CHAPTER SIX

The Essence of Religion

N THE preceding chapter, we sketched the main outlines
Iof the Surat Shabd Yoga and briefly examined its out-
standing features. We saw how it posits that God, when He
projected himself into manifestation, took form as the Word,
Naam, Shabd, Udgit, Kalma, Saut or Sraosha, and that these
terms refer not to abstract concepts of Divine Will or Reason
but to something more; a spiritual stream of celestial harmony
radiant with effulgence. This stream is at the center of all
creation, bringing into being its various planes, vitalizing and
sustaining them. He, who under the guidance of one who has
himself mastered the Way, can contact this current within,
can transcend the physical world and steadily rise above all
planes of relativity and, when he becomes one with It, reach
back into Its very source thus escaping from the realms of
limitation to that of Infinite Consciousness and Absolute
Being.

To indicate that these teachings are not restricted to any
one people or any one age but have a universal applicability,
every important aspect was briefly illustrated from the sayings
of mystics drawn from various religious traditions: Indian,
Islamic and Christian. However, these sayings are only by
way of illustrative references. If the tenets of the Surat Shabd
Yoga are indeed universal, if they really point to absolute truth
and are based not on dogma but on “facts,” albeit of a supra-
physical nature, but facts which can be verified by anyone
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who is ready to undergo the discipline demanded for their
study, then the inquiring seeker would surely assert that these
tenets should, in some form or the other, be at the heart of
all great religions, and he would desire a more systematic
demonstration of this than has been possible in the foregoing
account of the Surat Shabd Yoga. A comprehensive and de-
tailed treatment of this subject is beyond the scope of this book,
and at best we can only suggest some fruitful lines of enquiry,
which those desiring to go further may pursue. Besides, it
is a recurrent theme of all great Masters, that though their
teachings are universal in nature and may be verified from
the extensive scriptural literature® of the world, yet to confine
oneself merely to learned interpretation is to miss completely
the true import of their teachings. All that the seeker needs to
do is to ascertain from past records that what he is being told
is the most ancient of truths, so that he may take up the
discipline required with full faith and without reservation.
Final verification must be a matter of direct and first-hand
inner experience and not one of bookish learning, which, when
carried beyond its proper limit and made an end in itself,
defeats its purpose and becomes a serious distraction from the

goal.

I. AnxcienT Rericious THoOUGHT:
INDIAN, CHINESE AND IRANIAN

Hinduism

The Hindu religion is a vast ocean of religious thought,
springing as it does from the earliest times, long before the
dawn of history, and comprises in its multi-colored texture
shade after shade, an endless variety of design and pattern as
it grew in the human mind; from animism to Nature wor-

*For more details, the reader is invited to the book Naam or Word by
the same author.
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ship, from powers of Nature in the abstract to personified and
concretized natural forms, from gods and goddesses to the one
Supreme God, first personal, and then impersonal; from form
to formless. The Hindu Pantheon offers a view of a vast and
mighty host to the curious inquirer who pierces into the mists
of the hoary past.

Heliolatry, the worship of Helios or the Sun, was a common
practice with the people of the world. Sol or Sun has ever
been an object of great veneration for man and has been
adored and worshiped all the world over from time imme-
morial. The ancient Greeks and the Romans built temples to
Apollo or Phoebus as they termed the Sun-god in their own
time. In all their temples, the image or representation of the
Sun-god occupied an important place in their hierarchy. There
is a famous Sun-temple in Konark, in South India, and in the
historic town of Mooltan or the land of the Sun, in the North.
In addition, Jog-maya or Jot-maya temples dot the whole
Indian subcontinent.

The ancient Greeks also spoke of Shabd. It is written of
Socrates that he heard within him a peculiar sound which
pulled him irresistibly into higher spiritual realms. Pythagoras
also talked of Shabd, for he described God as “Supreme
Music of the nature of Harmonies.” God was to him, “Abso-
lute Truth, clothed in light.” When he commanded an eagle
to fly down to him and a bear to stop ravaging Apulia, the
wondering multitude inquired of him the source from where
such powers came to him. He replied that he owed it all to
the “Science of Light.”

Again, in the Greek language we have the mystical word
Logos. Tt comes from the root lego which means to speak and
from it we have the common terms, monologue, dialogue, pro-
logue, epilogue and so on. The Logos means and stands for
the “Word” or “Reason.” The term Logos also occurs in both
Hebrew and Christian philosophy and theology and is used,
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in its mystic sense, by the Hellenistic and Neo-platonist philos-
ophers. The Christians use it to denote the second person of
the Trinity.

The ancients in the West inherited this concept from their
ancestors who, thousands of years before the Christian era,
had come to acquire a great love and adoration for Surya
which they regarded as the be-all and the end-all of all human
endeavors in their search for the mighty power of God, and as
a visible representation to this earth. They carried this notion
along with them wherever they went, Eastward or West-
ward, and composed hymns and chanted psalms in praise of
the glorious orb, the source of all life on this solar planet.
Those who settled in Iran (Persia) and came subsequently to
be known as Parsees, still worship the great deity in yet an-
other form—fire—which they keep burning all the time in
their temples as symbolic of the sacred flame that burnt in the
human heart and always sprang heavenward. Ratu Zoroaster,
the Iranian prophet of life and light, sang in loving and living
faith of the greatness of the God of Light and taught the
people to do so.

Agni or fire was a hidden secret with the gods, who guarded
this mysterious power very jealously. It was, as the Greek
legend goes, stolen by Prometheus and given to man, for
which Jupiter, the father god, bound him to eternal torture.
In Chapter VI of the Chhandogya Upanishad, it is said to
be “the prime element whose creation made possible that of
other elements, water, earth,” etc.

The second branch of the Aryans which turned eastward
into the Indo-Gangetic plain also referred lovingly to Aditya;
and we have hymns in the Vedas addressed to Hiranyagarbha,
Savitar and Usha, all of which stand for the One life-sustain-
ing power, the Sun. The worshipful Masters of the Vedic age
were, one and all, admirers of the purifying and healing attri-
butes of the Sun-god, and so no wonder that we see many
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hymns in the Vedic literature deifying the sun. In Book X,
121, we find:

In the beginning rose Hiranyagarbha, born as the
only lord of all created beings;

He fixed and holdeth up this earth and heaven;

What god shall we adore with our oblation? . . .

What time the mighty waler came, containing the
Universal germ, producing Agni,

Thence sprang the God’s One Spirit into being:

What god shall we adore with our oblation’?

In another hymn, he is referred to as “the self-radiant wise
Aditya.”

In Book I, 113, we have a hymn to Dawn and in it occur,
inter alia, the following lines:

This light is come, amid all lights the fairest; born is
the brilliant, far-extending brightness.

Night, sent away for Savitar’s uprising, hath yielded
up a birthplace, for the morning . . .

Arise! the breath, the life, again hath reached us:
darkness hath passed away, and light approacheth.

She for the sun hath left a path to travel; we have
arrived where men prolong existence.

All this could be taken on the literal plane as little more
than Nature-worship, an adoration of the sun, understandable
among a people dependent upon agriculture for their exist-
ence. But ancient Indian literature has an elusive quality. It
seems to teach us at one level, and when we have adjusted
ourselves to it, it suddenly shifts us to another. He who can
follow its subtleties finds in it a richness rarely to be met else-
where. There is multiplicity of meanings, ranging from the
physical to the cosmic and the spiritual, and from the literal
to the symbolic and esoteric, which challenge us at multiple
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levels of experience and offer us worthwhile rewards. Thus,
when we begin studying these frequent references to the sun,
we begin to see that the “sun” referred to is not always the
center of our physical Universe, which we initially took it to
be. Thus, in the Isha Upanishad, we are told:

The door of the True One is covered with a golden
disk.

Open that, O Pushan, that we may see the nature of
the True One.

After recounting such statements, when we read of Brah-
man or the Supreme One, as being [yotisvat, full of light,
and Prakashvat, endowed with splendor, we begin to discover
in such terms an esoteric significance we earlier overlooked.
This comes to a head when we read the Gayatri, the tenth
mantra of the sixteenth sutra in the third mandala of the Rig
Veda:

Muttering the sacred syllable “Aum” rise above the
three regions,

And turn thy attention to the All-Absorbing Sun
within.

Accepting its influence be thou absorbed in the Sun,

And it shall in its own likeness make thee All-
Luminous.

This mantra is considered the most sacred, the mool mantra
among the Vedic texts, and is taught for recitation among
Hindus from an early age. Here, the inner spiritual meaning
of the “Sun” becomes abundantly clear. The object of venera-
tion is not that which provides us with light in the outside
world but it is a principle that transcends the three planes of
existence, the physical, the astral and the causal, and is the
source of inner illumination. This principle is referred to as
Aum, a term whose three letters suggest the three phases of
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human experience: “A” referring to the waking state (jag-
rat), “U” the dream state (swapna) and “M” the deep sleep
state (sushupti). The ultimate reality includes all three planes,
and the three phases of human experience, yet goes beyond
them. The silence that follows each recitation of the word
Aum suggests the state of Turiya or Absolute Being, which is
the indescribable source and end of everything. It is the Brah-
man, the All-transcending One, whose prime attribute is efful-
gence, but who is in himself even beyond this effulgence.
Hence the mantra in its original Rig Veda form has another
line added to it, which is given out only to sanyasins and
chosen disciples—Paro Raj-asal Savad Aum: He who tran-
scends the effulgence is this Aum.

The Gayatri not only clarifies the routine implications of
the references to the sun, abundant in the Vedas, but it also
highlights another recurring theme in Hindu thought. Its wide
imagery and popularity bring us to the question of mantras
and their place in Indian religious practice. The mantras or
verbal formulae in Sanskrit verse or prose are classified into
two types: those that are meant simply for recitation and
need not be understood, and those that are divine invo-
cations, whose import must be known in order to enable the
devotee to keep his attention focused on the divine object.
The various mantras each have their individual benefits. There
are those whose mastery or siddhi gives one contact with
magical powers of a lower order (tamsic); there are others
that bestow strength and courage and power (rajsic); and
finally those whose sole object is spiritual upliftment (satvic).
Among the last, as we have already seen, the Gayatri is the
most venerated.

The mode of mantras, since time immemorial, stresses the
spiritual importance of Sound. If the chanting of certain
verbal formulae brings magical potential or assists spiritual
advancement, then there must be latent in Sound itself an
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esoteric power. This is why Vak Devi, the goddess of speech,
was held in high esteem. Each word has its unique character
and place, but of all words Aum is the most sacred. We have
already examined some of its symbolic meanings. To these we
may add still others. It is not only a term that connotes the
qualities of the Absolute Brahman, but one that also denotes
Brahman Himself. In the Rig Veda, we have:

Prajapati vai idam agref aseet
Tasya vag dvitya aseet,
Vag vai parmam Brahma.

{“In the beginning was Prajapati, the Brahman, with
whom was the Word and the Word was verily the Supreme
Brahman.”) This text remarkably parallels the opening of the
Gospel according to St. John:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was
with God and the Word was God.

Thus Aum becomes Brahman as manifesting Itself in the
Word, and in the Taittriya Upanishad, It is referred to as the
“Sheath of Brahman,” as something which takes Its life from
Brahman and contains Him. This aspect is made even clearer
in the Sam Veda:

Brahman is at once Shabd and Ashabd both,
And Brahman alone vibrates in space.

In other words, the Absolute One is not only inner efful-
gence but also beyond it, as suggested in the Gayatri. He is
with the Word, the Shabd or Aum, yet beyond It. Both
Sound and Light are in fact referred to as His prime mani-
festations. The Gayatri recommends that while concentrating
on the Divine Word Aum, we fix our attention upon the inner
Sun, while in the Chhandogya Upanishad, we are told that
Naad, or the divine music, springs from the Universal Sun
(of Brahmand), a secret that was given by Angris Rishi to
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Krishna, the darling son of Devki (IIT:17-6 and 93). It was
this mystic insight to be found in the srutis, the scriptures
revealed through inner hearing, that led to the development
of what came to be called the Sphota-vada or the philosophy
of the Word. The teachers of this path preached that the
Absolute was Wordless, imageless, indescribable and uncon-
ditioned. When He came into manifestation, He projected
Himself as the Sphota or the Word, radiant with Light and
vibrating with indescribable Music. The seeker wishing to
transcend the relative plane to the Eternal and Unchanging
must contact the Sphota or the Word Power through which he
can rise to the Brahman who is bevond Shabd or Sphota. The
Path of God-realization is certainly not easy. It is difficult to
have access to, difficult to cognize, difficult to abide by and
difficult to cross; vet it is the only possible Way, for one who
is true to his Guru and His cause.

Such indeed are the truths that were taught and practiced
by the forest sages of ancient India. But how much of them
has survived since then? For the most part we find rituals
such as the blowing of conches, ringing of bells, waving of
lights, and the worship of the sun. These bear testimony to
the mysteries within, but how few are conscious of their real
significance? In spite of Lord Krishna’s powerful and lasting
influence which brought the best of the Vedantic teachings to
the heart of the common man, religion in India as elsewhere
has tended to degenerate into mere caste and ceremony. The
light and music outside are worshiped, but the flaming and
sounding Word within, toward which they point, goes un-
heeded; ‘“‘the light crieth in the darkness and the darkness
comprehendeth it not.”

Buddhism

The teachings of Buddha represent in many ways a re-
action against the religious traditions, some distorted, of the
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Vedas, and yet they confirm many of the basic tenets that
we have already examined. The life of Buddha himself has
become a legend embodying in a vivid and striking way,
man’s need to turn from the phenomenal, outer world, to the
noumenal, inner one. With his royal lineage and with every-
thing that could make life happy at home, Buddha’s going out
of the palace into the wilderness as a mendicant in quest of
Truth was an unprecedented sacrifice. It indeed was a heroic
endeavor on his part to wander for six long years, and to
resort to all sorts of austerities and physical sufferings, reducing
himself to a bare skeleton, and this compels deep and abiding
admiration and adoration. But neither the life of luxury at
home nor of tapas in the jungles could help him solve the
problem of the misery, distress, sickness and death, which he
had witnessed as the common lot of man’s life in the physical
world. Tt was a momentous decision of his to forsake the
ascetic life as he had done the one of luxury before. Seated
under the Bodhi tree in Gaya, in calm contemplation, he gave
himself up to the divine influence that operates of itself and
by itself when one resigns his self completely to the holiest and
the highest in Nature, when suddenly there flashed upon his
inward eye the much sought solution to the most baffling prob-
lem of life, in a seriated chain of cause and effect: (1) the
undeniable fact of suffering, (2) the cause of suffering, (3)
the possibility of removing suffering, and lastly, (4) the path
that leads to freedom from suffering. This was the Path of the
Golden Mean, between self-indulgence and self-mortification,
both of which were equally painful and unprofitable in the
search after truth. Hence it was given the name of the Middle
Path, consisting of righteousness in the eightfold aspects of life,
which have already been described in the earlier part of this
book.

This, in brief, was the purport of the Master’s first sermon
at Sarnath, delivered to the first five Bhikkus. The simple and
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direct teachings, free from sophistications of the priestly order
—the Brahmins—who had made rites and rituals as the be-all
and end-all of man’s salvation, had a tremendous influence on
the people as a whole. No wonder then that the new faith had
a large number of converts from the ruling chiefs down to the
laymen, who eagerly took to the yellow robe.

This is the outer aspect as in all other religions of the world
before and after Buddha’s time, and it worked well with the
masses, for it gave them a clear perspective of life and life’s
way. The intricate Vedic problems, the Vedic Pantheon and
the Vedic mode of worship were bypassed in a single sweep,
and the people were asked to evolve and elevate their conduct
and everything else would follow of itself. This was, in a way,
the strict observance of yamas and niyamas that go to make
for Sadachar (right conduct), the first and foremost step in
the right direction.

It does not mean that Buddha denied the existence either
of God, or of the steps leading up to Him on the spiritual
path. A mere public non-affirmation of something of higher
value and vital interest far ahead of his time and which the
common man was not yet prepared and ready to accept does
not mean the negation of the same. The higher Path was of
course left for the chosen few and kept for the elect, who
were worthy of the mystical teaching relating to transcen-
dental hearing, as we read in the Surangama Sutra, wherein
are described the spiritual experiences of the highest Bodhis-
atvas and Mahasatvas and great Arhats, like Maha Kasyapa,
Sariputra, Samant Bhadra, Metaluniputra, Maudgalyana,
Akshobya, Vejuria, Maitreya, Mahasthema-Prapta and oth-
ers. All of them in their accounts testify, in one form or
another, to the purple-golden brightness, the infinitude of
pure mind-essence, the transcendental perception, the trans-
cendental and intrinsic hearing experienced by the inner mind,
leading to the indescribable and mysterious Sound of Dharma
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like the roar of a lion or the beating of drums; the penetrating
power of the element of fire, making the intuitive insight
luminously clear and enabling them to view all the Deva
realms and finally the Buddha-land of Immovability, laying
bare to the core the very heart of balanced and rhythmic
ethereal vibrations. They also speak of the “Supreme, won-
derful and perfect Samadhi of Transcendental Consciousness”
called the “Diamond Samadhi,” that is attainable by means
of “Intrinsic Hearing,” when the mind, freed from mental
contaminations, loses itself into the “Divine Stream.”

After listening to the various personages, Manjusri, the
prince of Dharma, laid great stress on attaining ‘““the supreme
purity of mind-essence and its intrinsic brightness shining
spontaneously in all directions,” and exhorted the Great As-
sembly “to reverse the outward perception of hearing and to
listen inwardly to the perfectly unified and intrinsic Sound of
the mind-essence.” He then summed up the subject in the
following memorable words:

This is the only way to Nirvana, and it has been followed
by all the Tathagatas of the past. Moreover, it is for all
the Bodhisatvas and Mahasatvas of the present and for
all in the future if they are to hope for perfect enlighten-
ment. Not only did Avalokiteswara attain perfect enlight-
enment in long ages past by this Golden Way, but in the
present, I also, am one of them . . . I bear testimony that
the means employed by Avalokiteswara is the most ex-
pedient means for all.*

Again, the contemplators in the Hinayana school of Bud-
dhism were also called Shravaks which means “hearers,” i.e.,
hearers of the inner Sound-principle.

But after the passing away of the Lord, the secret teachings
given by him to the chosen few gradually disappeared, and

* For a fuller account in this connection, see the section “Evidence
from Various Religions” in Naam or Word by the same author.
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Buddhism like all other religions after having served the great
need of the hour, now remains just a collection of dogmas
and beliefs and offers little solace to the seekers after Truth,
which comes only from a Truth-realized soul, a real saint with
spiritual attainment and inner experience of the Reality.

Taoism

Turning to China, we find the best in Buddhist thought
passing into the religious traditions of the Chinese. But along
with this, we may note the message taught on his own by
Lao Tze, the father of Chinese Mysticism (Hsuanchiao) or
Taoism. The term Tao meaning “road” or way, denotes the
hidden “principle of the universe.”

Lao Tze speaks of Tao as “Absolute Tao” which is the
“Fssence” and “Quintessence” (the spiritual truth) quite
apart from and yet immanent in its manifestations. Just as
Indian mystics had distinguished between the Aum that we
chant and the Aum that is the Indescribable, Inexpressible,
Wordless Word, so too Lao Tze tells us:

The Tao that can be told of
Is not the Absolute Tao;
The names that can be given
Are not Absolute Names.

Of the character of Tao, it is further said:

Tao is all-pervading
And Its use is inexhaustible!
Fathomless!
Like the fountainhead of all things.
Again:
The Great Tao flows everywhere,
(Like a flood) It may go left or right.
The myriad things derive their life from It,
And It does not deny them.
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And again:

The Tao never does,
Yet through It everything is done.

In Book II, dealing with the application of Tao, is given the
Principle of Reversion:

Reversion is the action of Tao,

Gentleness is the function of Tao,

The things of this world come from Being,
And Being comes from Non-Being.

Tao is the source of all knowledge:

Without stepping outside one’s door,

One knows what is happening in the world.
Without looking out of one’s window,

One can see the Tao of Heaven.

The further one possesses knowledge,

The less one knows.

Therefore the sage knows without running about,
Understands without seeing,

Accomplishes without doing.

The Grand Harmony of Tao, the mysterious secret of the
universe, becomes manifest when:

When the mystic virtue becomes clear, far-reaching,
And things revert back (to their source),
Then and then only emerges the Grand Harmony.

Of his own teachings (as of the great sages), he said:

My teachings are very easy to understand and very
easy to practice,

But no one can understand them and none can prac-
tice them.

In my words there is a principle,
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In the affairs of man there is system,
Because they know not these

They also know me not.

Since there are few that know me,
Therefore I am distinguished.

Therefore the sage wears a coarse cloth,
But carries jade within his bosom.

And finally, speaking of the Way to Heaven, he says:

True words are not fine sounding,
Fine-sounding words are not true.

A good man does not argue;

He who argues is not a good man.

The wise one does not know many things;
He who knows many things is not wise.
The sage does not accumulate (for himself).
He lives for other people,

And grows richer in himself;

He gives to other people,

And has greater abundance.

The Tao of Heaven

Blesses, but does not harm.

The way of the sage

Accomplishes, but does not contend.

From the above, it would be clear that Tao is the Way;
the Way to Reality, the ineffable and transcendent, the very
ground of all existence, the womb from which all life comes
into being. It comes only through the cultivation of stillness,
or ridding the mind of the mind-stuff, a stillness which but a
few can practice, enjoy and radiate to others. The process of
approach to inwardness lies through reversion and purification
of the spirit by putting the “self” aside. “Bide in silence, and
the radiance of the spirit shall come and make its home.” It
is by the alert watch-and-wait method that the mind becomes
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blank and still. It is to such a mind, that Nature yields her
secret. We Wei or “Creative Quietude,” which comprises and
connotes at once “supreme activity” and “supreme relaxa-
tion,” is vitally necessary for the realization of Tao. It is “life
lived beyond tension,” that acts as a magic spell. Tao works
without working and can never be learned and so “a sensible
man prefers the inner to the outer eye.” 'The Way to Tao is
ever in concord with nature and comes by a drive toward sim-
plicity. It is a way of life to be lived that brings in the all-
embracing continuity of Tao.

But now, Taoism without Lao Tze has lost its original deep
meaning and has acquired a secondary sense, denoting just
the Way of the Universe, or the Way according to which an
individual may order his life, and it is difficult to see how far
one can by himself come to Tao by ordering his life without
a Master-soul to put him on the Path.

Zoroastrianism

What the Hindus refer to as Aum, Naad, Shabd, the Bud-
dhists describe as the Lion roar of Dharma, and Lao Tze as
Tao, Ratu Zarathustra, the ancient Persian sage, speaks of as
Sraosha, or that which is heard:

I cause to invoke that Divine Sraosha (i.e. the
Word) which is the greatest of all divine gifts for
spiritual succour.

Ha 33:35

The Creative Verbum;
Assimilating one’s unfolding self with
His all-pervading Reality,

The Omniscient, Self-existent Life-giver has framed
this mystic Verbum and its melodious rhythm,
With the Divine Order of personal self-sacrifice for

the Universe, unto the self-sublimating souls.



THE ESSENCE OF RELIGION 203

He is that person who, with the Enlightened Superb
Mind can give both these (Mystic Verbum and
Divine Order) through his gracious mouth unto
the mortals.

Ha 29:7

In Gatha Ushtavaiti, Zoroaster proclaims:

Thus I reveal the Word which the Most Unfolded
One has taught me,
The Word which is the best for mortals to listen.
W hosoever shall render obedience and steadfast at-
tention unto Me, will attain for one’s own self the
All-Embracing Whole Being and immortality;
And through the service of the Holy Divine Spirit
Will realize Mazda Ahura (Godhead).
Ha 35:8

But today we see only the symbolic fire burning all the time
in the Parsi temples and the Parsi households and the chant-
ing of psalms and hymns regardless of the living Sraosha or
the Creative Verbum, which the noble Iranian himself had
practiced for a number of years on Mt. Alburz and of which
he taught the people, as opposed to the worship of the ancient
gods of Babylon and Nineveh. Bound however to the fiery
symbol of the original Sraosha, it is no wonder that the Parsis
are now known as “fire-worshipers.”

Thus we see that each saint or sage, in his time, gave to
the world what he had himself experienced, in a form that
could be easily understood and assimilated by the people in
general. Fach one of them is worthy of the highest respect for
his contribution to the sum total of spiritual knowledge that
we have, but a real insight into this knowledge and actual
experience of the spiritual truths cannot be had from the past
Masters, for they cannot now come down to the physical plane
to give a living contact of the holy Word to the people and


































































































































































