism). Thomas may be regarded as trying to understand and to present the relevance of Christianity in the light of contemporary, secularizing, urbanizing, industrializing, India. He wishes to campaign to provide all people with conditions in which they can live with human dignity. However, his achievement, respectable at the intellectual level, has remained at that level.

A man who is trying to put that sort of concern into practice, at the same time as being able to put his developing thinking into fiery speech, is Vishal Kumar Mangalwadi.

Born to a Quaker tradition, he has a Master's degree in Philosophy (he specialised in modern Indian philosophy). Mangalwadi then did extensive research on modern Indian gurus, which resulted in his book, The World of Gurus (Vikas, New Delhi, India, 1976), which is recommended for study at various institutions of higher learning in India and abroad. With these credentials, and with his personality, Mangalwadi could have taken up work in academics, administration, or other fields, and found himself on a lovely career escalator. He chose, instead, to go back to his ancestral village to work for the upliftment of his people.

His naive desire to do good was rudely shaken as he rapidly discovered that the age‑old problems of caste, superstition, belief in black magic, illiteracy, disease and exploitation are now compounded by the increasing gap between the rich and the poor, even in rural India. He has been arrested, he has been beaten, his life has been threatened by different groups, because of his devotion to the Lord Jesus and his desire to work for the good of his people.

Willingness to suffer is understood and even lauded by most Christians. However, they have so far found it difficult to understand Mangalwadi's prayerful concern for the politics of the country, and his willingness to understand them, and be involved in them, as any other good citizen. He does not believe that the political processes 
of India have been damaged beyond repair, or that they ought to be abandoned by Christians. On the contrary, he believes that politics are too important to be taken less than seriously by all those who wish to see an improvement in the conditions of life in the country.

Indian Christians have also found it difficult to understand Mangalwadi's willingness to be involved in the practicalities of organizing a Peasants Economic Reform Movement and a Society for Service to Peasants, to lead them in a publicity as well as a practical battle for fair prices and the elimination of those practices and beliefs (such as caste) which operate to the disadvantage of certain groups of people, to hold them down.

Strangely enough, this socially, politically and economically concerned citizen is an evangelist and preacher who speaks in tongues and believes in a supernatural and interventionist God of Love and Justice. When I last met him a year ago, he and his wife and two children, after a working life spanning some fourteen years, owned little more than the clothes they stood up in.

Even that probably makes them look rich to the people they serve!  Mangalwadi's visits to glamorous places such as Delhi (and abroad!), and his contacts with people at high levels in Indian society, means that people find it easy to regard him as someone special. He has in fact been compared with Gandhi. But 'a new Gandhi' is a label with which he feels extremely uncomfortable. Whether he will ever reach the national and international recognition which was accorded to Gandhi is immaterial. What matters is that he has the ability to lead, to inspire, to sacrifice and to fight on behalf of the poor and the oppressed. He also actually believes in a God who can move mountains.

Mangalwadi is not the only Indian Christian of this sort. But there are not too many people like him. If India is to have a future, it must rest on such devotion, exertion and sacrifice, such utter trust and continual guidance from God in the everyday struggle for justice, equality, and true development

This sort of spirituality—genuinely spiritual, powerful, and totally dedicated to the service of the poor—this sort of spirituality, I salute.

CONCLUSION
Whenever religiosity and spirituality become sources of dissent and of action on behalf of justice, peace and love, then even those who disagree with that form of spirituality—or indeed with all forms of spirituality—must concede that at least its practical outworking is beneficial. 

Without such action on behalf of what is right, all forms of spirituality, whatever their theoretical validity, are so much escapism, so much noise.

Indian religiosity has had traditions which are merely escapist or noisy, as well as traditions which have led to reform and to action.
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