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Plate 1

There can be no great and compl ete culture

without some element of asceticismin it;
for asceticism means the self-denial and self-conquest
by which man represses his lower impul ses

and rises to greater heights of his nature.

(Sri Aurbindo [Ghose] 1953:85)
ii
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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION

In trandliterating Hindi words and sentences, | have, because most of my informants
spoke Hindi, generally applied Hindi forms rather than Sanskrit — which means that |
have dropped the final ‘a in, for example, ‘Siv(a)’, ‘Ram(a)’, and ‘Kumbh(a)’. | have
mainly applied the pattern of tranditeration given by R.S. McGregor’s Hindi-English
Dictionary (1997). However, | have made exceptions as to Sanskrit words which today
have become part of the common English language as, for example, ‘dharma,

‘karma’, and ‘yoga .

| trandliterate the names of my informants, but | have chosen not to tranditerate
geographic names like Varanasi, Allahabad, etc.; | have chosen to tranditerate the
names of more mythological places as, for instance, the name of the most sacred part

of Varanasi, Kasi — the city of light.

The various methods of tranditeration practised by different authors have produced a
great variety of spellings of what is, in fact, one word carrying a determined meaning.
For instance, while | write ‘svami’ (master, lord, king — one of the titles used to

address Hindu ascetics), others spell it as ‘swami’; where | write ‘samnyasi’ others

write ‘sannyasi’ or even ‘sannyasin’, and ‘darsan’ is by some written ‘darsan’, etc.

Diacritical marks are applied both in the text and in the glossary, although | have
chosen not to use italics to mark out transliterated words. Indian, trandliterated words
are pluraised in the text in the English manner by adding an ‘s'. The glossary is
primarily meant as an aid to the reader not familiar with all the Hindi words in the text,

and it offers agenera explanation, often that given by McGregor (1997).
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ENCOUNTERING
THE HOLY

— an extended preface
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ENCOUNTERING THE HOLY

Plate 3

What is it about India and Varanasi, this holy city on the bank of the Ganga, that has
made me return, again and again? It is definitely not the freezing cold temperatures
during mid-winter, nor isit the dry heat at spring, or the wet and humid months of the
monsoon. It also has nothing to do with the bottomless poverty — the beggars half-
eaten by leprosy pushing what once was an arm through the open window of my cab.
It is not the constant power failures, the dirt, the touts, the diarrhoea, or the souvenirs.
What is it then? For ten years I’ ve been asking myself this question without yet having
come to know the answer. ‘Mother India, | have realised, raises more questions than
she provides answers, and it could simply be that it is this infinite roundabout of

questions begging for answers that makes some of us return — over and over again.

Indiais a continent of paradoxes and contradictions — desperate poverty and immense
wealth, purity and impurity, caste and class, heat and cold, monsoon and drought,
mosgues and temples, ahimsa and violence, secularism and fanaticism, sacred cows
and holy men. Enigmatic customs and practices, raise an apparently never-ending line

of questions with either no answers or a multitude of them.

In the pages to follow, | will try to shed light on one of the cultural and religious
traditions that | find fascinating in this country of contrasts. What | have in mind is the

practice of renunciation, a life-style adopted by men and women of all ages. These

URN:NBN:no-2121



ENCOUNTERING THE HOLY

holy figures, dressed in saffron (some aso in white, red or black), have left the
material world behind in order to devote their thoughts and actions — their beings — to
matters of a higher spiritual nature and, in this way, to prepare themselves to leave
their bodies. They have left behind the world of domestic demands, obligations and
dependency and entered what is often described as a state of peace (santi) and eternal

happiness.

IN THE DOMAIN OF THE SAFFRON

During my stays in Varanas, | have experienced a growing fascination with and
curiosity as to the saffron-robed men and women who are so visible in the streets and
on the ghats of this city — sacred to Hindus. My curiosity concerns most of al their life
experiences and persona histories, their individual turns and thoughts of life. In
October 1998 | set out to explore this field in greater detail. | established Varanasi as
my field base, as it had been five years earlier when | did a field research related to
elderly Hindus' thoughts and perceptions of death and afterlife. Among the elderly
Hindus | interviewed then, were some sadhus, and my encounters with them
contributed to feed my curiosity about these saffron-robed figures. Although sadhus, in
general, throughout my research, have become ‘demystified’” and gradually taken on
more ‘human’ faces, | am still struck by the dignity and charisma visible in sadhus at
peace with themselves and their surroundings. However, as | will also show in
following chapters, it seems to be a fact that the sadhu way of life is chosen by some
on the basis of pragmatic or even speculative, rather than spiritual, aims and biases.
One of my aims has been to pass on a ‘sober’ image of sadhus, without removing ‘the
sadhu’ from his elevated throne of respect and dignity. My main efforts have been
directed towards moving behind stereotype images of ‘the sadhu’ in order to present

thisfigurein al itsdiversity.

! These holy men and women, or renouncers, are called by a number of different terms. Sadhu is a
common general term, as is svami, baba, samnyasi (fem. samnyasin) (transcribed according to
McGregor 1997). For further details see ‘ Labels of saffron’ (chapter one).
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ENCOUNTERING THE HOLY

My initial fieldwork started in October 1998 and continued for six — seven months. |
spent most of the time in Varanasi, but | also visited the Magha Mela in Allahabad in
January 1999, and Pashupatinath in Nepal — sacred to Lord Siv. During the spring
2000, | returned to Varanas for a month to re-interview some of the sadhus | had
known, and also to make a number of new interviews. My last stay, in order to
complete the research for this project, took place before and during the Kumbh Mela
in Allahabad in January 2001.

Of great importance to my understanding of this complex field, were the months |
spent in the company of SrT Digambar Siv Narayan Giri (Maharaj) in Oslo, Norway. |
first encountered Maharaj in the Jina Akhara in Varanas at an early stage of my
fieldwork (1998). Soon | also got to know Uma, who was to become his wife and the
mother of his son. During the spring 2000, Maharaj left for Norway, where his wife
and son had settled. My luck in this way provided me with the unique opportunity of
everyday life interaction with a sadhu and his family, in my own neighbourhood, for

four rich and enlightening months.

Plate 4.

During Sri Digambar Siv Narayan Giri’s (Maharaj) stay in Norway (spring/summer
2000), | recalled that | had seen him before — years ago. | looked through my dides,
and found him smiling towards my camera in the streets of Varanasi during the last
half of 1993.
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ENCOUNTERING THE HOLY

SPEAKING ONE’S OWN MIND

Although India is a well-described field within the social sciences, the Indian sadhus
still seem to be draped in aveil of mystery. Wendy Sinclair-Brull, author of one of the
most recently published anthropological books on renunciation (1997), states that ‘[...]
although Hindu society has been intensively studied by sociologists/anthropol ogists
from the perspective of the householder, the samnyasin and in particular the samnyasin
Orders have been amost entirely ignored’ (Sinclair-Brull 1997:1).? According to
Sinclair-Brull, the by now more than thirty-year-old theories and concepts of Louis
Dumont about the Indian renouncer have until recently been left undisturbed ‘ through
the power of the mystique surrounding the samnyasin, and the lack of ethnographical
data of the samnyasin within his social context’ (ibid.:2). Although | believe Sinclair-
Brull isright as to the relative lack of ethnographical data on sadhus, there are yet a

number of books that should be taken into consideration:

G.S. Ghurye's Indian Sadhus (1953) is a detailed book offering a clearly set out survey
of Hindu asceticism and ascetics from its origin until the time of writing. Ghurye's
book both introduced me to and guided me through the quite confusing landscape of
renunciation within Hinduism. | found David M. Miller's and Dorothy C. Wertz's
monograph about the monks and monasteries of Bhubaneswar in Orissa (Hindu
Monastic Life, 1976), based on field research conducted by Miller in 1963-64,
inspirational both in form and its content. As to form, | appreciated their use of life
histories — ‘in order to give the reader an idea of the great variety of lifestyles possible
in Hindu asceticism’ (Miller and Wertz 1976:17). The life histories presented in the
book ‘include some that typify traditional views about sadhus and some that are
distinctly atypical as evidence that not all ascetics are bound by tradition’ (ibid.:17). |
found Miller's and Wertz’ book especially inspiring as they apparently share my
fascination with the great variety to be found among Indian sadhus. They declare that

the most interesting aspects of Hindu monasticism ‘are found in the varied types of

2 By ‘samnyasin Orders Sinclair-Brull refersto the formal structure and organisations among sadhus.
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ENCOUNTERING THE HOLY

individual ascetics rather than in the social structures of the monasteries they inhabit’
(Miller and Wertz 1976:17). Further, they remark that the emphasis put upon the
individual search for salvation within Hindu asceticism, ‘alows for amost as many
lifestyles as there are persons searching for salvation’ (ibid.:17). B.D. Tripathi’s book
Sadhus of India. The Sociological View (1978), is another book which has to be
mentioned when speaking of Indian sadhus. Despite Tripathi’s constant use of
statistics, this book, based on an examination of 100 monasteries in Uttar Pradesh,
offers quite some useful information even to someone like me (who shuns statistics).
Robert Lewis Gross' book The Sadhus of India (1992) is based on his field research in
North India from 1969-73. Through an examination of sadhus life styles, religious
beliefs, rituals and symbolism, Gross attempts to grasp and understand some of the
essence of Hindu renunciation ‘in its contemporary setting’ (Gross 1992:5). Gross
presents parts of ten ascetic life histories in order to give an idea of ‘the human
concerns prompting certain members of Indian society to opt for alife of renunciation’
(ibid.:5).

Among the more recent published books about Indian sadhus, two beautiful books
inspired me both by their pictures and their detailed ethnographic descriptions. Rajesh
and Ramesh Bedi’s book Sadhus. The Holy Men of India (1991), and Dolf
Hartsuiker’'s book Sadhus. Holy Men of India. (1993). Rajesh Bedi is a photographer,
and Ramesh Bedi is a journalist who for more than fifty years has been studying the
way of life of sadhus. Dolf Hartsuiker is a Dutch psychologist with a fascination for
Indian sadhus. Anthropologists have also made recent contributions related to
renunciation. Some of these are: Kirin Narayan, Storytellers, Saints, and Scoundrels
(1989); Peter van der Veer, Gods on Earth (1988), and Wendy Sinclair-Brull, Female
Ascetics (1997). These books have all, in different respects, inspired me and been
fruitful to my research and my writing. | found Narayan’s book especialy inspiring
because of the close and sincere portrait it draws of ‘Swamiji’ — who throughout the
book is only referred to by this generic term for a holy man, ‘blurring certain markers
that would identify and locate him’ (Narayan 1989:10). Sinclair-Brull and Van der
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ENCOUNTERING THE HOLY

Veer's books, and also Narayan’s book, | found theoretically interesting as it seems to

me they all share some of my desire to move beyond the ‘ideal’ notion of renunciation.

My own anthropological biases | recognise in Peter Van der Veer's argument that we,
rather than limiting our research to values, should look at behaviour (Van der Veer
1988). | also appreciate the way he sees concepts (‘purity’, for instance) in a social
context — as taking ‘different meanings in different social and historical settings
(ibid.:xv), rather than being entirely determined by an elusive ‘Hindu tradition’ (ibid.).
Inasimilar way | have tried to grasp sadhus’ ideas of the brahmanical interpretation of
concepts like samsar, maya, and karma, rather than taking them for granted. In this
respect, | also embrace Roger M. Keesing's idea of knowledge as ‘distributed and
controlled (Keesing 1987:161):

Cultures as texts, | will argue, are differently read, differently construed, by men and women,
young and old, experts and nonexperts, even in the least complex societies. An anthropology
that takes cultures to be collective creations, that reifies them into texts and objectifies their
meanings, disguises and even mystifies the dynamics of knowledge and its uses. (ibid.:161)

Both Keesing and Van der Veer hold the dimension of power to be essential to any
understanding of religion; | support this view, as aspects of the ascetic, religious
sphere in India today are quite heavily influenced by political power-games. Van der
Veer is critica of Clifford Geertz' contribution to the study of religion for the reason
that Geertz’ work ‘appears to be one of the best examples of the tendency to divorce
the study of meaning from that of power’ (Van der Veer 1988:45). Van der Veer's
intention is, ‘in a general and theoretical sense’, to study ‘the intricate texture of the
changing relations between power and religious meaning’ (ibid.:51). He sees religion
as politically organised, and warns against divorcing the content of religious symbols
from this political organisation as these (the religious beliefs and experiences) ‘havein
a way their own force and pattern of change which affect the organization of those
who live by them’ (ibid.:52). Although he agrees with Geertz about the importance of
trying to find out ‘what the actors think they are up to’ (ibid.:52), he argues that in any
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ENCOUNTERING THE HOLY

interpretation of their meaningful actions we ‘have to pay attention to their power and
interests' (ibid.:52).

| see my contribution to the existing literature on renunciation as an effort to let sadhus
speak their own minds; only minor attention has been paid to the religious scriptures of
Hinduism and brahmanical interpretations of these. My main driving force has been
curiosity about the lives of strangers and a desire to get access to their life-experiences,
as these are interpreted and narrated by themselves in their own words. | have, to the
best of my ability, reproduced the interpretations presented to me as these were
worded.’

HANDLING THE FIELD

To be one and to know one ...

Vinita and | arrived Sri Sarida Math, the female branch of Ramakrishna Mission in
Varanasi, about 3.30 in the afternoon. We entered an office-like room where a middle-
aged samnyasin welcomed us. Vinita introduced me and explained the purpose of our
visit. Soon a similar-looking (white-coloured, close-cropped hair), English-speaking
samnyasin entered the room. She refused to tell us her name but told us to call her
Mataji. When | explained to her that | was doing research on renunciation, she
responded immediately: ‘You want to know about renunciation? Well, then you'll
have to become a renouncer yourself!” For afew seconds she looked at me — seriously
— until she burst into laughter and said: ‘I'm just teasing you!” Her joke gave me an

opportunity to take my message further. | said: ‘You are right. To be fully able to

® Clifford Geertz has wisely expressed that anthropological writings ‘are themselves interpretations,
and second and third order ones to boot. (By definition, only a*“native” makes first order ones: it’s his
culture)’ (Geertz 1973:15). Geertz adds in a footnote that informants frequently construct what are
called ‘native models' — second order interpretations. This, along with anthropological works based on
other anthropological works, may be said to have created a complex ‘order problem’ (ibid.).
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understand renouncers, or even to be able to write about renunciation, | should have
become a renouncer myself. However, | cannot do that. This would be a far too
difficult decision for me to make, and that is why | am dependent on others — on those
who actually have left the world behind. | am dependent on their agreement to involve
me in their stories, their thoughts and experiences.’” She nodded, silently, and asked to

see my questionnaire.

This particular samnyasin was probably right. In order fully to understand renunciation
and renouncers, perhaps | should have been one myself — despite what Geertz once
said about not having to be one to know one (Geertz 1983). | will never know for sure.
There were mainly ethical, but also practical, reasons why | never even considered the
option of becoming ‘one of’ the renouncers | wanted to get to know. There are,
however, anthropologists who have ‘become’ one in order to ‘know’ — in order to
grasp the perspective of ‘the natives'. Robert Lewis Gross, for instance, was initiated
into a group of sadhus® ‘Ultimately’, he writes, ‘going on their “trip” led me to take
initiation from a guru® into an ascetic order’ (Gross 1992:91). As | doubt the ethical
aspect of going this far — ssimply to get access to relevant data and to transform
‘experience-distant’ concepts into ‘ experience-near’, | never considered such atrip as
an aternative (Geertz 1983:57).°

Gross explains that the religious orders and sects of the sadhus were closed, and this
was his reason for being initiated. He realised that in order to become one of the

sadhus he was observing, he would have to achieve the same status. This, of course,

* The Indian sociologist, B.D. Tripathi was also initiated as an ascetic, first as a Saiva ascetic and later
asaVaisnsav ascetic, in order to ‘ make the present work authentic and reliable’ (Tripathi 1978:7).

®> A guru is a guide or supervisor — mainly in spiritual, but sometimes also in practical matters. Any
sadhu who has disciples (householders or sadhus), is normally adressed by these (and sometimes also
by others) as‘gurujt.

® “*An experience-near concept is, roughly, one that someone — a patient, a subject, in our case an
informant — might himself naturally and effortlesdy use to define what he or his fellows see, fed,
think, imagine, and so on, and which he would readily understand when similarly applied by others.
An experience-distant concept is one that specidists of one sort or ancther — an anayst, an
experimenter, and ethnographer, even a priest or an ideologist — employ to forward their scientific,
philosophical, or practical ams' (Geertz 1983:57).
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would only be possible via aritual initiation. Gross was in search of access — access to
desired information. He saw the solution of taking initiation from a sadhu as ‘alogical
outgrowth of the direction in which | had been going and seemed to be a potentially
effective research strategy’ (Gross 1992:92). At this point he had no guru, and this also
bothered him as it made his status among the sadhus ambiguous. ‘1 was tolerated but
not fully accepted’, he declares (ibid.:91-92). During his first nine months in the field,
he spent time with different sadhus in Varanasi, and he aso visited other religious
centresin India. Despite this interaction with sadhus he felt as an ‘outsider’ looking in:
‘| was perplexed about how to approach getting a closer and more of an “insider’s’
perspective on the sadhus (ibid.:92). It seems as if Gross saw no other concerns
regarding being initiated into an ascetic order than the way in which this would
influence his research. He says: ‘I was, of course, ambivalent about doing this and
speculated as to how it would affect my research’ (ibid..92). As far as | can see, the
ethical aspect is not taken into consideration. There are, in my view, more statements
confirming this. Take for instance Gross's reflections when Bhagwandas, a Vaisnav
sadhu, offered to give him diksa and take him as his disciple: ‘Although | did
appreciate Bhagwandas magnanimous offer, | was not sure exactly what was
involved. Moreover, | really did not believe that | would live forever at his asrama, but
the opportunity to directly experience an initiation ritual, become his disciple, and
possibly develop deeper relationships with him and other sadhus in the sect strongly
motivated me to accept’ (ibid.:94). Gross accepted — he took diksa and became a
Vaisnav sadhu. This marked a major transition in his field research, but it aso
involved certain limitations and restrictions: ‘| would like to be able to admit that after
my rite de passage into a recognized religious sect | had no more problems éliciting
data from the ascetics and was fully accepted by them all as a pakka (“ripe’; “
cooked”) sadhu. Unfortunately, this was not the case’ (ibid.:95).

fully

The limitations and restrictions he was confronted with were mainly caused by the fact
that he, as an initiate in one ascetic group, was restricted from interaction with sadhus
belonging to other groups. The good part was that he now had access to more sadhus,

and he could introduce himself to these by pointing at his affiliation with his guru, who

10
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was a fairly well known sadhu. Gradually, as he aso started to act more like a sadhu
and in this way conformed to their expected role model, he was accepted more readily.
His change of identity also had some material implications. It became for instance
difficult for him to unite the sadhu role with any extensive use of his camera or tape-
recorder, and it also seemed incongruous to take notes:. ‘ This was inconsistent with the
image | was trying to project of myself as a serious aspiring sadhaka (one who is
following a spiritual path), and it was diametrically opposed to the ideals of
renunciation and the life style and value system of the Indian ascetics' (ibid.:96-97).
The way he clung to his possessions, his camera and tape recorder, made many of his
fellow sadhus look upon him as an anomaly: ‘Many of them criticized that if | really
was a sadhu and had renounced material life and possessions, why did | have an
expensive camera and tape-recorder’ (ibid.:97). Sadhus who questioned Gross about
his attachment to material items were told that he needed to take notes and pictures for
a book he was writing on Indian religion. Gross summarises his two roles in the field
by saying that he was ‘ playing the role of an ascetic disciple at the same time being an
ethnographer attempting to obtain data on the people who were giving spiritual
instructions' (ibid.:97). There were times when these two roles diverged — and there
were times when this divergency was hard to hide. During the celebration of Lord
Ram’s birthday in Ayodhya, Gross went with some sadhus to bathe in the sacred river
that runs through Ayodhya. Several thousand pilgrims and sadhus had gathered to do
the same. Gross took some pictures before he went into the river. While he was busy
snapping good shots, someone in the crowd snatched his shoulder-bag from the

ground:

| panicked and started to scream out, but it was too late to do anything. In the bag, besides my
passport and all the money | had with me at the time, were severa field notebooks filled with
data, about two dozen research photographs with their negatives, and a number of ritual items
given to me by the sadhus the day before. | was completely devastated. When the sadhus | was
with returned from the river, they asked me what had happened. Their response is crucial.
They laughed and said that the thief was Bhagawan (“Lord”) Rama who has come to give me
blessings and teachings about my attachment to material things. Their interpretation of the

11
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situation, unfortunately, was not very consoling to me since | was till very much attached,

particularly to my notebooks. (ibid.:107)

The forgotten past

Svami Jaydevanand, who for thirty years has been living in Mumuksu Bhavan, said:

Everything happens according to God’'s wish. It isall in our luck. It does not depend on us, it
all depends on God. Everything is decided by God, previous to our births. After birth we are
actors in God's l1la, actors in a play. If you become a samnyasi, God will fulfil al your

wishes,

Before he came to Varanas to take samnyas, Svami Jaydevanand had been a
brahmacari in Bihar. | tried to ask him about his childhood, about the life he had lived
before he became a brahmacari. Immediately he responded: ‘Y ou should not ask a
samnyasi about his family. If | tell you about my family, | will get disturbed. My
concentration will be spoiled. My thoughts will be with my family, and | will feel sad.
Never ask me about my family!”’” Also Svami Urhanand and Sri-108 Dandi Svami
Tarakesvar Asram warned me not to ask sadhus about matters related to their former
lives. Y et, they both gave me glimpses of their own life histories. Sri-108 Dandi Svami
Tarakesvar Asram said: ‘A samnyas is not bound to tell anything about his former
life. He will be angry if you ask him, but to satisfy your curiosity | will tell you
something. | am a bachelor and my age is close to eighty ..." Svami Umanand told me
about his former life and his decision to renounce the world, but at the same time told
me that most sadhus would never have told me this much, or anything at all, about
their family and former life. ‘The life of a samnyasi is regarded as a rebirth’, he said,

‘“anew birth where the previous births are forgotten.’

" (mera dhyan cala jaega hamko dukh hoga)

12
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The samnyasins in Sant Ashram were more reluctant to let me know anything about
the lives they had left behind. The first time Vinitaand | visited the ashram, we rang
the bell at the gate just before five in the afternoon. A man opened the gate and let us
in. We were invited to sit down in the temple, and were soon accompanied by an
elderly samnyasin. When Vinita explained to her the purpose of our visit, she
suggested that we ask the only English-speaking samnyasin of the ashram to come and
talk to us. We did, and a few minutes later a beautiful, middle-aged woman appeared.
She was dressed in a white sari, under which she wore a woollen jumper. It was
November and very chilly both outside and inside the ashram. The samnyasin had a
squint in her left eye and wore glasses. | told her, in English, about my research and
showed her my questionnaire. She looked briefly through the first page and gave
answers to some of my questions. | noticed that she was reluctant to reveal anything of
persona character. She also refused to let me use my tape recorder because, as she
said: ‘When you talk like this, so many unnecessary words are spoken.” Vinitatried to
explain to her the importance of her words: ‘ The words may seem unnecessary to you,

but they are not to her’ (she pointed at me), but arguments got us nowhere.

During our last visit to the Sant Ashram, one of the samnyasins called Vinita outside
and told her, in Hindi, that none of the samnyasins wanted to discuss matters related to
their ‘previous lives. Vinita replied that of course we would respect that and
emphasised that we would be happy simply to get some knowledge of life in the
ashram. The samnyasin replied:

All day long we do pija, etc.; we are very busy and have no time even to go out of the ashram.
GurujT is very strict on the time; she always keeps awatch with her.? * Guru-Ma’ is our mother,
our father, our everything. We don’t go to see our family members. If they want to come to
see us, they are welcome to do that. Myself, | have sisters, but | don’t think of them. We have
left that life behind and forgotten about it.

® | had actually noticed that she kept a big alarm clock in front of her in the temple.

13
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‘The past is forgotten’ — this statement was repeated by almost every sadhu that | met.
However, as my meetings with Svami Urmanand and Sri-108 Dandi Svami Tarakesvar
Asram indicate, some sadhus were more willing to recall some of this forgotten past

than others.

The stories people told me about their lives became the main vehicle of my research —
both in my methodological approach to the field and in the process of converting the
field experiences into written text. In the completed text, these stories are alowed to
emerge as pillars — or as girders, so to speak — through which | present my argument.
Such a presentation of pieces of life histories is often described with the term
‘narrative’; Nigel Rapport describes these as * stories people tell about themselves and
their worlds' (Rapport 2000:74), and he applies a method which he calls to ‘describe-
analyse’ the narratives he is told (ibid:.75). Although | find Rapport’'s way of
analysing narratives somewhat too systematic,? | have been inspired by his approach
and have also, to a certain extent, adopted aspects of it. | have also found a great deal
of inspiration in the ideas of Mattison Mines (1994), who is aware of the values
embedded in the stories people tell about their own lives. Mines says that the purpose
of his research ‘has been to explore the nature of individuality in Tamil society’ (ibid.:
149); and, he argues, in order to grasp the interconnectedness and interaction among
‘the manifested public individual (what is known about the individual), the socia
being (the fabric of the individual’s social ties), and the inner voice' (ibid.: 149) —
which all are ‘components and dimensions of everyone's individuality’ (ibid.: 149) —

we haveto listen to ‘the stories people tell about their own lives' (ibid.: 149):

Each person carries these dimensions of private identity and must work out his or her own
orchestration of social and private identification. If we ignore these personal stories, then we
ignore the articulation of self, culture, and society that makes each person unique and
individuation possible. But we also deny the active agency of the subject in the making of

culture, society, and consciousness. (ibid.:149-50)

® Rapport isolates different recurring themes in a narrative and numbers each of these themes, whereas
| would have chosen amore literary way of presenting the analysis.

14
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According to Gross (1992), the life history approach is necessary in order to learn
about sadhus: ‘I realized that personal biographies would provide information about
the sadhus not readily available in any other way’ (ibid.:97). Thisisin accordance with
Anthony Paul Kerby’'s statement saying that narrative emplotment ‘ appears to yield a
form of understanding of human experience, both individual and collective, that is not
directly amenable to other forms of exposition or analysis' (Kerby 1991:3). Kerby also
says that because narratives ‘articulate not just isolated acts but whole sequences of
events or episodes, thereby placing particular events within a framing context or
history’ (ibid.:3), it is generally acknowledged that ‘our understanding of other
cultures and personsis primarily gained from, and in the form of, narratives and stories
about and by those peoples' (ibid.:3). Gross, as| did, faced challenges in applying the
life history (narrative) approach to the reality surrounding him. He admits that it was
often both difficult and time consuming to gather life histories, and he says that he
never managed to fulfil his ambition as to the number and quality of recorded
biographies. According to himself, many of those he did record are *just brief sketches
pieced together from various statements a particular sadhu told me about his life
(ibid.:98). Gross further admits that it often took him several months ‘to find out
anything about a sadhu’s past history; with a few it took nearly two years before they
discussed lives in any depth; others refused to divulge anything about themselves
(ibid.;98).%°

Idedlly, sadhus have renounced everything that could possibly attach them to their
former identity. They have left behind their homes and families, performed their own
funeral rites, changed names and clothes — in short, devoted their lives to extinguishing
attachments, desires, and ego. Their superior aim is to terminate their attachment to the
material, social world — the world of illusion (maya), and to get moks (release). In this
perspective, it seems absurd to ask these men and women to memorise and regurgitate
alife left behind, lived by a person with whom they no longer consider themselves to

have any affiliation. Gross remarks: ‘My attempt to record their life histories and fix

0 Narratives, or life histories, will be further discussed in chapter five (see ‘Construction through
narrative’).
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their identities was completely antithetical to their commitment of a systematic
dissolution of ego consciousness' (ibid.:99-100). Soon, he also discovered that it was
inappropriate to probe into the sadhus persona lives and affairs: ‘In fact, it is a
cultural convention rnot to inquire about the personal life and past background of a holy
man or saint, and it is considered disrespectful to do so’ (ibid.:98). However, it is aso
a fact that there are sadhus who have specific reasons for not wanting anyone to dig
into their pasts. What | have in mind are those who are disguised in saffron in order to
hide from a criminal record — and the police. In most cases, though, the unwillingness
to talk about the past should be understood by reference to their efforts in detaching
themselves from their egos. As Gross correctly states: ‘[...] the entire cultural complex
of asceticism and renunciation, which is orientated toward the transcendence of ego

consciousness, militates against attachment to a sense of personal history’ (ibid.:100).

Research among sadhus aso involves other challenges, whereof one concerns the
sadhus' itinerant lifestyle. Gross tells that he faced no difficulty finding sadhus along
the river bank or in a monastic institution, but difficulties ‘arose in trying to structure
interviews with them and in attempting to devel op long-term relationships. Since many
of them had no fixed residence and were highly mobile, there was the serious issue of
having no “control” over the research population’ (ibid.:84). To me, this raises
interesting questions as to the idea of ‘the anthropological fieldwork’ — as it was
created and baptised on an isolated isand by Bronislaw Malinowski almost a century
ago. | believe George Stocking is right in describing the works of Malinowski as
‘mythopoeic’, ‘because they set out a grandly heroic and vivid image of fieldwork
against which later anthropologists measured themselves (Stocking 1983:110).
Further, | applaud the following remark by Michael Carrithers. ‘In sober fact,
fieldwork can take as many forms as there are anthropologists, projects, and
circumstances (Carrithers 1998:229). My own fieldwork among sadhusin Varanasi, ™
both in terms of techniques and challenges, necessarily took on another character than

afieldwork like that, for instance, of Jean Briggs (1970) who spent seventeen months

1 Only afew of my informants were itinerant — the majority were resident in local ashrams.
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with afamily group of Inuit in the Canadian Arctic, 150 miles from other humans — or,
for that matter, that of Malinowski. As | never considered becoming a sadhu myself,
the degree of participant observation practicable was naturally bound to be limited to
certain contexts and occasions. Mostly, | relied on semi-structured interviews and
informal talks with sadhus that | either simply happened to meet, or consciously
searched for in an ashram. In order to follow them over sometime, | tried to see some
of the same sadhus during each of my stays in Varanasi in the period from 1998 —
2001. However, there were always someone on a pilgrimage or otherwise hard to
locate, so this was not always practicable.™ | estimate the total number of sadhus that |
have had talks with to be approximately fifty — sixty. As some of these were only brief
encounters, | have included the names of thirty-six of these in the appendix (‘Who is
Who?). Naturally, the majority of these are men, but | have also included five female
sadhus (samnyasins) in this overview —which, | believe, is arelatively high percentage
compared to the actual proportion of male versus female sadhus. Among the number
of brief encounters not listed in the appendix, are aso female sadhus from two
ashrams mentioned above ( Sri Sarida Math and Sant Ashram).*®

Because the issue of gender was never emphasised as a matter of particular importance
by the sadhus themselves, | have not paid specific attention to differences or
similarities between female and mae sadhus. Although there is no doubt that
asceticism is a male-dominated arena, there are a number of female sadhus either
living on their own, with their guru (male or female), or residing in a female ashram.
Several monastic orders, as for instance the Ramakrishna Mission, have both a male
and a female branch of ashrams. | also find it worth mentioning that in India there

have been, and still are, a number of well-known female spiritual leaders and gurus.

12 For instance, one of the sadhus | met in 1998, and had hoped to see again when | returned during the
spring 2000, had |eft his ashram because he had made a woman pregnant. As none of the other sadhus
in the ashram knew where | could locate him, | was not able to continue my talks with him.

13 See * To be one and to know one ..." and ‘ The forgotten past’.
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Historically Anandimat (1896 — 1983)** and Sri Ramakrishna's wife, Sr1 Sarida Devi
(Holy Mother) (1853 — 1920), are two of the most renowned.

THE ART OF COMMUNICATION

What sort of command of the local language should be expected from an
anthropologist in the field? Bronisaw Malinowski in the early 1920s launched the
ideal of intimate knowledge of the local language (1922), and Malinowski’s ideals of
field behaviour still seem to be alive. | see these ideals as what they are meant to be —
ideals, not practicable truths for today. It is no secret that it takes time to learn a local
language properly. Today the circumstances under which most anthropologists work,
unfortunately, indicate that only rarely can one find room for language proficiency
within the limitations of allocated time and resources. My intention is not to
underestimate the value of knowing the local language of one's field. On the contrary,
| want to stress that we should have so much respect for any local language that we
stop believing it could be learned in a couple of months. As R.F. Ellen says:
‘ Anthropol ogists are normally expected to “learn the language”, and while most try to
do so, many of us feel we fail’ (Ellen 1984:178). Regarding the problem of fulfilling
this language-ideal, Ellen remarks that ‘since this means failing to measure up to a
publicly required occupational definition, anthropologists have often taken refuge in
silence, instead of thinking critically about how to improve language learning in the
discipline’ (ibid.:178). As afirst step out of this difficulty, Ellen suggests that one tear

down theillusory simplicity concerning ‘learning the language’ (ibid.:178):

This is not a single, albeit complex, activity. No “native speaker”, for instance, commands
every style, dialect, technical jargon and so forth which is included in the English language.
And we should not be narrow-minded about what constitutes a language. Sharing a
supposedly common language with informants may sometimes give rise to unwarranted
complacency concerning “understanding”. (ibid.:178-79)

¥ For further information, see chapter five (‘Matters of spirituality’).
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Ellen remarks that it is *as ridiculous to reject interpreters under all circumstances as it
IS to attempt literary criticism of medieval English literature from scratch, or argue
with computer specialists without some preliminary work on their subject’ (ibid.:179).
On the other hand, Ellen also sees the danger of having no common language at all —a
situation which may create a huge distance between the anthropologist and his
informants, no matter the talent of the interpreter. The will to learn the local language,
then, is by Ellen characterised as the most important factor concerning the
establishment of a close relationship to the informants. | fully agree, but | also see a
danger in having an idea of ‘knowing’' the local language. In short, | fall in with Roger
M. Keesing who argues that ‘the stuff of talk is deeply ambiguous, amenable to
dternate readings (Keesing 1987:167). He points out how our intuition assists us in
construing meanings in our own language — ‘athough it is by no means clear how
similar are the constructions we natives place on the same sequences of sound’
(ibid.:167). When communicating in another language than our mother tongue, in a
language in which we are not native speakers, ‘the room we have for alternate

interpretations expands greatly’ (ibid.:167).

| am not a native Hindi speaker — a fact which, to follow Keesing's argument,
indicates that even with a good command of Hindi | would have run a relatively big
risk of misinterpreting aspects of what | was told in the field. For this reason, | never
doubted that | needed an assistant — somebody to guide me, not only through the
language, but also through the wider context of Hindusim, which, like the language, is
immensely complex. For cultural reasons | wanted this person to be a woman, and due
to the nature of my research she needed to be a Hindu. In the neighbouring house |
found Vinita, who not only was awoman and a Hindu (of the Brahman caste), but who
was also well-educated and had experience from similar work. On several occasions
she had worked with scholars involved in research whose topics had been related to
mine. Vinita not only knew the location of a number of ashrams in Varanasi, but she
had also previously met some of the sadhus that we went to see. | believe the fact that

these sadhus both recognised her and seemed to carry good memories of their previous
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meeting, simplified my access to them on some occasions. These experiences also
qgualified Vinita in the sense that she was accustomed to being in the presence of
sadhus, and knew how to behave with sadhus of different ranks and orders. Due to her
experiences, Vinita was not only a translator but also a useful reference and guide for

me within the complex Hindu cosmology of contexts and connotations.

| am aware that the fact that Vinita was a Brahman could have had some influence on
the sadhus presentation of self. We all remember Gerald Berreman’'s self-ironic
description of his experiences during working with interpreters of different caste and
religious affiliation (Berreman 1962), and | can not know whether, or in what way, the
stories sadhus shared with us would have been any different if Vinita were, for
instance, alow-caste, a Muslim, or aman. My guess, however, isthat the fact of Vinita
being Brahman included us in more settings than it excluded us from. | find it
reasonable to believe that if she had been alow-caste or, not to mention, a Mudlim, we
would not have enjoyed the same kind of trust or patience among all the sadhus, and
we would also have run the risk of being excluded from, for example, ashrams like
Mumuksu Bhavan, where only Brahmans reside. When thisis said, | would like to add
that a number of my informants had a good command of English. Some of these |
visited without being assisted by Vinita, but cultural expectations indicated that
scholars should be accompanied by a field assistant, and | therefore preferred to have

her company during these meetings also.

Whenever possible, | used a tape recorder during the interviews. Most sadhus were
comfortable with this, and it was a great advantage for me to not have to take notes or
be worried about remembering what was said. During interviews in Hindi, Vinita
continuously trandated the essence of what was being said, and we established a

routine of going through the tapes the following day to be sure we got details right.
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Perceptions and descriptions of a reality

An anthropologist is a person with a distinctive personality — carrying preferences,
sympathies, knowledge, and emotions which influence his or her choice of field, topic,
and method. This will aso influence how and in what way the anthropologist gets
access to the social reality he or she wants to describe. A.N.J. den Hollander sees a
parallel in the way a painter is reflected in his piece of art: ‘Every painting is to some
extent a self-portrait of its maker, it will aways contain a certain amount of self-
projection. No extreme cases are needed to convince any reader of social descriptions
that the authors among themselves show the greatest possible diversity’ (Den
Hollander 1967:9). What an anthropologist perceives and understands in the field, and
later passes on in the form of awritten text, is highly influenced and determined by his
personality:

[...] everyone remains dependent on his own personality which means that his descriptive
work will always be somewhat like impressionist painting. Romantics will have a particular
eye for what is exceptiona in a culture whereas realists will note rather what is ordinary and
most usual. But even the most realistic person will give a slanted picture of the people he
describes. He, too, will achieve not so much the truth as rather a transposition of his own
personality. (ibid.:11)

James Clifford has called ethnographies ‘fictions' for the reason that: ‘It suggests the
partiality of cultural and historical truths, the ways they are systematic and exclusive
(Clifford 1986:6). Clifford argues that ethnographic writings can ‘properly be called
fictions in the sense of “something made or fashioned,” the principal burden of the
word’s Latin root, fingere’ (ibid.:6). Ethnographic truths are partial, he goes on to say,
‘committed and incomplete’ (ibid.:6). Clifford realises the threat of this argument to
clear standards of verification, but he believes that ‘once accepted and built into
ethnographic art, a rigorous sense of partiality can be a source of representational tact’
(ibid.:7)." Already in the early 1970s, Clifford Geertz described anthropological

> What Clifford calls ‘representational tact’, is to me a reminder of the complexity of any interaction
or socia setting, and of the difficulty of reproducing this complexity in its true being. Clifford
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writings as fictions, ‘in the sense that they are “something made,” “something
fashioned” — the original meaning of fictio — not that they are false, unfactual, or
merely “as if” thought experiments (Geertz 1973:15). Geertz blames anthropol ogists
for not always being ‘as aware of as they might be of this fact: that although culture
exists in the trading post, the hill forth, or the sheep run, anthropology exists in the
book, in the article, the lecture, the museum display, or, sometimes nowadays, the
film’ (ibid.:16). ‘To become aware of this', Geertz says — and here he seems to share
some of the thoughts of Den Hollander (1967) — ‘is to realize that the line between
mode of representation and substantive content is as undrawable in cultural analysis as
itisin painting’ (Geertz 1973:16). According to Geertz, the ‘claim to attention of an
ethnographic account does not rest on its author’s ability to capture primitive facts in
faraway places and carry them home like a mask or a carving, but on the degree to
which he is able to clarify what goes on in such places, to reduce the puzzlement —
what manner of men are these? — to which unfamiliar acts emerging out of unknown
backgrounds naturally giverise’ (ibid.:16). This attitude necessarily raises what Geertz
calls ‘some serious problems of verification [...] of how you can tell a better account
from a worse one (ibid.:16). ‘But’, he adds, ‘that is precisely the virtue of it’
(ibid.:16):

If ethnography is thick description and ethnographers those who are doing the describing, then
the determining question for any given example of it, whether a fidld journal squib or a
Malinowski-sized monograph, is whether it sorts winks from twitches and real winks from
mimicked ones. It is not against a body of uninterpreted data, radically thinned descriptions,
that we must measure the cogency of our explications, but against the power of the scientific
imagination to bring us into touch with the lives of strangers. It is not worth it, as Thoreau
said, to go round the world to count the catsin Zanzibar. (Geertz 1973:16)

mentions a book by Richard Price (1983) as an example of such ‘self-conscious, serious partiality’
(Price 1983): ‘Price recounts the specific conditions of his fieldwork among the Saramakas, a Maroon
society of Suriname. We learn about external and self-imposed limits to the research, about individual
informants, and about the construction of the final written artefact. (This book avoids a smoothed-
over, monological form, presenting itself as literally pieced-together, full of holes.)’ (Clifford 1986:7)
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It has never been part of my anthropological desires to count the sadhus of Varanasi.
Rather, | have been curious to catch a glimpse of the lives of these ‘strangers — to get
an idea of, exactly, ‘what manner of men are these? — and, finally, to pass on my
interpretations of it all, as a piece of ‘red life fiction’. In retrospect, looking back at
my meetings with different sadhus, | see a mixed bag of characters — each one
different and yet united by the act of renouncing the world. In some respects | see
traces of a structure — a common idea, a superior aim. In other respects, al | seeisan
enigmatic variety — deconstructing any idea of ‘the sadhu’ as a somehow predictable
figure. On the basis of my encounters with different sadhus, | have tried to outline an
idea of sadhus in India today. This idea is created partly from observations and from
articles in newspapers and newsmagazines — but mainly from my own interviews,

talks, and discussions with different sadhus.*®

THE FOLLOWING CHAPTERS

In the following chapter (chapter one), | will give a more detailed outline of the
ethnographical and theoretical aims and intentions of this dissertation. Chapter two
explores the meaning of certain key concepts | use in my discussion. Guidelines to
renunciation, as these are suggested in Hindu scriptures, will also be introduced here.
As one of my main aims by writing this dissertation is to give a presentation of Hindu
renunciates ‘in the round and not in the flat’ (Malinowski 1987:ix), chapters three, four
and five describe some of the variety of personalities, destinies, and ways of life to be
found behind the stereotype of ‘the sadhu’ — or ‘the renouncer.” Chapter three consists
of four different and quite distinctive life histories, whereas chapter four presents a
description of Mumuksu Bhavan, one of the Dandt ashramsin Varanasi. A selection of
the ashram’s resident Dandi Svamis will be introduced through fragments of their life
experiences and glimpses of their thoughts, ideas, and expectations — given me during

our talks. Chapter five offers a closer and more systematic look at motives that may

'8 The nature of the narratives | was presented, is further discussed in later chapters. See for instance
chapter four (* Common Denominators'), and chapter five.
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precede the final act of renouncing the world. This chapter will be concluded by a
discussion of the construction of life histories, or narratives. In chapter six, | have
chosen to picture fragments of the context within which Indian sadhus move. My
intention is to give an idea of how sadhus are perceived and imagined by their
surroundings — their family and close relatives, the general householder, magazines
and newspapers, fiction and film. Chapter seven deals with the role of the ascetic body
as a means, or vehicle, to achieve moks. Key words of this chapter are ‘sacrifice,
‘penance’, ‘self-discipline’, and ‘surrender’. The last chapter, chapter eight, gathers
thoughts and arguments in a conclusion regarding sadhus and their relation to Indian
society. Finally, the epilogue is written as an effort to both summarise and mirror the

issues discussed throughout the preceding chapters.
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THE FIGURE
IN SAFFRON

Plate 5

Thisworld is nothing.
(Samsar kuch nahi)

(Vaisnav sidhu, Magha Mela, Allahabad, 1999)

URN:NBN:no-2121



1. THE FIGURE IN SAFFRON

INDIVIDUALS AND OTHERS

For quite some time | have been fascinated by people who make sudden, radical turns
in their lives — people who put their relations, their identity, even their life and career,
at risk in order to realise a dream or alonging. To me the Indian renouncer (the sadhu)
represents such a figure, so the main theme of this dissertation has become Indian
sadhus presentation of self.'” The sadhu, idedly, has left behind everything that
connects and attaches him to his former identity — the name given him at birth, his
caste, his relation to relatives and friends, his profession, any material property, his
bodily desires, etc. A break isimposed on his career; his life course has come to a halt.
The person he used to be is no more. He has committed ‘social suicide’ in order to be
reborn as a sadhu. Thoughts, ideas and practices preceding, surrounding and
succeeding such aturn in life form the basis of this dissertation. In particular | have
been concerned with sadhus' own descriptions of their break with samsar, the materia
and profane world, and their entrance into the ascetic ‘sphere’. More specifically, |
have tried to make sadhus describe and explain to me — in their own words — both their
experiences of the ascetic life as compared to alife in samsar and the changes that took
place with(in) themselves in the process of |eaving the material world behind. My aim,
in other words, has been to let sadhus speak their own minds. Because | see life
histories, or narratives (the stories people tell about their own lives), as the
methodological approach best suited both to gather and to convey this kind of
information, | have let the sadhus’ own stories play a mgjor role in the presentation of

the material in its completed form.*

An essential theoretical discussion in this dissertation relates to an ongoing debate

within the socia sciences concerning the existence of an Indian individual. In referring

" By ‘self’, | mean — as does Anthony Paul Kerby — ‘the distinct individual that we usually take
ourselvesto be, an individual, therefore, that also knows itself to be’ (Kerby 1991:4).

8| have already discussed my selection of these sadhus in the methodological part of the extended
preface (see ‘The forgotten past’). For a further discussion of life histories (narratives), see
‘Construction through narrative’ in chapter five.
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to this debate | want neither to take sides nor to draw any conclusions, but ssmply to
illuminate aspects of my own ethnographical findings and to place these in a relevant
and meaningful context. | will, on the basis of my ethnographical descriptions, propose
some reflections on this complex issue. In order to understand the complexities of this
discussion one cannot avoid touching upon the theories of Louis Dumont, asthesein a
sense gave rise to the ongoing debate. | find Dumont’s concepts and ideas concerning
the renouncer as an ‘individual-outside-the-world’, released from and opposed to — but
still dependent on — the all-encompassing hierarchy of caste, particularly interesting.
According to Dumont, the samnyas asram is the only refuge for the individual in the
Indian holistic-collectivist world. He further characterises the renouncer as an
‘individual-outside-the-world’, opposed to the ‘man-in-the-world’ — the householder
who is still interwoven in the hierarchy of caste (Dumont 1980:185). In Dumont’s
view, the householder, unlike the renouncer, is defined by his socia existence and
functions within the restrictions and boundaries of his social context — the caste
system. It is the social restrictions embedded in the caste system which prevent the
‘man-in-the-world’ from being an individual — he ‘exists purely in a network of social
relationships, unlike the renouncer who has stepped outside this network’ (ibid.:89).
As the renouncer is no longer part of the interdependent relationship of caste,™® he is
for Dumont an ‘individual-outside-the-world’, opposed to the attached ‘man-in-the-
world’ ‘who isnot an individua’ (Dumont 1980:275).

Dumont’s theory and concepts have been, and still are, widely debated by scholars
working in related fields. One of the scholars who have contributed to this debate is
Peter van der Veer, who blames Dumont (and others) for seeing India in the

‘orientalist perspective’ that penetrates parts of ‘the academic community’® (Van der

¥ “Now, if we bring together the society on the one hand and the renouncer on the other, we have a
whole containing an equilibrium between quite different things: on the one hand a world of strict
interdependence, in which the individua is ignored, and, on the other hand, an institution which puts
an end to interdependence and inaugurates the individual. In the last analysis the system does not
neglect the individual, as the description of the caste system alone would lead oneto believe’ (Dumont
1980:185-86).

% ‘There can be no doubt that this picture has haunted social research on Indian religion and society
from Weber to Dumont’ (Van der Veer 1988:53).
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Veer 1988:268). Van der Veer describes the orientalist perspective as a perspective
stressing the ‘unchanging, transcendent realm of values which serves as a stable and
reliable point of orientation’ (ibid.:268):

This ream of values is enshrined in the ancient Sanskrit texts. In the same way, a number of
anthropologists also seem to derive their sense of direction from such a beacon. Through
intense collaboration with their humanist colleagues, who assist them in the correct
interpretation of the sacred texts, these anthropologists think they will succeed in constructing
amodel that will help them to rise above the maya of their fieldwork notes. (ibid.:268)

The orientalist perspective, Van der Veer goes on to say, ‘has above all led to a picture
of Indian society as static, timeless and spaceless, and dominated by the brahmans as
guardians of the sacred order of society’ (ibid.:53). Van der Veer has himself
developed an argument contradicting the orientalist perspective. He admits that the
study of textual Hinduism (Sanskrit texts) can serve as atool, but in his view ‘nothing
can replace the direct observation of religious practices, the competition in the various
arenas and the shifts in the projection of religious identity, as maor sources of
anthropological information’ (ibid.:268). Peter van der Veer sees Dumont’s reference
to the textual tradition within Hinduism as ‘extremely problematic’ (ibid.:56). One
reason for thisis that the texts chosen as reference ‘are generally taken from the Vedic
and Classical periods of Hindu civilization, i.e. texts dating from about 1000 BC to
AD 1200° (ibid.:56). Van der Veer compares this with the study of modern
Christianity and points to the foolishness of imagining someone making use of models
derived from Biblical texts, interpreted by Saint Augustine, to study the actual
behaviour of Calvinists in a Dutch village today. ‘ Such a method is based upon the
assumption that before the arrival of the Europeans, the traditional society was a kind
of ‘frozen’ social reality, in which no changes of any importance occurred. This
assumption is, however, entirely mistaken’ (ibid.:56). Another reason why Van der
Veer considered Dumont’s reference to the textua tradition within Hinduism as
problematic, is the lack of attention to ‘the nature of this material’ (ibid.:56). ‘A text is
aways a social text, written from a certain point of view which pertains to a certain

social group. By selecting texts one may obtain a partial view on the historical
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Situation’, Van der Veer argues, and adds that Dumont is often accused of only
presenting the brahman ideology — at the expense of other ideologies, ‘in what
Edmund Leach has called his ‘mixture of Vedic ideas and contemporary facts'.’
(ibid.:56).

Among the critics of the western scholarship of India is aso Ronald Inden (1990),
who, as Mines (1994) puts it, has ‘disavowed aspects of his earlier interpretations of
India which gave primary emphasis to the caste basis of that society and little credence
to the Indian person as the agent of history. Today he prefers instead interpretations of
Indian history that emphasize human agency’ (Mines 1994:10). Inden himself, in the
introduction to Imagining India (1990), declares that one of the purposes of writing the
book was to ‘criticize the knowledge of ‘Others' that Europeans and Americans have

created during the periods of their world ascendancy’ (Inden 1990:1):

The specific object of my critique is the Indological branch of ‘orientalist discourse’ and the
accounts of India that it has produced since the Enlightenment, but it also takes on the other
disciplines that have had a major part in making these constructs of India — the history of
religions, anthropology, economics, and political philosophy. (ibid.:1)

As correctly pointed out by Mines, Inden in this book demonstrates a concern with
‘human agency’ — ‘the capacity of people to order their world’ (Inden 1990:1). He
argues that the agency of Indians, ‘the capacity of Indians to make their world, has
been displaced in those knowledges on to other agents’ (ibid.:5). He further argues that
‘the makers of these knowledges have, in the first instance, displaced the agency of the
Indians on to one or more ‘essences’, and in the second instance on to themselves
(ibid.:5). The essences on to which the agency of Indians has been displaced have, as
Inden sees it, been ‘ caste, the Indian mind, divine kingship, and the like’ (ibid.:5). The
way in which the human sciences have ‘displaced human agency on to essences’ is
what Inden sees as ‘the problem with orientalism’ (ibid.:264). Accordingly, the
problem ‘is not just one of bias or of bad motives and, hence, confined to itself’
(ibid.:264). Inden reasons that these essences have been applied by western scholars to
explain why India‘lost out’ to the West:
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Since the civilization of India has been governed, they assume, by these dubious essences
from the moment of its origin, that civilization's place in the world has been, so to speak,
predetermined from the beginning. Lacking the essences taken to be characteristic of the West
— the individual, political freedom, and science — Indians did not even have the capacity on
their own to know these essences. They did not, so one would have to conclude, have the
capacity to act in the world with rationality. (ibid.:5-6)

In order to avoid the orientalist ‘trap’, Van der Veer suggests a behavioural approach
to the field. He suggests that ‘instead of limiting our research to values, we should
look at behaviour’ (Van der Veer 1988:xiv). Van der Veer criticises efforts to develop
‘asociology of values and ideas' (ibid.:55) that requires ‘the indological interpretation
of those texts in which the Hindu “system of meaning” is laid down’ (ibid.:55). In
Dumont’s works, such efforts led to ‘an excessively orientalist perspective which
coincides — not to our surprise — with the perspective of the learned Brahmans who
were the authors of these texts (ibid..55). Although | agree with Van der Veer's
critique of Dumont, | find it important to have in mind that Dumont’s ideas were
developed under socia and scientific circumstances quite different from today’s.
However, this does not imply that there were no critics of Dumont in his own time. In
1957, when Dumont and David F. Pocock started publishing Contributions to Indian
Sociology, they argued that a co-operation with indologists was necessary in order to
grasp the essence of the concepts to be explored within Indian civilisation. Dumont
and Pocock brushed aside as naive any study of civilisation on the local level without a
knowledge of the foundations of the high-culture (Tambs-Lyche 1996). Even at that
time such arguments were not alowed to pass without criticism. One of the critics was
F.G. Bailey. His comment to the position taken by Dumont and Pocock in their
editoria in the first issue of Contributions to Indian Sociology was. ‘If we concern
ourselves with activities as well as with values, with what men do as well as what they
think, there are certain advantages to be gained’ (Bailey 1959:90). Van der Veer's
objections to Dumont’s theory bear a strong resemblance to Bailey’s. In Van der
Veer's view, the level of abstraction in Dumont’s analysis prevents inclusion of what

could be found by observing people’s actual behaviour. This objection implies that
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Dumont puts too much emphasison ‘ideal’ categories of which the distinction between
the householder and the renouncer is only one example. Van der Veer fears that this
distinction, if analysed by Dumont’s structural analysis, smply becomes conceptual
dialectics unable to include, for instance, important changes over time in the
relationship between renouncers and householders. With reference to his own research
among sadhus of the Ramanandi group in Ayodhya, Van der Veer argues. ‘[...] the
distinction between householder and ascetic cannot in the case of the Ramanandis be
interpreted as a static, conceptual opposition, but should be regarded as a changing
boundary, affected by a process of sedentarization of sadhus' (Van der Veer 1988:70).

This discussion will be continued in chapter eight, but already at this stage | confess
my own theoretical preferences for the anthropological perspectives | find in the
above-mentioned writings of Peter Van der Veer and Mattison Mines. Of decisive
importance is the emphasis they both seem to place on the individual social agent as
means to understand the greater Indian society. Also, | value their focus on actual
behaviour rather than on ideological values. | am convinced that motivations and
behaviour should not be understood as reflections of an imagined social order, but as a
product of experiences accumulated throughout a person’s life — a life lived in a
specific social, material and ideal (cosmological) context. This conviction implies that
priority is given to the lives of individuals — as they are experienced and interpreted by
the individuals themselves. In my somewhat tentative theoretical search based on this
conviction, | have found inspiration not only in the India-based works of Van der Veer
and Mattision Mines but also in the works of Nigel Rapport. Despite a different
geographic orientation (Rapport writes mainly with reference to a European or
Canadian redlity), Rapport seems to share with Van der Veer and Mines a
preoccupation with ‘the individual, liberal-humanist subject’ (Rapport 1997:7). In one
of his essays, Rapport argues in accordance with Marc Auge (1995) that the individual
remains the ‘ anthropological concrete’ (Rapport 2000:90). In another essay he declares
that he wants to outline ‘aliberal basis for social science which recognises individuals
as universal human agents above whom there is no greater good, without whom there

IS no wider society, and in contradistinction to whom there is no cultural tradition’
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(Rapport 1997:181). Rapport argues in favour of an idea of the individua liberal-
humanist subject as ‘seat of consciousness, as well-spring of creativity, as guarantor of
meaning’, and he forcefully opposes the Durkheimian, Structuralist and Post-
Structuralist idea of the individual as dissolved, decentred, and deconstructed (ibid.:7).
An overriding aim in writing this dissertation has been to convey an idea, or an image,
of the individual creativity which characterises the way Hindu renouncers make their
lives meaningful to themselves. | have, in other words, been concerned with individual
creation of meaning. Secondly, | have tried to convert these individual references into
a more general knowledge about Hindu renouncers within the Indian society today.
With a sentence partly borrowed from Mines, | will put it this way: | have held as an
ideal to present Hindu renouncers, or sadhus, as agents ‘in the fullness of social life
(Mines 1994:9) — and, as guides along the way, | have found particularly valuable

advice and support in the writings of the three authors mentioned above.

LABELS OF SAFFRON

When speaking of renouncers, one may apply a number of terms. Among these are:
‘yogr', ‘guru’, ‘hermit’, ‘forest-dweller’, ‘mendicant’, ‘monk’, ‘sadhu’, ‘ascetic’,
‘svamt’, ‘mahatma’, ‘samnyasi’ (fem. samnyasin), ‘tyagr, and ‘vairagr (fem.
vairagin).”* The term ‘samnyasi’ (samnyasin) is by some restricted to those sadhus
who are initiated into a aiva order,?? whereas ‘vairagr’ (vairagin) may be restricted to

vaisnav sadhus.?> Among my acquaintances and informants in Varanasi, ‘ sadhu’** was

21 $r1 Digambar Siv Narayan Giri, a Naga samnyasi who came to play an important role in my work,
distinguished between samnyasi, tyadi, and yogi: ‘A samnhyasi is a person who has renounced
everything. A tyagdi is a person who has no needs — who touches nothing, who asks for nothing, who
says nothing. A yodi is a person who is so focused on his sadhna that nobody can disturb him.” When
asked whether he experiences himself as a samnyasi, atyadi, or a yodi, he laughed and said: ‘1 am al
three!”

%2 \Worshippers of Siva and followers of Sankaracaryi (788 —820 A.D.).
2 Worshippers of Vishnu and followers of Ramanuja (1017 — 1137 A.D.)

2 According to the Encyclopaedia Britannica: * Sadhu signifies any religious ascetic or holy man. The
class of sadhus includes not only genuine saints of many faiths but also men (and occasionally
women) who have left their homes in order to concentrate on physical and spiritual disciplines, as well
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a common term used to denote a Hindu ascetic. For this reason | applied this term
myself during my field research. ‘The etymology of sadhu goes a long way toward
clarifying its meaning’ (Klostermaier 1994:346):

It is derived from the root sadh-, to accomplish, and describes someone who follows a certain
sadhana, a definite way of life designed to accomplish realization of one’'s ultimate ideal, be it
the vision of a personal God or the merging with the impersonal brahman. Aslong as one has
not yet reached the goal one is a sadhaka; the perfect one is called siddha, having achieved
sadhya, the end to be reached. (ibid.:346)%

In this text | will aso apply the terms ‘renouncer’, ‘ascetic’, ‘svami’, ‘mahatma’,
‘samnyasi’, ‘yogi’, and ‘vairagt' . The reason | choose to use another term than ‘ sadhu’
In certain situations is that the person | refer to did so. In the text | will consistently
make use of the term that was applied in the specific situation referred to.
Consequently, | use the term ‘svami’ to refer to a specific dialogue with a sadhu, as
this was used by both my interpreter and myself to address the sadhus that we
interviewed. It seemed to me that among Indians, ‘sadhu’ was most commonly applied
when speaking of other sadhus as ‘term of reference’ or of renouncers/renunciation in
general, whereas to address a person with this term (or even use it to speak about a

person who was present) could be taken amiss.

as hermits, magicians, and fortunetellers, some of dubious reigious intent.
(http://search.britannica.com) | find it worth mentioning that although a sadhu ideally should be a
celibate and live on ams and donations from householders, the term is also at times applied to
householders who are characterised as selfless and pure. It seems, in other words, as if a householder
while living in society can stretch himself/herself towards the ideal of samnyas and even be referred to
as asadhu. During my field research, | was often told that sadhu is away of being, not away of living.
Thisimplies that no one can simply adopt a sadhu way of life and expect to be regarded and respected
as a sadhu — a holy man, a sadhu, is something one is from inside, a way of being. Another way of
saying it is as Svami Bhariti did while we were discussing whether al sadhus are ‘pure’ or not: ‘A
sadhu is a person who is “soft”, not rough; it is away of living, not away to dress.” | understand this
asindicating that a sadhu is a sadhu because of inner qualities. It is not sufficient to dress in saffron or
to adopt asadhu way of life—it hasto come frominside.

# K hushwant Singh has a dightly different idea of the etymology of ‘sadhu’: * The word sadhu derives
from the Sanskrit Sadhana —to meditate’ (Singh 1967:102).
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According to B.D. Tripathi, the word ‘sadhu’ is as old as the Sanskrit language itself.
He says that ‘sadhu’, in Hindu religious terminology, is used to describe a man of high
spiritua learning and high religious values: ‘He is more than average; one who is
virtuous in thought, word and deed’ (Tripathi 1978:12). Tripathi adds that the word in
‘common philosophical parlance’ is also used ‘to denote the fundamental universal
value of Truth, Beauty and Goodness' (ibid.:12). Tripathi mentions that the word is
known to have been used in the Rg Veda, ‘in the sense of anything directly reaching
the goal unerringly, like an arrow or thunderbolt’ (ibid.:12). Bedi and Bedi refer to the

same verse of the Rg Veda:

In the Rig Veda, the first of the four Veda texts, the semina scriptures of the Hindus
composed over 3000 years ago, the word ‘sadhu’ was used to denote that which reaches the
goal unerringly. In later times the word came to mean a man endowed with spiritual |earning,
high religious values and being virtuous in thought, word and deed. The word sadhu also
denotes one committed to and in search of the Truth, Eternal beauty and Righteousness. (Bedi
and Bedi 1991:18)

Kirin Narayan says that the word ‘sadhu’ in a broad sense can be taken to mean ‘good
man’ or ‘virtuous man’ (Narayan 1989:63). ‘More specifically, sadhu stands for
someone who has been initiated into an ascetic sect to devote himself to achieving
release from the cycle of death and rebirth’ (ibid.:63). The term is also commonly
trandated as ‘holy man’ or ‘ascetic % There are, however, Narayan says, some
difficulties in applying the word ‘ascetic’ as it may give connotations to, and
expectations of, images of ‘hair shirts, flagellation, and deprivations of all bodily
appetites’ (ibid.:63). Narayan argues that although severe austerities are practised by a
number of sadhus, this is certainly not the case for al (ibid.). She mentions the
Swamiji of her book as an example. Because he lives, in some ways, quite a
comfortable life, she finds it difficult to call him an ascetic. ‘How is Swamiji an
ascetic?, she asks. ‘He wears clothes, he sleeps on a bed, he eats at least once a day,

he switcheson afanif itistoo hot’ (ibid.:64). The answer is that Swamiji is an ascetic

% See for instance Ghurye (1953).
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‘because like most other sadhus he is celibate, detached from the material objects
around him, and devoted to a spiritual life over one emphasizing bodily fulfillment’
(ibid.:64). Also Peter van der Veer finds the term ‘sadhu’ difficult to trandlate. To him
this term ‘ obscures the important fact that many sadhus do not live, or even profess to
live, an ascetic life' (Van der Veer 1988:8). He says that he would rather opt for the
term ‘monk’ — ‘which, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, refersto a member
of a community of men living apart from the world under religious vows and
according to a rule’ (ibid.:8). | agree with the reasons Van der Veer gives for
preferring the term ‘monk’ to that of ‘ascetic’, but as this term was never mentioned by
any of my informants or by my interpreter during my research, I’'m not comfortable
with the idea of applying it in writing. My choice of terms is also anchored in the fact
that | am writing about men and women who experience themselves as renouncers,
sadhus, swamis, ascetics, samnyasis, or vairagis. Whether they really live what above

is described as an ‘ ascetic’ %’ life, isto me not adecisive factor.

‘.. AS THERE ARE STARS IN THE SKY’

Robert Lewis Gross writes. ‘In the early censuses of India the renouncers were
tabulated in terms of their numbers in a particular sect, and the ascetic sects were
treated as if they were caste groups (Gross 1992:122). However, in recent censuses
the renouncers are left out of the statistical enumeration and ascetic sects are no longer
even recognised. The sadhus (i.e. ‘Religious Mendicants and Inmates of Monastic
Institutions’) were earlier listed under the separate occupational category of
professional religious specialists along with priests and temple service castes, but in
the 1951, 1961, and 1971 censuses the categorisation of sadhus changed, and they

were classified as non-productive workers, lumped together with beggars and vagrants

%" | have in mind the kind of connotations to ‘ascetic’ mentioned by Narayan (‘ hair shirts, flagellation,
and deprivations of all bodily appetites’).
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(ibid.). Furthermore, sadhus residing in religious institutions (i.e. maths and ashrams®)
were included in the same category as inmates of mental asylums and jails. Gross finds
evidence for this in the 1961 U.P. State Census (Vol. XV, Pt. I-A (i), p. 294) which
states. ‘For beggars, vagrants, etc., including religious mendicants and inmates of
[mental and religious] institutions including convicts, it would be better to consider
absolute figures rather than proportions (Gross 1992:122-23).%° | visited the census
office in Varanas to check whether Gross was right. Here | met a young, very
computer-knowledgeable man who did his best to satisfy my curiosity. Despite the
best of efforts, all he had access to was the 1991 census, as at the time this was the
only computerised census. In this computerised census the Indian population was
categorised into rough categories of male and female ‘workers and ‘non workers'.
The sadhus were, as correctly stated by Gross, grouped among the ‘non workers
(‘lumped together with beggars and vagrants (ibid.)).*® The changes in the way the
censuses are conducted make it impossible to separate the number of sadhus from the
number of beggars, vagrants, and inmates of mental asylums and jails. Accordingly,
these censuses no longer give any indication of how many sadhus there are in India.
One of my informants suggested the number to be 400,000, whereas one of Gross
informants claimed that ‘there are as many sants (i.e., holy men) as there are stars in
the sky’ (ibid.:123). According to Gross, the older census data compiled by the British
indicate that, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, there were about
three million sadhus in India (ibid.). Others suggested higher numbers. One of these
was Svami Ram Tirth, according to Gross ‘a respected and well-known holy man’,

who in 1902 estimated the number of sadhus as somewhere above five million.

%8« Ashram’ in the sense of abode/hermitage should, according to McGregor (1997), be transcribed as
asram, as in the sense of stage in life (of which there are four). To distinguish the two different
meanings of this word | have chosen the form *ashram’ for abode/hermitage, as this is now a familiar
term in the English language.

% Govind Baba, a Canadian who has been livi ng as a sadhu in India since the early 1970s, made the
following remark: ‘Y ou could say this statement was probably made by a governmental bureaucrat in
a well-padded office who never met a renouncer or visited a penal institution in his life. Seems like a
stupid categorisation.’

% The helpful and service minded young man at the census office told me | might be able to find more
detailed information at their office in Lucknow, where they keep richer, non-computerised data
However, as | expected Gross observationsto be correct, | did no further research on this.
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Another was E.A. Havell, an English civil servant, who in 1905 published a book in
which he clamed that the number of sadhus in India was about five million.
Somewhat later, in 1962, Svami Agehanand Bharati in one of his books suggested the
number was somewhere between four and five millions (Gross 1992). In 1967
Kushwant Singh reduced these numbers considerably in an article on the holy men of
Indiain the New Y ork Times Magazine:

The earlier census reports put their number at 5 million. The present figure is under a half-
million. The British were eager to swell the figure to prove the Indians reluctance to work.
Free India's rulers are equally eager to destroy the image of India as yogi-land. (Singh
1967:43)

Gross finds Singh’s suggestion extremely conservative, and states that it ‘is probably
based on unofficial government conjecture’ (Gross 1992:123).3! He argues that the
figure should more likely be well over a million, and says that it could just as well be
close to three million or even more (ibid.). If the correct number of sadhus was
between three and five million, the percentage of sadhus at the time of Gross's
caculation would have been between 0,5% and 1%.% ‘This small percentage,
however, is certainly not insignificant in relationship to India’s present population of
almost 600 million people’ (ibid.:124). If we presuppose that the percentage has been
relatively constant, this would imply that in India today there are between five and ten

million sadhus as the total population is now more than one billion.

ON THE FRINGES OF SOCIETY

Renouncers are ‘dead’ to the social world. ‘Sannyas involves a symbolic death:

renouncing all personal ties and possessions, the sannydasi must devote himself to

%1 Govind Baba also expressed scepticism to Singh's indication of the number of sadhus to be half a
million: ‘How does he know? He met them at the Delhi Golf Club?

% Dolf Hartsuiker (1993) suggests that the sadhus in India constitute about half a per cent of the total
population, a percentage which in the early 1990s implied a total number of four to five million
sadhus.
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contemplating the Inner Self’ (Narayan 1989:68). Narayan describes this as ‘standing
aside from the world’, ‘reminiscent of Victor Turner’s conception of liminality as a
state in which an individual or group leaves society to be suspended “betwixt and
between” socia categories (ibid.:75):

The sannyast does indeed appear to be in a permanent state of liminality, standing on the
threshold between humans and deities, between caste society and the religious transcendence
of society, between the living and the dead. (ibid.: 75)

As| wrote afew years ago:

Varanasi is for me a city in lack of absoluteness, a city where apparently contradictory
elements coexist and take part in each other. Such a crossing of borders creates room for
liminality, for marginal states or beings with one leg in each of the distinguished domains.
This whole complexity is highlighted by the renouncer, the ‘individual-outside-the-world’. He
is a sacred being, and has renounced the profane world which he nevertheless till is
surrounded by, and dependent on. Accordingly, with one leg in the profane world and the
other in the domain of the sacred, he may stand as a symbol of both the sacred and the profane
part of the Hindu world. (Bjerkan 1994:97)

Svami Dhrupad Brahmachari-ji, one of the sadhus that Drew Stuart encountered
during his field research, stressed the importance of the presence of a renunciant
subculture within the wider culture. He claimed that any culture would need a liminal
space for more profound exploration: ‘Within a society, there must exist the option for
a lifestyle that allows one to seek what the typical programs of society cannot offer’
(Stuart 1995:46-47). In this perspective, the institution of samnyas and the presence of
sadhus is essential also in maintaining the health of the wider culture (ibid.). The
institution of samnyas can further be perceived as an escape valve for those who feel
misplaced in their position in the ‘mainstream society’ — whether as ‘son’, ‘daughter’,
‘husband’, ‘wife', ‘father’, ‘mother’, etc. As Stuart writes:. ‘If for whatever reason, you
aren't making it or things aren’t working in the family or community sphere, you can
take off and become a sadhu’ (ibid.:7). This leads Stuart to characterise the sadhu

subculture as ‘not only a mystical/ascetic tradition’, but ‘aso a part of the complex
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interplay of Indian society’ (ibid.:7). Another of Stuart’s informants, Shivbadri-ji,
emphasised the importance of liminal individuals — those who have reached profound
states of spiritual realisation:

[...] aslong as these great-souled beings were doing their puja and bhajan (worship), and
hawan (offerings to the sacred fire), the cosmos would continue to function without the direct
intervention of the Divine, regardless of how bad things were in the world at large. But as
soon as these sacred activities and rituals were threatened or disturbed by demonic forces, then
God would be forced to take incarnation, entering the degenerate world as an avarar.
(ibid.:47)

Gross says that among pious Hindus it is widely believed that it is ‘physicaly,
emotionaly, and spiritually beneficial to merely sit in the company of a holy man’
(Gross 1992:198). He also mentions that as the sadhus are believed to be detached
from worldly concerns, ‘they serve as mediators reconciling socia conflicts
(ibid.:198):

Householders are attracted and dependent on the sadhus not only because they represent
individuals who have attained inner peace as men but also because they are members of the
society who can be turned to in times of need. (ibid.:198)

Some would argue that sadhus should be more involved in what is going on in the
material world of householders. | once heard a Dutchman ask for Svami Bharatr's
opinion of whether sadhus could benefit society by being more involved in the profane
order of things — for instance by teaching people to be less selfish. Svami Bhariti said:
“Y ou have come to me to gain knowledge because of the fruits of your karma. People
who don’t come to me, have other destinations. All people have their own way to go
and their own karmic fruits to reap. The well is here — and there is water in the well,
but the water will not go to the people. The people will go to the well when they are
thirsty and in need of water.’
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INTERDEPENDENT WORLDS APART

During the Magha Mela in Allahabad in 1972, a sadhu explained to Gross the main
difference between the life of a sadhu and the life of a householder: ‘A Sadhu’s whole
lifeis paja [“worship”], but a householder must set aside time to remember God. The
householder has many other concerns...” (Gross 1992:111). To be ableto live alifein
puja, sadhus are dependent on householders for economic support. ‘Householders
make the ascetic enterprise possible by providing material support. A sadhu receives
offerings such as food, cloth, and cash from lay visitors' (Narayan 1989:79). As some
of the goods they receive are distributed to poor householders, sadhus to some extent
contribute to a redistribution of goods within the Indian society. The food may be
redistributed as prasad, the clothes and the cash as gifts to the needy. Another way
sadhus can benefit society is by giving blessings, teachings, and advice — all aspects of
a sadhu’'s mission. Sadhus are also asked to contribute with solutions to mundane

matters, ‘ranging from sexual dysfunction to economic decisions (Narayan 1989:79):

Many are folk healers and astrologers. As impartia third parties they may be asked to settle
disputes. A sadhu, in short, is someone who may be turned to in times of need, and who serves
as spiritual advisor, doctor, lawyer, political commentator, councillor, entertainer, and
psychotherapist al rolled into one. (ibid.:79)

The presence of sadhus contributes also indirectly to the well-being of Hindu
householders, as the dharma of householders indicates that they should give bhiksa
(alms) and dan (charity, ritual donation) to holy men. According to Gross, it is widely
believed that in return for giving money and food, a householder receives punya
(religious merit) (Gross 1992). Householders not only give donations to individual
sadhus but also to monastic institutions housing sadhus.*® Regular support is often
given to such monastic institutions from lay disciples of ascetics residing there. Such
householder disciples can often trace their connection to a particular monastic

institution through several generations. Gross relates that a number of Brahman castes

% Mumuksu Bhavan in Varanasi is one such ingtitution.
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in North India have had this type of continuous relationship with some of the Dandi
maths in Varanasi. ‘ Entire families are associated with a particular math; al the adults
in a family take diksa (“initiation”) and receive istamantra® from the mahant of the
monastic ingtitution and are in this way “bound” to the monastery through religious
and economic ties' (ibid.:162). In return the resident ascetics visit their lay disciples on
specia religious occasions in order to guide them through ceremonies and perform
rituals. More frequently, perhaps, householder-disciples go to visit their guru’s ashram.
‘On these occasions the householders spend time with their guru, take darsan of the
sectarian tutelary deity enshrined in a temple located in the monastery, and liberally
giveritual donations to the institution’ (ibid.:162).

Some sadhus travel extensively throughout Indiain order to give religious lectures and
to collect contributions from householders. One of these is Brahmacari Satya Prakash,
amusician living in Mumuksu Bhavan. When | first met him he was about to give a
performance in the temple of the ashram. Householders from Varanas and nearby
towns and villages had gathered to listen to him. He combined music, song and talk,
and the theme of the evening was based on the Ramayan. A few days after this
performance he went to Punjab to hold similar performances. ‘Many sadhus devote
considerable time to these tours and expose their ideologies and personalities to an
enormous number of people; they are able to accumulate in this way appreciable
income for themselves and their monastery’, Gross writes (ibid.:163). Gross also states
that quite a few sadhus give formal religious discourses that normally are ‘elaborate
commentaries based on some portion of a popular sacred text such as the Ramayana or
the Bhagavat Purana, dealing with the life and exploits of Rama and Krsna
(ibid.:168). These discourses ‘attempt to convey some religious or mora truth and
serve as vehicles for the transmission of traditional religious values and the teaching of
ethical principles (ibid.:168).

% An ‘istamantra’ (ist mantri) isafavoured mantri.
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Sadhus are used by householders as advisors in both spiritual and profane matters.
Profane matters may involve financial problems or conflicts within the family. From
time to time frustrated householders with a desire to take samnyas come to ask a
trusted sadhu for advice. Svami Isvaranand Tirth in Mumuksu Bhavan is for some

householders such atrusted sadhu. To me he mentioned one of these in particular:

One person, a retired man who weekly has been coming to see me, told me one day that he
wanted to become a samnyasi. He explained to me that he was very frustrated due to his
family, and that he wanted to leave them and take samnyas. He has three sons. Whereas one of
these lives in America, the other two live with their father in Varanasi. The oldest of his two
sons in Varanasi abuses alcohol, and this is why the father is so frustrated. | told him to go
back to his family to sort out his problems rather than trying to escape them by taking
samnyas. When he has completed his obligations as a househol der, he can take samnyas. If he
had taken samnyas now, he would have brought his frustrations with him into his ascetic life.
This would have done no good for anyone. To take samnyas, you have to be very determined.
I can not accept anybody’s wish to take samnyas, only to let them enjoy this life for a while
and then run the risk that they will regret their decision after a while — or even be unable to
follow the samnyasway of life at all.

Sarida Hrday in Sarida Ashram isin asimilar way sought out by girls with a desire to
take samnyas. ‘The girls often come because they have some family problems. |
normally tell them to fulfil their responsibilities towards their family before they

consider taking samnyas’, Sarida Hrday said.

My experience indicates that Grossis right in suggesting that ‘the social and economic
interaction between Indian sadhus and householders constitutes a complex system of
reciprocal exchanges' (ibid.:160). | also agree with Gross in seeing what he calls ‘the
functional importance’ of sadhus as an explanation of why sadhus are still both

respected and economically subsidised by householders and lay pilgrims (ibid.:160).
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BEYOND CASTE?

Idedlly, the sadhu is beyond caste — caste was part of the identity that was left behind
at the time of taking samnyas. As Narayan writes: ‘With initiation, an ascetic dies to
the world, renouncing the previous identity defined by kinship and caste’ (Narayan
1989:74). Narayan gquotes Swamiji, who says: ‘To accept al castes (jati) as your own
is a sannyasr’' s dharma. The same Bhagavan is in al of them as in you' (ibid..75).
What then about the numerous times Dandi Svamis explained to me that only
Brahmans are granted initiation into the Dandi community? Such experiences made
me aware of the importance of caste as a socia indicator even among sadhus. Also
Narayan expresses doubt as to the genera truth of the supposition that sadhus are
beyond caste; she suggests that Dumont has ‘ popularized a view of renunciation as the
dialectical opposition to caste society’ in arguing that the renouncer ‘is an individual
outside the world in an otherwise relationally oriented hierarchy’ (ibid.:74). Narayan
admits that she finds Dumont’s dialectical opposition between the renouncer and the
world of caste ‘compelling inits elegance’ (ibid.:75), but she still raises a critical voice
because this division, ‘like all ssimplistic divisions', ‘illuminates broad patterns even as
it obscures the messy variations in lived behavior’ (ibid.:75). Although caste ideally
should be renounced at the time of taking samnyas, it is, as Narayan argues, a fact that
al Indian sadhus after all were ‘born into a particular caste, and the indoctrination of
upbringing does not altogether vanish with initiation’ (ibid.:77). She mentions Swami
R. and Swamiji as examples. Swami R. expressed that he felt an affinity with
Swamiji’s values since they belonged to the same caste (varn). They were both
Brahmans, but from different parts of India (ibid.). On some occasions Narayan

noticed that Swamiji, too, kept acting on the basis of Brahman values:

Watching Swamiji, it struck me that in certain arenas of interaction he did indeed continue to
act like a Brahman concerned with purity: his small kitchen was always scrupulously cleaned,
and though he welcomed people from low castes he nonethel ess saw menstruation as polluting
and asked that women not touch him, his food, or his altar when they ‘sat apart’ (a common

euphemism for menstruation). (ibid.:77)

43

URN:NBN:no-2121



1. THE FIGURE IN SAFFRON

On the whole, in Narayan's perspective Dumont’s opposition between caste society
and renunciation fails to match the real world. Ascetic orders can, for instance, be
ranked in terms of relative purity, mirroring the caste order: ‘[...] the necrophagous
Aghoris for example, can be compared to Untouchables, while the militant Nagas and
Gosains can be likened to the warrior Kshatriyas' (ibid.:77). Narayan further mentions
that in certain monasteries the sadhus of different castes sit in separate lines for feasts.
And as to the itinerant Ramanandi sadhus, she claims that caste is ignored only when
they are in the jungles, whereas distinctions are resumed whenever they enter avillage
or pilgrimage site (ibid.). In the inner sanctum of the temples, the settled Ramanandis

allow only sadhus of the three upper castes (twice-born®)

to enter (ibid.). Raymond
Brady Williams (1984) describes how caste is an indicator of rank also among sadhus
of the Svaminarayan religion.® According to the traditional practice, male renouncers
are divided into three classes: the first class are initiates from the Brahman caste; the
second class are those from the non-Braman, twice-born castes, and the third class are
initiates from the lowest of the four varnas, or castes (Sadri). The different classes are
distinguished by the colour of their clothes and are told to follow different rules. Those
belonging to the third class do not receive full initiation as sadhus. As opposed to the
sadhus initiated into the first and second class, those initiated into the third class wear
white clothes — not saffron, which is a colour signifying renunciation of the world

(Williams 1984:92-93).

Although Narayan finds it hard to understand why the opposition between the
renouncer and the caste society has had such a powerful hold on anthropological
theories of renunciation for so long, she sees the fact that ‘indigenous Brahmanical
theory itself depicts renunciation as the antithesis of caste society’ as one possible
explanation (ibid.:75). | believe this must aso have been how Dumont was inspired to

adopt this perspective in the first place. | agree with Narayan, and | also believe sheis

% “Twice-born’ are those who have passed through the upinayan-ritual — an initiation given only to
members of the three upper castes (usually also only to boys).

% The Svaminarayan religion, which originated in Gujarat in India, was founded by Svami
Sahajanand. For further information, see for instance Williams (1984) and Tambs-Lyche (1992).
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right in her concluding remarks where she argues that what distinguishes sadhus from
other people is ‘not an outright rejection of the values of caste so much as an

alternative life-style pivoting around spiritual concerns' (ibid.:77).

Declan Quigley is another critic of Dumont who has reasonable arguments regarding the
influence of caste among sadhus. He suggests that India, more than any other region, ‘has
become increasingly opaque to non-speciaists in spite of the huge amount of material that is
available’ (Quigley 1997:107). Although he does not blame this solely on Dumont’s Homo
Hierarchicus, he identifies this as ‘the most influential villain’ (ibid.:107).37 Quigley’s main
concern in this rather critical article is caste — one of the apparently unavoidable concepts for
every anthropologist involved with India. Quigley finds it difficult to swallow a theory of
caste as a system of linear, ladder-like hierarchies, as these ‘ obscure the fact that Brahman and
Untouchable castes often have more in common with each other than with other castes and, in
this sense, are not ‘poles apart’ as conventional models suggest’ (ibid.:115). Rather, he
advocates a more dynamic model of caste, ‘which alows for the ambiguous relations between
different groups and which shows the structurally similar positions of caste that perform
analogous priestly functions — as Barbers and certain Brahmans are often reported to do’
(ibid.:116). Quigley concludes the article by admitting that athough Dumont’s
representations of India, of Hinduism, and of caste, amounted to gross misrepresentations, his
misrepresentations nevertheless had certain virtues. Quigley, | believe, is right regarding the
need for a more dynamic model of caste. On the whole, | see a need of a dynamic outlook on
most aspects of Indian society — also renunciation. The ‘man-in-the-world and the
‘individual-outside-the-world’ are, in my view, less differentiated and have more in common
than Dumont’s model indicates. This will be further discussed in the following chapters.

3 Quigley writes: ‘A theory which claims as one of its main virtues that it is contradicted by the facts
is not guaranteed to make much sense to non-specialists. Yet it possessed unparalleled appeal for a
generation of South Asianist anthropologists and some still cling to the theory’ s basic premisesin spite
of the clear demonstration that these inevitably lead to unsustainable conclusions. This is an
intellectual puzzle worthy of a Ph.D. thesis in its own right: i.e. why is it that Dumont’s nonsensical
theory exerted such influence for so long? (Quigley 1997: 107).
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BEYOND DHARMA

Plate 6

Wisdom is opening and light.

Ignorance is cover and darkness.

(Svami Visnudevanand Sarasvati) (Sarasvati 1978:37)
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FOUR STAGES IN LIFE

Prescriptions for the four stages in life (asram) are given in the Dharma Satras and in
the slightly later group of texts called the Dharma Sastras.®® The names of these texts
indicate that they are concerned with ‘dharma’, derived from the Sanskrit root dhri,
which means ‘to hold together’, ‘to support’, and is ‘that which aligns the individual
with the group and eventually the workings of the universe’ (Narayan 1989:34). When
trandated to English dharma is often rendered as ‘duty’, a unfortunate translation
which, according to Karl H. Potter, ‘suggests to many people a rather stiff, perhaps
even harsh, attitude, from which one tends to withdraw to something halfway between
possessive love and “righteous” minimal concern’ (Potter 1991:8). Rather, Potter sees
the attitude of dharma as ‘an attitude of concern for others as a fundamenta extension
of oneself’ (ibid.:8). Regarding the challenge of trandating ‘dharma’ into a western

language, Gavin Flood writes:

The term ‘dharma’ is untrandatable in that it has no direct semantic equivaents in any
western languages which convey the resonance of associations expressed by the term. It has
been varioudy trandated as ‘duty’, ‘religion’, ‘justice’, ‘law’, ‘ethics’, ‘religious merit’,
‘principle’ and ‘right’. (Flood 1997:52)

According to the Dharma Sitras there are three sources of dharma: ‘revelation (i.e. the
Veda), tradition (smrti), and the customs or “good custom” of the virtuous or those
learned in the Veda (ibid.:53). What is commonly referred to as the most influential of
al Hindu codes, Manu's law (Manu Smrti),*® adds ‘what is pleasing to oneself’
(‘conscience’) to these three sources of dharma (ibid.). ‘ These texts contain a doctrine
of dharma as a universal, all-encompassing law, which is yet flexible and adaptable to

different circumstances and a variety of situations (ibid.:56). The adaptable capacity

% “The rules of dharma in the Dharma Sastras merge into jurisprudence and they become important
texts in Hindu legidation and litigation, even during the period of British rule in India (Flood
1996:56).

¥ Manu Smrti (Manava Dharma Sastra) is the oldest and most important text of this genre, composed
between the second century BCE and third century CE, and was one of the first Sanskrit texts that
were ‘discovered’ by the British in India during the British rule.
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of dharma refers to the same relative quality as Wendy Doniger has called ‘ context
sensitive’ (Doniger 1991:xlvi). Dharma is particularly sensitive to two concerns —
one's position in society (varn) and one's stage in life (asram). The life stages are
‘codifications of different elements present in vedic society and an attempt to integrate
them into a coherent system’*° (Flood 1997:61-2). The four stages are: ‘[...] that of the
celibate student (brahmacarya), householder (grhastha), hermit or forest dweller
(vanaprastha), and renouncer (samnyasa)’ (ibid.:62). In the Dharma Satras each of
these four stages in life was regarded as a permanent choice, and not until the Dharma

"4l man should

Sastras were they seen as successive stages through which a‘twice-born
pass. ‘As with the varna system, the asramas are a model, this time concerned not
with the ordering of society but with the diachronic ordering of the individual’s life:

they are a paradigm of how the high-caste man should live’ (ibid.:62).

Manu's law (Manava Dharma Sastra) gives detailed descriptions of rules and duties
for Hindus in all stages in life (brahmacary, grhasth, vanaprasth, samnyas) and aso
elaborates possible consequences of opposition to this prescribed behaviour. Manu's
law consists of twelve books of which four deal with the four stages in life
(Klostermaier 1998). During the first stage in life, the student should be celibate and
educate himself to handle the challenges of life. The householder’s obligations lie in
the field of marriage and family life; he should work to support the family and
maintain his place in the community. Only when his children are grown, and have their
own children, may a man enter the third stage in life, that of the forest dweller. During
this stage in life one should concentrate on meditation about spiritual matters, whereas
responsibilities concerning matters related to family-life and the profane domain in

general should be taken over by grown-up children. Manu’s Law says:

0 “The asrama system arose during the fifth century BCE as a result of changes within the
brahmanical tradition. Initially the term referred to a ‘hermitage’ (asrama, the source of the anglicized
‘ashram’) and came to be applied to the style of life of those Brahmans who lived there. [...] The
meaning of the term came to be extended, referring not only to the place where the brahmanical
householder-hermits dwelled, but to the style of life they led, and eventualy came to refer to other
brahmanical styles of life aswell’ (Flood 1996:62).

L “Twice-born’ (dvijati) is a name of the three higher castes (Brahmin, Ksatriya, Vaisya), whose
initiation (upanayana) is seen as ‘second birth’, which entitles them to study the scriptures and
participate in ritual activity’ (Klostermaier 1998).
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[1] After he has lived in the householder’s stage of life in accordance with the rules in this
way, a twice-born Vedic graduate should live in the forest, properly restrained and with his
sensory powers conquered. [2] But when a householder is wrinkled and grey, and (when he
sees) the children of his children, then he should take himself to the wilderness. [3]
Renouncing all food cultivated in the village and all possessions, he should hand his wife over
to his sons and go to the forest — or take her along. [4] Taking with him his sacrificial fire and
the fire-implements for the domestic (sacrifice), he should go out from the village to the
wilderness and live (there) with his sensory powers restrained. (Doniger 1991:117)

Findly, there is a fourth stage in life: that of the renouncer. ‘Thisis not for everyone,
but if one feels the desire to seek liberation from rebirth, one can leave the family, give
up al socia connections, and become an ascetic' (Shattuck 1999:32). Manu’'s Law

says:

[33] And when he has spent the third part of his lifespan in the forests in this way, he may
abandon all attachments and wander as an ascetic for the fourth part of his lifespan. [34] A
man who has gone from one stage of life to another, made the offerings into the fire,
conguered his sensory powers, exhausted himself by giving alms and propitiatory offerings,
and then lived as a wandering ascetic — when he has died, he thrives. [35] When a man has
paid his three debts,*? he may set his mind-and-heart on Freedom; but if he seeks Freedom
when he has not paid the debts, he sinks down. [36] When a man has studied the Veda in
accordance with the rules, and begotten sons in accordance with his duty, and sacrificed with
sacrifices according to his ability, he may set his mind-and-heart on Freedom. [37] But if a
twice-born man seeks Freedom when he has not studied the Vedas, and has not begotten
progeny, and has not sacrificed with sacrifices, he sinks down.” (Doniger 1991:120-21)

Regarding the last stage in life, Klostermaier writes: ‘[...] all attachment to home and
possessions, including family, are to be given up’ (Klostermaier 1998:162). He adds
that the ideal schema of the four stagesin life ‘never corresponded in its entirety to the
reality of Hindu life’ (Klostermaier 1994:345). The oldest law books state for instance
that the last stage in life is only for Brahmins who have aready passed through the

“2 The three debts are: To study the Vedas; to perform rituals to the gods, and to beget sons to make
funeral offerings to the ancestors (Flood 1997).
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three preceding stages in life, whereas Hindu practice, ‘for as long as we know’
(ibid.:345), has been less dtrict. ‘Many Brahmins chose samnydasa right after
brahmacarya, as its continuance and perfection and many non-Brahmins took up this
mode of life aswell’ (ibid.:345). As Klostermaier remarks, despite such deviant traits
thisideal schema ‘institutionalizes a very strong current within Hinduism: the desire to
make religion one's whole life rather than just one of the many things in life
(ibid.:345).

In order to become a samnyasi(n), an initiation ritual is normally required. This ritual
marks the symbolic death of one's former social identity: a symbolic self-cremation. A
new name is given, and one is also often incorporated into the ‘lineage’ of one's guru,
which from now on is substituted for one's previous lineage of relatives. Another
important aspect is the renunciation of fire, by Flood described as the significant

difference between the third and fourth stagein life:

The renouncer has gone beyond the vedic injunctions of maintaining his sacred fires; living
entirely by begging he does not cook his own food. If fire and cooked food are symbols of
culture and raw food of nature, as Lévi-Strauss has suggested, then the renouncer in
relinquishing fire has, in a sense, relinquished culture; he is attempting to transcend culture for

apure, trans-human realm of spiritual liberation. (Flood 1997:63)

Stephen A. Tylor describes renunciation of fire as an internalisation of the sacred fire:
‘When a man enters the fina life stage (sannyasin), he completely abandons the things
of this world and is beyond dharma. Having taken the sacred fire into himself, he
should become a celibate, wandering alone, indifferent to everything, meditating and
concentrating his mind on brahman’ (Tyler 1986:90). Related, and in a sense opposed,
to the *outer fire' that is renounced at the time of taking samnyas, is tapas — the ‘inner
fire’, or ‘inner heat’ created through the practice of austerities (tapasya). Through

tapasya the renouncer internalises the sacrificia fire, ‘in fact’, Dolf Hartsuiker says,
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‘he becomes the sacrifice; he burns within, increases his inner heat and thus his
spiritual power’ (Hartsuiker 1993:109).4

RITES OF PASSAGE

The art of dying

By taking samnyas, a person dies to the social world. The person whom family and
friends used to know, the one they related to and perhaps depended on, is no more.
Svami Kapilesvaranand, one of the residents of Mumuksu Bhavan — an ashram for
Dandi Svamis in Varanasi — was eighty years old when | first met him in 1998. Nine
years earlier he had taken samnyas and by this act had given up, or sacrificed, his
relationship to family and friends. When Svami Kapilesvaranand had made up his
mind to take samnyas; he gathered his friends and relatives in order to inform them
about his decision and its immediate consequences. ‘ From now on — don’t think of me,
don’t build your lives on me, don’'t let anything depend on me. | am going to take
samnyas.’ These words, so immense despite their simplicity, give an idea of the
absolute and final character of the act of renouncing the world. Svami
Kapilesvaranand’s way of informing his friends and relatives made it somehow clearer

to me why samnyas is sometimes spoken of as a socia suicide.

Svami Jianesvaranand Tirth, another of the elderly svamis residing in Mumuksu
Bhavan, left his home on the pretext of going on a pilgrimage. What he narrated, gives

an idea of some of the emotional hardship involved in leaving behind what for years

*® The practice of tapas will be further discussed in chapter seven.
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has been part of your life: ‘I used to be so attached to my house; | had invested alot of
work in it; it was in many ways my lifework. Now | don't even want to see that
house, | don’'t want to go there. My family members cry for me. | had a big house and
anice family. Once | did not want to leave these surroundings. Now | no longer want
to see them before my eyes. Neither my family nor my house.” Svami Jianesvaranand
Tirth has no disciples: ‘I don't want to be somebody’s guru, | want to be aone. | have
left my wife and my children to avoid being affectionate with them any longer. To
have disciples, to me, would be similar to having children. They would do service to
me, and | am afraid | would become very much affectionate with them. It would be
just like having afamily. | don’t want that to happen. | have left my family in order to
extinguish these affectionate feelings.’

In the following, | will describe in further detail what happens when a person takes

samnyas.

Liminality

In his book The Rites of Passage (1960), Arnold van Gennep describes ‘ ceremonies
whose essential purposeisto enable the individual to pass from one defined position to
another which is equally well defined’ (ibid.:3). These rites, by Van Gennep called
‘rites de passage’, were defined as ‘rites which accompany every change of place,
state, socia position and age’ (Turner 1991:94). | mentioned above that the act of
renouncing the world implies a sort of social suicide. When initiated into the samnyas
asram, a person ‘dies’ to the social world and is, at the end of the rite, ‘reborn’ as a
sadhu. The initiation ceremony is meant to separate the novice from all aspects of his
former life — his name, his caste, his relatives and friends, his personal belongings, his
memories, even his former bodily and sexual desires— in short, his former identity and
being. After having undergone the full ritual, he is regarded as reborn as an entirely
new person with a new identity, a new name, a new appearance (his hair is shaved off

and his clothes are changed). Ideally, he is now no longer part of any caste or class,
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and he can no more be identified as belonging to his former group of relatives. One
may, as Raymond Brady Williams (1984), suggest that renunciation of family ties, to
the renouncer himself, involves ‘cutting himself off from all socia status resulting
from birth and from past achievements in the family’ (Williams 1984:131). Yet, he is
not totally on his own as he is included in his guru’'s group of ‘relatives. As Gross
writes, ascetic initiation ‘is structurally a “rebirth” into a new corporate group’ (Gross
1992:159):

The ascetic disciple receives anew ‘father’, the guru, and is absorbed into an alternate ‘ family’
and ‘extended kin unit’, the sectarian ascetic community. The initiated sadhu also becomes
vertically linked with the ‘ancestors of his sect, i.e., the spiritual lineage or descent group
composed of aline of gurus tracing their descent from the Adiguru, the original founder-guru
of the sect. (ibid.:159)

The renouncer has, as mentioned above, committed a sort of social suicide and has
also performed his own death rites. In this way, Narayan writes, ‘[...] a sannyast
symbolically dies to the world even before the body is ready to go. This is a social
death preceding a biological one, and since it can be controlled through human actions,
it represents a triumph over death’ (Narayan 1989:184). Svami Devendranand Giri

described some of his experiences with this process and its challenges by saying:

When | was born, some name was chosen for me by my parents. To forget this name, to forget
these memories of ‘home’, we are given new names. From then onwards, there is no memory,
no more thoughts of our past life. Still, the memories of my parents have not vanished. To me,
they are immortal. | have spent twenty yearsin that home, with my sister and my brother. That
is unforgettable, unforgettable.

Svami Bhariti described some of the practical consequences of letting one's former
personality ‘die’ by taking samnyas. ‘When | took samnyas, | gave away al my
savings as donations. My former name was also renounced, and in public registersit is
replaced by my samnyasi name. The person | was before is dead.” | asked Svami
Bharatt whether he, as a renouncer, has the right to vote at elections. He said: ‘We can
vote at elections, but we should not. Samnyasis are actually speaking dead and should

54

URN:NBN:no-2121



2. BEYOND DHARMA

not have any material interests.” | further asked him whether he read newspapers and
kept himself updated with the news of the world, or whether this was part of what he
had renounced. He admitted that he did read newspapers, ‘[...] because | have not fully

renounced’:

| have not conquered the pran [the vital breath]. In fact almost all samnyasis are like me — they
have the same feelings as every other man. An authentic samnyasi should be just like a child,
just like a mad person, a person possessed by demons, a person in deep sleep. He should not
feel hunger, thirst, cold or heat; he should not have the ability to be angry, happy or depressed.
Such samnyasis are hard to find.

:
b
i

Plate 8: Svami Sasi Sekhar Bhariti

T . W e -

The initiation into samnyas may also be understood in the perspective Victor Turner
(1991) has of Van Gennep’s theories. Turner focuses on ‘the nature and characteristics
of what Arnold van Gennep (1909) has called the “liminal phase’ of rites de passage’
(Turner 1991:94). Although the renouncer is said to be dead to the social world, he

still lives in the world and, to some extent, also depends on it. He is socialy dead, yet
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he plays a part in the social world — like a ‘living dead.” In my view, he seems to
qualify for what Turner describes as ‘limina entities' (Turner 1991): ‘Liminal entities
are neither here nor there; they are betwixt and between the positions assigned and
arrayed by law, custom, convention, and ceremonia’ (ibid.:95). The relevance of
applying liminality as a means of understanding the Indian renouncer is obvious also
in other ways. Limindlity, for instance, is likened to death,” and as mentioned above
death is a central symbolic issue in renouncing the world. The novice not only
symbolically dies during the initiation ceremony — he is also ‘reborn’. Despite the
variety of ways in which the initiation ceremony is conducted among the different
monastic groups, they all seem to have in common a strong symbolic focus on rebirth.
Dolf Hartsuiker describes how the novice at the time of initiation ‘severs al ties with
family, clan or caste’ (Hartsuiker 1993:63), symbolically dies ‘from his former earthly
life and is ‘reborn’ into the divine life. Any talk or thought about the former life is
discouraged: it is irrelevant now and age is reckoned from the new birthday. The
visible symbol of this rebirth is the shaven head, bald as a baby’s (ibid.:63). Further,
liminal persons, or ‘threshold people’ (Turner 1991:95), are often represented as being
naked, having no possessions and no status, ‘[ ...] in short, nothing that may distinguish
them from their fellow neophytes or initiands' (ibid..95): ‘It is as though they are
being reduced or ground down to a uniform condition to be fashioned anew and
endowed with additional powers to enable them to cope with their new station in life’
(ibid.:95). Liminal entities are also described as carrying ‘ambiguous and
Indeterminate attributes', ‘expressed by arich variety of symbolsin the many societies
that ritualize social and cultural transitions' (ibid.:95). Turner mentions bisexuality as
one such ambiguous and indeterminate attribute (ibid.), and this makes me reflect on

the Indian renouncer’s sexuality — a contradiction in terms as, by leaving the earthly

“ Emile Durkheim, for instance, argues that a person ‘dies when, during an initiation rite, he is
transformed from one socia status to another: ‘It is said that in this moment the young man dies, that
the person that he was ceases to exist, and that another is instantly substituted for it. He is re-born
under a new form' (Durkheim 1965:54). Also Victor Turner sees liminality and the ‘ambiguous and
indeterminate attributes of limina entities as ‘frequently likened to death, to being in the womb, to
invisibility, to darkness, to bisexuality, to the wilderness, and to an eclipse of the sun or moon’ (Turner
1991:95).
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existence behind, one is supposed to be beyond the reach of material and bodily
desires, beyond the reach of the temptations of samsar. In this perspective, the sadhu is
beyond sexuality. Some (mainly sadhus belonging to Saiv orders), demonstrate this
through extreme forms of austerities (tapas), for instance the pulling of cars and lifting
of heavy stones with their penises. A number of sadhus (most common among Vaisnav
orders) also wear chastity belts as an aid to mental control of their passion. Most
sadhus have their sexual organs intact, and their sexual desires — as any other desire —
have to be continuously repressed. Through tapasya, sexua energy can aso be
transformed into spiritual energy. These aspects will be further discussed in chapter

seven.

In samnyas asram, the ritual symbolism seems amost entirely focused on body
symbolism. Hair, either close-cropped or long and matted (jata), nakedness, and the
use of ashes (vibhati) are perhaps the most obvious of these symbolic aspects.
According to Robert Lewis Gross, matted hair, nakedness, and the use of ashes, are
‘primarily overlapping symbols of Hindu ascetic status as well as of liminality that
physically and ritually separates the sadhus from non-ascetic members of Indian
society’ (Gross 1992:303). Gross describes these three characteristics as providing ‘an
important sacred cluster delineating ascetic liminality’ (ibid.:303), and as cultural
symbols they are ‘multivocal and multireferential’ (ibid.:303); they possess, in other

words, ‘manifold interrelated and even contradictory levels of meaning’ (ibid.:303).

According to Gross, the sadhu’ s hair, whether long and matted (jata) or close-cropped,
Isasymbol of ascetic status and liminality, and both of these extremes communicate a
disregard for personal physical appearance. At the time of our first meeting Svami
Devendranand Giri in Sri Sr1 Bholagiri Ashram had let his hair and beard grow —
although neither of them were yet very long. Svami Devendranand Giri told me that
within his monastic order, sadhus were alowed either to let their hair and beard grow
or to have both face and head clean-shaven. If one decided to let his hair and beard

grow, no trimming was allowed because, Svami Devendranand said, ‘that is what the
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ordinary people do.” This, in other words, is one of the symbolic aspects contributing
to distinguish sadhus from householders.*

Within Hinduism a jata also carries a mythological meaning linked to Lord Siv, who,
with the help of his long, coiled up jata, managed to stop the Ganga from inundating
the world. This is why Lord Siv is often depicted with the Ganga flowing out of his
matted locks. As Gross remarks, this suggests that the jata symbolises control and
power over natural and physical forces (ibid.:304). The jata is also seen as the ‘seat’ of
a sadhu’s siddhis (powers), and the length of a jata is often considered important in
measuring prestige and rank among sadhus. ‘In short’, Gross concludes, ‘the jata
symbolizes non-attachment to the ego and to the world, the practice of tapas, the
possession of supernatural powers and yogic control, rejection of conventional social

rules, other worldly concerns, and renunciation of worldly life’ (ibid.: 304-5).

Plate 9

** svami Devendranand explained to me that sadhus use some sort of soap rather than shampoo to
clean their hair. This is one of their efforts to differentiate themselves from ‘the genera people’
Svami Devendranand also said that sadhus previoudly used to wash themselves with clay from the
Ganga. While saying this he made faces in disgust, clearly proving that he would never have adopted
this practice himself. Svami Devendranand said he no longer bathes in the Ganga. He used to do so,
but after he got some sort of skin infection from the water, he stopped this practice. Now he only
touches the water with his hands and sprays some over himself. This he does every day.
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The symbolic impact of hair is thoroughly discussed in Edmund Leach’s classical
paper ‘Magical Hair' (Leach 1958), and later in Gananath Obeyesekere's essay from
Sri Lanka (Obeyesekere 1981). Leach sees hair as a public cultural symbol; in his
view, this implies that it bears no unconscious motivational significance for the
individual or the group. Rather, Leach argues, the renouncer within the Indian context
acts with reference to conscious elements embedded in this particular religious and
cultural doctrine: ‘The correct hair behavior — and aso the correct sexual and
excretory behavior — of Indian ascetics was al laid down in the Naradaparivrajaka
Upanishad over 2000 years ago’ (Leach 1958:56). In Leach’s view, anyone who has
grown up in such a society will possess a conscious knowledge of the symbolic
meaning embedded in hair and sexual behaviour: ‘[...] it isinevitable that that the one
shall be “a symbol for” the other’ (ibid.:156). ‘Matted hair’, Leach goes on to say,
“"means’ total detachment from the sexual passion because hair behavior and sex
behavior are consciousy associated from the start’ (ibid.:156). The renouncer’s
behaviour should therefore, according to Leach, be understood in the context of

tradition and custom.

Obeyesekere disagrees with these ideas, and clams that Leach is wrong in seeing hair
as a public symbol: ‘Leach’s view is that the symbols are publicly and overtly
recognized;, they are laid down in sacred books, therefore they cannot have
unconscious significance. This seems to me an illogical inference, since there is no
intrinsic contradiction between custom and emotion’ (Obeyesekere 1981:20).%°
Obeyesekere stresses the emotional and complicated aspects related to the act of
renouncing the world, and attacks Leach’s apparently rational and simple explanation
of renunciation as an act described in the religious books and, therefore, a question of
conscious adaptation to custom and tradition. ‘ That ascetic experience is a complicated
matter is easy to demonstrate’, Obeyesekere says (ibid.:21), and further elaborates his

argument:

6 For further discussion of the meaning of hair, see also Marine Carrin’'s article ‘The Sacrifice of
Feminity: Female Sacredness at the Hindu/Tribal Frontier in Bengal’ (1999).
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The person who in late life withdraws from the social world, forsaking family and friends,
cutting himself loose from his social moorings, is not just any ordinary person consciously and
rationally following the ancient Upanishadic instructions. If such withdrawal were an easy
matter, the Indian world would be cluttered with ascetics. Fortunately, though ascetics are
conspicuously visible, they are rare creatures. Leaving the world has not been for them a
rationally calculated, deliberate act: it has been precipitated by complicated personal and

social factors, often of ahighly emotional sort. (ibid.:21)

According to Gross, the second kind of body symbolism, nakedness or ritua nudity,
can be understood as symbolising rebirth and transition, but it may also be seen as
signifying ‘the absence of possessions, status, and rank as well as certain philosophical
orientations regarding the non-clinging to material existence so basic to the sadhus
world view and renunciant life style’ (Gross 1992:303). Further, as pointed out by
Gross, nakedness among sadhus symbolises ‘the rejection of physical comforts and the
transcendence of attachments to the body’, as well as ‘simplicity, innocence, and a
state of oneness with nature and all of creation’ (ibid.:303):

Ultimately, ritual nakedness graphically symbolizes the sadhus's separate identity and their
formal renunciation of the mundane sociad world, which encompasses such things as
class/caste distinctions and hierarchically based inequalities characteristic of the socia
relationships and the consciousness of the more fully clothed members of Indian society.
(ibid.:303-304).

The third kind of body symbolism that Gross suggests as characteristic of sadhus
liminal state of being, is the use of vibhiti*’ — ashes, which are often taken from the
sacred fires (dhini) kept by sadhus. Some sadhus cover their entire body with vibhati,
whereas others only use it to make tilak marks on parts of their bodies. Gross describes
the symbolic effect of covering the body with vibhati as operating in much the same
way as nudity and matted hair — ‘covering the body with vibhati effectively
distinguishes and separates the ascetic segment of Indian society from the Hindu laity’

(ibid.:305). However, some differences can be traced because ‘contrary to the

" Another commonly used word for ashesis ‘bhas’.
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symbolism of (re)birth associated with nudity, ashes convey a sense of death and the
dissolution of the material world, the ego, and conditioned consciousness' (ibid.:305).
On the other hand, both the vibhati and the jata communicate a lack of regard for the
body and its beauty, and the use of vibhati contributes symbolically to distinguish
renouncers from householders. Gross points to the fact that ‘the wearing of ashes
stands in sharp opposition to the use of scented oils and other cosmetics by the more
worldly caste Hindus, who by doing so apparently are clinging to the body in an
attempt to make it more attractive’ (ibid.:305).

Plate 10: Sri Digambar Siv Narayan Giri (wearing ashes) with his son Ramin Varanasi.

| share Gross's understanding of matted hair (jata), nudity, and ashes (vibhati) as
‘primarily overlapping symbols of Hindu ascetic status as well as of liminality that
physicaly separates the sadhus from non-ascetic members of Indian society’
(ibid.:303). However, | find it important to emphasise that, with the exception of ritual
baths (taking place at melas and on other auspicious occasions), only alimited number
of sadhus are digambar (naked) on a permanent basis. | also find it important to keep
in mind that many sadhus keep their heads and faces clean-shaven or close-cropped

and that far from all sadhus apply ashes to their bodies. With these exceptions, | find it
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justifiable to support Gross's view of nudity, matted hair and ashes as symbols of
liminality, distinguishing sadhus from householders.

Although the Indian sadhu has been described as a liminal entity, this does not only
apply to the transitional phase of initiation into samnyas asram but also to what Gross

calls‘amore or less permanent state of liminality’ (ibid.: 301):

While ascetic initiation places the sadhus in a marginal, sacred domain separate from the
world of men making them ‘threshold people’, Hindu ascetic ritualism, various clusters of
sacred symbols, and their entire life style of renunciation transforms the transitional phase of
initiation into a more or less permanent state of liminality. Hindu asceticism, thus, represents
an instance of ‘ingtitutionalised liminality’ in which the liminal phase becomes a total way of
life. (ibid.:301)

Turner explains the presence of such institutionalised states by referring to the
increasing specialisation of society and culture: ‘[...] with progressive complexity in
the social division of labor, what was in tribal society principally a set of transitional
qualities “betwixt and between” defined states of culture and society has become itself
an ingtitutionalized state’ (Turner 1991:107). In other words, Turner suggests that in
societies other than tribal societies the liminal state of transition has become a
permanent condition, and, he says, ‘nowhere has this institutionalization of liminality
been more clearly marked and defined than in monastic and mendicant states in the
great world religions' (ibid.:107).
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The making of a Naga

_ 48
a

To become a Naga,™ one of the gurus pull our penises. We are told to focus on the flag

symbolising Dattatreya™ flying in the top of a flagstaff, and then he pulls ... three times. Some
pull very hard; there may even be bloodshed, whereas others are more careful. My guru did
not pull very hard; he was very nice [mera guru bahut sundar hai] — he only gave a small

‘blessing’.

In this way Sri Digambar Siv Narayan Giri (Maharaj) described how he became a
Naga during the Kumbh Mela in Haridvar in 1986. The time when the Kumbh Mela is
arranged is regarded as very auspicious, and it is therefore also seen as a very

auspicious occasion to take samnyas. Maharaj said:

All the Gods come to the Kumbh Mela. The forces [the siddhis] of the Gods may cause
wonders to happen. These forces are what draw people from all the world to the Mela. The
Kumbh Mela is the only time when Nagas can take samskar, and for this reason the Kumbh
becomes especially important to us. It is, however, important also to others, asit isin fact only

during the Kumbh that one can take final leave of samsar.

Maharaj explained that taking samnyas implies to die from samsar; also, the rites used
in this samskar are similar to the rites arranged at the cremation of a householder. The
idea is basically the same: one dies from, and leaves, samsar. One is, in other words,
dead to the social world. When the Nagas, the warrior sadhus, leave samsar, they take
an oath to be soldiers defending sanatan dharma — the eternal truth. Further, they will
fight for truth and goodness and protect human beings against all evil and lead a
dharmic life. The Nagas have their own priests (brahmans) who perform samskar, the
rite by which novices are transformed into sadhus. As the rite, called vidyahavan,

varies from akhara to akhara, each akhara has their own brahman. This brahman brings

*® Naga is the general name of ‘naked’ ascetics, who are found within both Saivism and Vaisnavism.
The initiation ritual described here is the ritual performed by the Nagas belonging to the dasanami —
the ten orders of samnyasis founded by Sankaracaryi — more precisely, the rites performed by the Jina
Akhara, ‘the old akhada’ (Ghurye 1964:103).

* Dattatreyaistheistidev of Jina Akhara.
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other brahmans with him to assist him in performing the vidyahavan. Pind dan,™ arite
similar to that performed when a householder dies, is also performed. The novices
gather at the river bank in the morning and are seated in a line. From barley, sesame,
turmeric, rort, milk and curd they make a batter, which they smear all over their
bodies. Next they make a pind of barley and water from the Ganga. The pind
symbolises one’'s dead ancestors (pitr). The novices also make a pind symbolising
themselves — ‘| am also dead’, distinguishes this rite from that performed for a dead
householder, in which it is the householder’s relatives, not the deceased himself, who
perform his death rite. Characteristic of the novices' way of performing the pind danis
the fact that they let al their relatives ‘die’. They make a pind for al their relatives —
whether deceased or still alive — and sacrifice this to the Ganga. Thisriteis performed
eleven times. Eleven pinds are sacrificed for each relative, and between each of these
eleven times the novices bathe in the Ganga (which, especially in Haridvar, is
extremely cold at the time of the Kumbh Mela). The performance of pind dan goes on
from early morning until the afternoon. The brahmans administer the rite, recite
mantras and guide the novices through the rite. In the evening al novices belonging to
the Juna Akhara gather under a huge flag, symbolising Dattatreya, flying from the top
of aflagstaff. The whole following night they do jap at their troop’s dhiini, and at four
o' clock in the morning the head of the Jana Akhara arrives in the camp. He asks all the
novices to approach the Ganga. On the river bank he recites a mantra and sacrifices a
danda and a kamandal to the Ganga. The novices then take 108 holy dips in the cold
waters of the river. By this act they do tyag and become proper sadhus of the Juna
Akhara. Some of the sadhus choose to go through another ritual in order to become not
only sadhus of the Jina Akhara, but also Nagas.>* They may then remain seated at the

Ganga in order to go through the Naga rite later the same day. Those who will only

% pind: ‘A small ball made of cooked rice, offered to the ancestors in connection with the last rites by
the nearest (male) relation.” (Klostermaier 1998:138-39). Pind dan is the name of the rite where these
small balls are given to the departed souls of one’ s nearest relatives.

*! Thereis, among the Nagas, an ongoing discussion as to whether you can become both a sadhu and a
Naga at the same Kumbh. Some claim that after you have taken samskar and become a sadhu, you
should wait till the next Kumbh to become a Naga. Maharaj, however, became a sadhu and a Naga at
the same Kumbh.
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take samskar, are now finished and are regarded as proper sadhus of the Jina
Akhara.*

Maharaj, who became a sadhu and a Naga during the same Kumbh, admitted that he
had been a little scared before the Naga ceremony. He had previously observed this
rite and seen sadhus running away from the initiation site bleeding heavily. He had
also heard stories of people who had been mutilated and even had died from the rite.
Others, he knew, felt pain for years, whereas others again felt pain only for afew days
after the ceremony. The only way to tell the difference between the sadhus and the
Nagas in the Jina Akhara is by their kind of underwear.>® According to Maharaj, the
difference may aso have a somewhat more explicit implication as only Nagas, at |east
in aformal way, can make a career within the Jana Akhara. However, if one does not
meet the formal requirements there are, as in the rest of the Indian society, aways

ways in which the formal bureaucracy can be evaded.

THE FOURTH STAGE

During my first fieldwork in Varanasi, in 1993, Svami Siv Asram, a Dandi Svami |

encountered briefly, said to me:

There are four stages in life; childhood, puberty, grown-up, and old age. According to our
religion all Hindus should become a samnyasi in the fourth stage in life. During the three first
stages you should finish your responsibilities related to family-life. In the fourth stage, family,
property, and all other secular aspects should be sacrificed and renounced. My money and
materia property will not help me or go with me to Heaven, but the religious work that | am
doing now — in my last stage in life — will bring me to Heaven and give me peace. (See also
Bjerkan 1994:51)

52 Some, as for instance Maharaj’s uncle-guru, Itvar Giri, choose only to become sadhus of the Jina
Akhara, not Nagas.

% While the Nagas of the Jina Akhara use what is called a nagphani, the ordinary sadhus of the
Akhara wear what is called alamgot.
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Renunciation in the Hindu context means the renunciation of samsar — ‘the cycle of
reincarnation’ (Flood 1997:86), ‘the transient world, the cycle of birth and rebirth’
(Klostermaier 1998:163), ‘the world one experiences when identified with the ego’
(Stuart 1995:8). To be free from the cycle of reincarnation implies in most Hindu
traditions moks> — release, salvation, or liberation. Moks is in Hindu scriptures
characterised as one of the four purusarths (aims/purposes of man): arth (wealth and
power); kam (pleasure, sexual/sensual enjoyment); dharma (religious and familiar
duties, righteousness), and moks (release, liberation, complete freedom). ‘ The route to
superior control, to the fourth and most worthwhile kind of attitude, moksa or
complete freedom, lies in the mastery of attitudes of greater and greater concern

coupled with less and less attachment or possessiveness' (Potter 1991:10).

The sadhus | encountered seemed, despite their varied backgrounds and highly
individual personalities, to share some common denominators as to thoughts
preceding, surrounding, and succeeding the act of renouncing the world. | noticed, for
instance, that so to speak all of them emphasised a desire for freedom — a desire to be
free from samsar and maya, free from worldly obligations and relations. With great
satisfaction, a number of sadhus described to me their experience of being in an ideal
mental state of freedom and eternal happiness — or permanency, as one put it. This
state was often also described by the word santi — peace. Further, if | asked a sadhu
whether he could explain why he renounced the world, he would often refer to his
karma. Svami I§varanand Tirth said, for instance: ‘1 have become a samnyasi due to
my past lives, my karma’ If, then, | were to list a number of common denominators
among the sadhus | encountered, this would include samsar, maya, moks, karma, santi
(peace), freedom, and eternal happiness (or permanency). | will both below and in the
following chapters approach these concepts in order to ‘describe-analyse’ (Rapport
2000) the ways in which they were applied to explain turns in, and ways of, life in my

conversations with sadhus.

> See al'so Bjerkan 1994.
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Freedom from samsar and maya

Anant SrT Vibhasit Narendranand Sarasvati Maharaj, the head of Sumeru Math in

Varanas, tried to explain to me the content of maya:

A rope, for instance, may look like a snake from a distance, but when you come closer you
realise that it isarope. If you see your family at a distance, you think ‘thisis my family, these
are my responsibilities’, but if you take a closer ook, you will see that this is nothing. At a
distance we can not see through the curtain of maya, but if we take a closer look we will see
through maya. Maya is just like a curtain. When we see the curtain at a distance, we believe
that there is something behind it. If, however, we go closer and look behind the curtain, we
will see that there is nothing there. Maya tries to catch you — maya is al the things that we get

attracted to. The work of brahm is to raise the curtain.

A temple priest | met in Machlt Bandar Math in Varanasi, described maya as mithya —

false, incorrect, untrue:

Maya is mithya [false, incorrect, untrue] — the ‘showy’ things. Maya is that which is not true.
This life [samnyas] is true, because in this life there is no show off. In samnyas you live in a
natural way. If you talk with the big industriaists, the rich persons of this country, you will
find that what they are really longing for is peace — and peace, you can naot buy.

A Dandi Svami | met in Assi ghat in Varanasi expressed himself in similar terms: ‘In
my former life there was nothing. It was all alie; everything was like a performance.

Ultimately man is alone — all relationships are only formalities.’

One of Stuart’sinformants described maya as a dream-like state:

[...] Swami-ji began by describing the dream-like nature of our present mode of living. The
world is a dream, the dream of selfishness, (of ‘I’ and ‘mine’, the sadhu said), that we will
know to be illusion when we wake. To awaken from the dream of maya, Swami-ji said, we
must say the Name of God. (Stuart 1995:13)
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‘There is no clear definition of Maya or of the mind’, the Allahabad-based Svami

Visnudevanand Sarasvati™ explains in a booklet:

Maya creates the illusive universe, maintains, destroys and recreates it by Her juggling power.
This cosmic illusion is nothing but Maya Herself. Whatever the mind perceives and wherever
it runs is called Maya (illusion or halucination). Mind is the manager of Maya. Maya is a
mere appearance. This universe is Maya Herself. It is not real because it is changing. It is not
unreal because it is perceived: neither isit real nor unreal, nor real and unreal mixed. What is
permanent must be real. What is changeable must be unreal. (Sarasvati 1978:35-36)

The term ‘maya’ may be trandated into English as ‘deceit’, ‘fraud’, ‘illusion’ or
‘deception’ (Klostermaier 1998:116). In Vedant, and especialy in Advait,”® maya
comes to mean ‘the universal illusion that veils the minds of humans (Klostermaier
1998:116). The term Advait, which means ‘non-dual’, refers to the Advait Vedant’s
absolute monism. According to Flood this monism ‘maintains the reality of the one
over that of the many’ (Flood 1997:239). Sankaracaryi is regarded as the most famous
Advait thinker and, by some, as the most famous Indian philosopher ever (ibid.). Some
of what is known about his work is that he developed a theology ‘in which he tries to
establish that spiritual ignorance (avidya) or illuson (maya) is caused by the
superimposition (adhyasa) of what is not the self onto the self’ (ibid.:241). To
Sankaracaryi the whole phenomenal universe, the gods included, was unreal — ‘the
world was Maya, illusion, a dream, a mirage, a figment of the imagination’ (Basham
1996:328). For a person to redlise the ‘truth’ — which is to realise the individual soul
(atma) as identical with the absolute (brahm) — this spiritual ignorance or illusion has
to be chased away by removing the superimposition: ‘ The removal of superimposition

Is the removal of ignorance and the realization of the self (atman) as the witnessing

* gvami Visnudevanand Sarasvati left his body a few years ago, and Svami Umanand, one of his
disciples, has now inherited his seat.

% Advait (Advait Vedanta) is a school of Vedanta founded by Sankaracaryi, which teaches ‘non-
duality’ —i.e. ultimate identity of brahma and atma (Klostermaier 1998).
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subject identical with brahman. Such knowledge is liberation (moksa)’ (Flood
1997:241).

Another great tradition within Hinduism is Vaisnavism, where Ramanuja (1017 —
1137) is a central figure. Ramanuja rejected Sankaracaryi’s idea ‘that the world of
manifold experience is illusion (maya) caused through ignorance [...]' (ibid..244).
According to Ramanuja, the content of liberation is a deep understanding of the Lord’s
nature — not the removal of ignorance or illusion. ‘For Ramanuja there is rea
separation of a distinct self from the Lord until such a time as that self is liberated.
This liberation is the removal of past karma, not the removal of ignorance’ (ibid.:245).

Theidea of Sankaracaryi was reproduced by Svami Bhariti:

Sankaracaryi says the world is present only to those who see, not to those who are in deep
sleep, who are in samadhi.>” For those who are in the deep trance-state of samadhi, the world
is not present. How come? If the world really was present it should be visible and available
even in the trance-state of samadhi. How come it is not? The answer is that the world is realy
amyth; it is maya. It is actually not present. This is the reason it is not visible for those who

arein trance, for those who are in samadhi.

This distinction between the theology of Sankaracaryi and Ramanuja seems to me to
be of little concern to the average sadhu. A Vaisnav sadhu | met during the Magha
Mela in Allahabad in 1999 illustrates how speaking of maya in terms similar to
Sankaracarya is consistent with being a Vaisnav, a follower of the tradition of

Ramanuja. To my question of why people renounce the world, he responded:

When we stay in afamily, we have many worries related to our surroundings, especialy to the
family. To get rid of these worries we should renounce the family. In this way we can become
sant and get mukti. When we live afamily life, we are suspended in the net of maya —just like
a spider that is suspended in the net it spins. This world is based on false love, on sdfishness,
attachment to family members and individual needs. When you surrender yourself to God, it is

asif you say: ‘Love me or hang me, | am all yours.” Thisis complete surrender.

57 «Samadhi’ is often used both in the sense of an ascetic’'s tomb and of the state of the ascetic in the
tomb. Svami Bharitt himself translated the term into English as a*trance-like state’.
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Plate 11: Vaisnav sadhusin atent during the Magha Mela in Allahabad, January 1999.

Svami Devendranand Giri, a follower of the tradition of Sankaracaryi, gave a similar

answer:

According to our philosophy the whole universe is ultimate falsity: ultimately wrong,
ultimately false. The authentic, the supreme, is brahm — the authentic God. To achieve moks, |
have dedicated myself to Him. My goa is to leave this material world. To succeed in this
| have to complete the life that | have chosen — as a samnyasi. This is the direction in which |
want to continue my life. I have to improve my philosophical knowledge and ideas, so | study
ancient books like the Upanisads and the Vedas. Proper guidance can be gained from these
books.

According to Maharaj, to take samskar and become a sadhu implies a death from
samsar — ‘life in this world; worldly concerns; illusion as to worldly redlity’, as
McGregor puts it (McGregor 1997:970). Karl H. Potter describes samsar as a ‘round
of habits breeding habits’; ‘This round of habits breeding habits is a part of what is
called in Sanskrit samsara, the wheel of rebirth, which is governed by karma, the
habits themselves (Potter 1991:11). The building of habits, he says, is required to
succeed in the affairs of the world; ‘ habits which enable him to overcome the obstacles

which lie in the way of material success (ibid.:12). These habits, or skills, are what
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enable us to manage tasks that we encounter in our daily lives, but they also ‘ constitute

asource of bondage’ (ibid.:12):

For as one becomes more and more successful through the development of these habitual
responses, he tends to become less and less capable of adjusting to fresh or unusua
contingencies. Insofar as this hardening of habits does take place, one comes to be at the
mercy of his habits, as he will find out to his dismay when a fresh or unusual situation does
occur. And to be at the mercy of one's habitsisto be out of control, that isto say, in bondage.
(ibid.:12)

Potter is here concerned to show how man'’s habits constitute a source of bondage and
inflexibility which ‘renders a man unable to respond emotionally to some degree, and
thisis alimitation of his freedom. He has lost control of the sources of attractiveness
within him; his buddhi, his discrimination and power to act appropriately and
incisively, has been muddied over by habit’ (ibid.:12). Habits may be good, bad, or
indifferent, but they all have the capacity to bind man. As long as man is bound by
habits, neither success nor suffering and frustration can by themselves enlighten him.
Potter uses the term ‘enlighten’ deliberately ‘for the truly free person, the soul which
has been stripped of its karma and its load thus lightened’ (ibid.:13). This, Potter says,
Is ‘the truly free, masterful, powerful, controlled-and-controlling Self which
constitutes the real, though usually hidden, goa of our attempts to meet challenges
(ibid:13).

Freedom and eternal happiness

Potter describes ‘the ultimate value recognized by classica Hinduism in its most
sophisticated sources' as ‘not morality but freedom, not rational self-control in the
interests of the community’s welfare but complete control over one’'s environment —
something which includes self-control but also includes control of others and even
control of the physical sources of power in the universe’ (Potter 1991:3). He

emphasises the tales of ancient India, the art of yoga, and the attributes of a guru as
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examples of how there can be no doubt about the ‘supremacy of control and freedom
over morality among Indian ideals (ibid.:4): ‘The hero, the yogi, and the guru
exemplify superior mastery over themselves and their environment; they, among men,

most closely approximate the ideal of complete control or freedom’ (ibid.:5).

All of my informants, in one way or the other, described samnyas asram as a state of
freedom and eternal happiness. A sadhu | met at the festival ground during the Magha
Mela in Allahabad said, for instance: ‘Now | am free, there is no need to do anything. |
feel more free now than | did as a householder.” Dandi Svami Devsvarup Asram, an
itinerant Dandi Svami | happened to meet in Varanasi, told me that he was very happy:
‘I have no worries. | get food easily wherever | am, and | am not very much
affectionate with this world. | have no family, so why should | be affectionate with
anybody? | am free, so | am very happy!” Svami Bharatt's desire for freedom and
eternal happiness motivated him first to make a vow not to cross the borders out of
Varanag, later to take samnyas. To him, a reduced choice in ways, and places, of
living implied a greater sense of freedom — freedom from worries as to how, and
where, he should live his life. As he has now promised in front of God not to leave
Varanas and to live as a samnyasi, he is protected by God himself. If only he keeps

his promises, God will provide him everything he needs:

My life is now more free than it was before. Before | had to worry about food, lodging, the
future, etc. | am still concerned about how to get food and how to collect money to pay my
room rent, but now | have no worries concerning the future. | have decided to stay within the
borders of Varanas, so | need not think of where to stay. The only thing | have to be
concerned of, is my present life — how to live my present life. Wéll, in fact there are two
matters that | have to think of. The first is how to live my present life; the second is how to
conquer my prana. However, as | have decided to stay within the borders of Varanas, | am
ensured liberation at death even if | don’t manage to conquer the prana. Yes, | feel more free
now than before.

Svami Bharati rents two rooms for a total rent of Rs 800 a month. This implies that

every month he has to collect this amount of money only to pay his rent; in India this

72

URN:NBN:no-2121



2. BEYOND DHARMA

IS a considerable amount, especially so for somebody without any regular income.
Svami Bhariatt seems, however, not to be concerned about his financia situation: ‘ That

is managed by Lord Vigvanath [Siv]. He brings me people who give donations.”

‘Dr. Didi’, a medical doctor, has devoted her life to doing voluntary work for the
Ramakrishna Mission. When | met her she worked at the Ramakrishna Mission’'s
hospital in Varanasi. Dr. Didi left her family to do service to Ramakrishna, ‘Holy
Mother’ (Sr1 Sarida Devi), and Svami Vivekanand. During our talk | asked whether
she experienced a greater sense of freedom after she left her family. ‘Yes', she
responded immediately:

When | worked as a doctor in Calcutta and in al respects was at the peak of my family life,
| felt unsatisfied. | simply could not stay in that jail any longer. | wanted to be free from it —
leave it. | earned alot of money at that time — too much. | used to drive a foreign-made car,
one of very few cars of thiskind in India. | even had two cars — | always used to have one for
my children and one for myself. Still | felt dissatisfied. | was not at al satisfied. | just wanted
to get rid of everything, | wanted to be free from everything. | meditated and read ThakurjT's
[Ramakrishna] and Ma’'s books. | thought that my duty towards my family was about to be
completed — my daughter would soon be married, and my son would soon finish his education.
| also wanted to arrange his marriage to a girl that | knew very well from her childhood. My
idea was to complete this in order to, secondly, renounce al such worldly affairs — get rid of
everything.

Now, approximately fifteen years later, she has completed her idea; she is free from
‘worldly affairs’, free to serve God through her work at the Ramakrishna Mission’s
Hospital.

Practically al the sadhus with whom | discussed the question of freedom claimed to
feel more free after they renounced the world — free from obligations, desires,
attachments, and dependency. There was, | believe, only one exception — a young man
of thirty-one. His name was Svami Devendranand, and he lived in Sri Bholagiri
Ashram in Varanasi. Svami Devendranand expressed that he had enjoyed a greater

sense of freedom before he became a sadhu:
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Before | became a renouncer, | used to pass my time with friends. We went to the cinema, etc.
Now there are many restrictions to follow and al my actions are organised according to a
strict time schedule. | cannot do whatever | want, whenever | want — | have to follow the
regulations of the ashram. My lifestyle has changed completely, and a big portion of self-
discipline is required to handle this. Without discipline, you cannot change your lifestyle —
discipline is most necessary. Previously | could meet with my friends whenever | wanted to;
now | have to inform the ashram if | intend to deviate from any of my daily routines. If | want
to travel anywhere, to Uttarkashi for instance, | have to apply for a permission. Discipline is
required. To improve your aims you have to practice self-discipline. Meditation means to
focus the mind — and discipline is like that. If, during meditation, you start thinking of your
family, etc., it is not proper meditation. My previous life was more free, but | am happy in this

life.

Svami Devendranand was concerned about his loss of freedom zo — freedom to go to
the cinema with friends, etc. | am tempted to suggest that this concern, perhaps, may
explain some of the reasons why, a year later, he had left the ashram in order to live

with the woman who carried his child.*®

Svami Santanand Sarasvati, whom | met during the Kumbh Mela in Allahabad in
January 2001, had just published a book which | bought from him. The title of the
book is Are you free?. Svami Santanand Sarasvati here discusses the content of
freedom and introduces what he calls ‘the mystical wisdom of “non-doing”’ (Sarasvati
2001). According to the author, the book is not about ‘freedom in the sense of doing
whatever we want, but in the sense of discovering our true nature, which is never
involved in any kind of doing or not doing and is aready free' (ibid.:10). To Svami
Santanand Sarasvati, man is ulti mately free when he realises his lack of influence on
his own existence — when he comes to know that ‘life unfolds as it does, and we have
no power to changeits course’ (ibid.:15). These thoughts, | find, are related to Karl H.

Potter’ s understanding of the idea of ‘complete freedom’ within Hinduism as equal to

% svami Devendranand and versions of hislifewill be introduced in greater detail in chapter five.
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moks, the final of man’s four main aims of life, ‘the fourth and most worthwhile kind
of attitude’ (Potter 1991:10):

When one attains freedom, he is both not at the mercy of what is not himself, that isto say, he
is firee from restrictions initiated by the not-self, and he is aso fiee to anticipate and control
anything to which he turns his efforts, since the whole world is considered as himself in this
orientation. The freedom-from corresponds to his lack of attachment, and the freedom-to to his

universal concern. (ibid.10).

The concept of freedom seems within Hinduism to refer to a mental state where there
IS no bondage, as, to once more quote Potter: ‘With bondage one cannot remain
permanently satisfied. Bondage breeds frustration and sorrow’ (ibid.:13). Svami
Bhariti once told me that the great Sankaracaryi had said to his devotees: ‘ Come back
to your Self, know thyself! Who are you, doing all the things you are doing? Do you
think that these things are permanent? Do you think that you can stay for infinite time?
Why are you suffering? Why do you make other people suffer? Don’t do it! Come
back and think of your Self. Then you can experience an enormous, unlimited
happiness.’ | asked Svami Bharatt whether he himself experiences a greater happiness
today, as he has now fully surrendered to these ideas, than he did before he renounced

the world:

You ask whether | am more happy now than before. Actually the answer is that there is no
difference. How? Previoudly | thought ‘1 am the body’. That thinking was a myth [maya].
Actualy | am the happiness, | am not the receiver of happiness— | am the origina happiness, |
am not the one who experiences happiness — | am the happiness. ‘Feding', ‘feder’, and ‘what
is being felt’ — if these three are all present, there will be relativity, but the Vedas told that

thereis no relative state — | am one.

| wondered whether this also implied that he ‘is the sorrow: ‘No, no, no!’, he
responded amost shocked: ‘Happiness can not be compared. Happiness is not a
feeling, it can not be felt by the mind — it is the original substance. Like golden

ornaments can be compared with another ornament; this is nice this is not, whereas a
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piece of gold can not be compared with another piece of gold. Gold is gold, and

happiness is happiness.’

Mahamaya

Saktism, worship of the goddess (Devi) is, along with the more dominant traditions of
Saivism and Vaisnavism, an important part of Hinduism. ‘The Goddess is a
contradictory and ambivalent figure in Hinduism. On the one hand she is the source of
life, the benevolent mother who is giving and overflowing, yet on the other she is a
terrible malevolent force who demands offerings of blood, meat and acohol to placate
her wrath’ (Flood 1997:174). Klaus K. Klostermaier explains that some of the

philosophy of Saktism forms an integral part of certain schools of Saivism:

Siva and Parvati are considered to be ‘world parents : their mutual dependence is so great that
one cannot be without the other. In the figure of Siva ardha-nart, Siva and his consort are
combined into one being manifesting a dual aspect. It is often only a matter of emphasis
whether a certain philosophy is called Saiva or Sakta. The roots of this thinking may be traced
back to the sources of Vedic religion. Fully developed Tantric philosophy is characterised by
its acceptance of the material world as the basic redlity and its emphasis on the real existence
of maya. Sakti is often called adya — or mila-prakrti, primeval matter (associating matter, as
the Latin word does, with ‘mother’!) and maha-maya, the great illusion.”® (Klostermaier
1994:291)

Klostermaier states that today, ‘amost all schools of Hinduism have strong elements
of Saktism blended with their teaching’ (ibid.:292). SrT Digambar Siv Narayan Giri
(Maharaj), who is a dasanami Naga samnyasi, may represent this blend. Maharaj
introduced the concept mahamaya as he was explaining for me the content of maya.

‘Maya is what gives you challenges on your way to moks — mahamaya,” he said and

* Gavin Flood has aso translated mahamaya as ‘the great illusion’. The term appears in Flood's
description of one of the early Puranas, dated between the fifth and seventh century, where ‘the text
presents a picture of the ultimate redity as the Goddess, who is also Mahamaya, the great illusion’
(Flood 1997:181).
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added: ‘Maya is the female forces of the universe. Through women you get children,
and the woman demands that you give priority to her and the child. All this is samsar
(maya) — what has claims on you before you can concentrate on God. Above maya is
mahamaya, a force (Sakti) immanent in al creations of the world. Mahamaya is the
universal spirit. To become part of mahamaya is equal to moks.’ In order to succeed in
this, one has to escape the tight grip of maya: ‘If a fish is caught in a net, it has to
transform the net into water to have any chance of escaping. It isjust as difficult for a
human being to escape the grip of maya as it is for the fish to transform the net in
which it is caught to water. This ‘net’ is the main barrier between man and
mahamaya.’ According to Maharaj, there is only one way to reach mahamaya and
moks — through the practise of bhajan and jap. Maharaj himself does jap — meditation.
He explained to me that certain conditions have to be met in order to ensure this as a
successful way. ‘One condition is satsang — your circle of acquaintances. If you have
satsang — if you are in the company of good and true people, it is likely that you do
bhaan. If, however, your company is of adifferent kind it is alot more difficult to do
bhajan.” Maharaj further explained that only a real yogt will not be disturbed by his
surroundings: ‘A yogdi can be involved in activities in samsar and still have his mind
focused on God. His soul will be with God even if his body has obligations in samsar.
Y ou can donate your body to maya, but you have to keep your soul free and focused —
on God.’
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Karma

Although virtually all Hindu schools have developed their own theories of karma,
some elements are commonly agreed upon (Klostermaier 1998). One agreement
concerns the derivation of the word ‘karma’ from the Sanskrit root ‘kr’, which means
‘to act’/'to do’. Karmalliterally means ‘that which isdone’, or ‘action’. Thereisfurther
agreement as to the incompatibility of karma and liberation (moks/mukti). Klaus K.

Klostermaier writes:

The notion first occurs in the Upanisads where karma is seen as responsible for enmeshing a
living being in the cycle of birth and rebirth. Attainment of vidya, or jiana (knowledge) is
considered the only means to gain liberation from samsara. In addition to the karma one
accumulates from one’s own actions in the present life, there is prarabdha karma with which a
person is born and which has to run its course. The Bhagadvadgita teaches that actions
performed without selfish desire do not yield karma. In the Puranas the intervention of God
absolves devotees from having to suffer from their karma and God's grace nullifies karma.
(ibid.:95)

‘Karmais what propels the individual soul forward on the roundabout of samsar, both
in terms of “worldly” life and of rebirths' (Narayan 1989:171). Karma is created by
actions; good actions create good karma whereas bad actions leave a person with bad
karma. Good karma will make your next life better than the present, bad karma may

give you a birth as an animal:

Karmais carried forward from past lives and created through actions in this one. Yet karmais
not sealed in the destiny of oneindividual. It can in fact be exchanged between people who are
closely connected: a wife may take on her husband's karma, a son may carry his father’s
karma, and so on. Karma can aso be neutralized through the grace of a deity or holy person
and by the performance of pious actions which include telling and listening to religious
stories. Disciples of a Guru often feel that he or she has the power to absolve their bad karma.
(ibid.:172-73)
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By renouncing the world, the renouncer detaches himself from the fruits of his actions.
Such a detachment allows him to act without manufacturing fresh karma — ‘the world,

to him, is a spectacle, a“play” (I11la)" (ibid.:173):

Although old karma propels the enlightened one’'s body forward, new karma is not created.®
So when a sannyast dies, there is no longer any impetus of karma remaining to throw the soul
out into a new body. The enlightened holy person is said, at death, to achieve ‘union’
(samadhi). (ibid.:173)

Klostermaier has suggested that many Hindus, on a popular level, are ‘inclined to
attribute everything that happens to them, fortune as well as misfortune, to their
karma (Klostermaier 1998:95). The idea of ‘the law of karma — the belief that
everyone sooner or later will reap the fruits of his actions, good or bad, also struck me
as having a great impact on the lives of the renouncersthat | met. AlImost every turn of
their lives seemed to be explained with reference to their karma. Dandi Svami Ram
Kinkar Asram in Varanasi explained to me the logic of karma as to who may become
sadhus. ‘If a person who was a sinner in his previous life tries to take samnyas, he
won't succeed. His karma will not alow it to happen.’ Ninety-year-old Sri Dandi
Svami Ramanand Tirth in Mumuksu Bhavan expressed firm belief in predestination:
‘Everything we do in this life depends on what we did in our previous life — depends
on our previous karma . He himself completed his duties as a householder at the age of
Sixty-three in order to take samnyas. ‘| had seen that it was “written”’, he said. He was
predestined to take samnyas: ‘Nothing happened in my family. There were no fights,
no disturbance. Nobody pressured me. | had seen what was written, and | have

experienced that what is written, will happen.’®* He went on to say:

% Govind Baba said: ‘When you renounce the world, you stop producing new karma. Yet the karma
which is aready produced will still influence your life. You may compare this with the way a fan
works. Imagine that you turn off a fan, athough the fan no longer receives power it will sill make a
few rounds beforeit finally stops.’

%! (Lekh ko hamne deka hai)
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Nobody is to be blamed for happiness or sorrow.?? Only the work that is done by oneself can
benefit to save everything.®® We live according to our karma — our karma determines our
lives® You will reap the fruits of your karma® Everything will happen according to my
karma. If | do good things, good things will happen to me. People sometimes complain that
their lifeis not very good, and they blame their bad luck. Thisis not so. It is al due to karma.

We suffer according to previous actions — previous karma.

At Ass ghat in Varanasi, | met Kathiya Baba — a Vaisnav sadhu in his mid fifties.
During our chat at the ghat, | explained to him how fascinated | was with people who
make radical turns in their lives — as for instance those who renounce the world and
take up aliving as a sadhu, or, as Kathiya Baba himself had just put it, ‘sacrifice their
soul to God'. | asked him whether his decision of renouncing the world had developed
gradually or whether it had been a sudden decision. He replied:

No, no, this is not a decision. If you want to decide, then the time speaks for that — time
ultimately makes this decision, time is the factor. But our life is not something we can decide.
Our life has developed out of memory and company. We have a strong memory from our
previous births, and we also have good company in our parents who brought us up. | never
questioned whether or not | should adopt a sadhu life, I simply thought ‘this is my life’. It
never came by logic.

Kathiya Baba’'s criticism of the way in which | had formulated my question, may be
seen as representing the attitude of most of the sadhus | met — as to their faith in
karma. We shall, in the following chapter, meet four sadhus — each holding distinctive
life-experiences. Despite the differences distinguishing these four sadhus, their stories
are united by the fact that their faith in karma stands out as a foundation stone in the

construction of their narratives.®

%2 (Koi nahi sukh-dukh kar deta)

% (Nij krit karma bhog sab trata)

® (Karma pradhan deta jas rakha)

% (Jojaskar ai jo jas phal chaka)

% For afurther discussion of these topics, see also chapter four and five.
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Plate 12

Sadhus are free.

(Radhe Syam Das, Varanasi)
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3. FOUR PATHS OF LIFE

IN SERVICE FOR THE MISSION

‘We don’'t have any free will. Whatever “they” (Thakurji and Ma) want will happen.’
This statement was uttered by ‘Dr. Didr’, Dr. Archana Aditya, a medical doctor who
has now devoted her life and her work in service to the Ramakrishna Mission.?’
Previously, she had her own successful practice in Calcutta, but she gave this up in
order to serve the Mission. When Vinita and | met her, she lived and worked at the
Mission's Hospital in Varanasi. We met in her room one afternoon. She welcomed us
warmly and offered us sweets as we sat down in her tiny, cosy room. The room was
furnished with a bed, a table, a couple of chairs, and a gas ring. She asked us not to
touch her bed — it should be kept pure as this is where she sits when she does pija and
meditates. In front of the bed was her pija-altar where she keeps photographs of
Ramakrishna, Svami Vivekanand and Sri Sarida Devi (Holy Mother). Dr. Didi was
dressed in a sari. She had a shawl wrapped around her shoulders and wore socks on
her feet — the cement floor in her room was very cold. She told us that her native place
Is Calcutta. In Calcutta she was educated as a doctor and for many years had her own

practice:

| worked there for along, long time. | was married and had a husband and two children, one
son and one daughter. Now my daughter is married and has two children, two cute kids. My
son is no more. My family is still in Calcutta, but | have left Calcutta for good. | first came to
Haridvar to join the Ramakrishna Mission’s hospita. | stayed there for seven years. After
these years | had to go back to Calcutta for some time. For two-three years | was in Calcuitta,
and after that | came to Benares to join Ramakrishna Mission’s Hospital. Here | am offering
my service — totally free and dedicated. | don’t take a single paisa for my work, | don’t even

accept free board and lodging — nothing.

% The Ramakrishna Mission was founded by Svami Vivekananda (1863-1902) — a disciple of
Paramhamsa Ramakrishna (1836-1886). ‘ The Ramakrishna Mission is a well-organized community
today, with some 700 permanent members and a large number of associated workers, maintaining
several colleges, high-schools, hostels, hospitals, and publishing an impressive amount of religious
literature' (Klostermaier 1994:437). ‘ The Ramakrishna Mission, asis well known, not only promotes a
nonsectarian (neo-) Hinduism but also a kind of religious universalism. Ramakrishna is the source of
the widely accepted “all-religions-are-the-same” theory. Accordingly, the Ramakrishna Mission not
only spreads Hinduism in the West but also invites representatives of other religions to its temples and
centersin Indiato speak about their own traditions’ (ibid.:438).
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Dr. Didr's relationship to the Ramakrishna Mission started when she took diksa from
them, forty years ago. During the last seventeen years this relationship has grown more
intense: ‘For seventeen years | have been 100% affiliated with the Ramakrishna
Mission — seven years in Haridvar, seven years here in Varanasi, and in between
Haridvar and Varanasi | spent two or three years in Calcutta’ When asked why she
decided to join the Ramakrishna Mission she replied:

Actualy | don't know why ... But, during the last years | was living with my family, when |
was forty-six — forty-seven years old, | was not feeling very comfortable with the kind of lifel
was living. | felt adesire to be free from everything, to go somewhere else and do ajob for the
Ramakrishna Mission. Already when | took diksa, forty years ago, the present President of the
Ramkrishna Mission told me to join them as soon as | finished my studies. | did not join them
at that time, but | was very much devoted to the Ramakrishna Mission — too much, maybe.
This devotion started when | was about eight — nine years old. When | turned fifteen — sixteen,
| started reading Svamiji's [Ramakrishna s books, although | could not understand anything at
that time. Still, | enjoyed reading these books and used to go to the library in the Ramakrishna
Mission’s headquarters. Later, when | graduated from the medical college, the President of the
Ramakrishna Mission asked me to join their hospital in Haridvar. At that time | did not come.
Instead | married and had a son and a daughter. Later, sitting there with a huge residence — a
multi-storeyed building — and with a rolling, successful practice, | was incredibly dissatisfied
with my life. More and more often | was thinking ‘no more!’, but | still had obligations to
fulfil as a mother and could not simply run away. | owed my daughter and my son to arrange
their marriages. For atemporary break | went to Vrindavan to work in Ramakrishna Mission’s
gynaecological hospital. | am a gynaecologist. In Vrindavan they advised me to choose
between alife in service to the Lord and in service to my family. ‘Don’t put your feet on two
boats , they said. | agreed, and told them that | wanted to finish my family affairs, fulfil my
family duties. Within three years | had finished my duties towards my children and joined the
Ramakrishna Mission totally. After Vrindavan, | returned to my family. | asked my son
whether he had any objections to my decision of devoting my life and my work to the
Ramakrishna Mission. His answer was. ‘Why not? You are going to do a good job for them
and you have done so much for us up to now. Now it is time for you to serve Thakurjt
[Ramakrishna]. You have to go there! You will be there and we will be here; whenever we
want to meet we will meet.” | was so happy that he said this, happy that he did not care at all
about the ransom money | was earning.
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| asked her whether she ever discussed these thoughts with her husband:

To some extent, but he was not of that kind. Up to now heis not of that kind. He stays with his
parents, and he still quarrels with me to get what he regards as his part of our shared property.
Besides, he drinks too much. There are so many bad things about him, all the nonsense things.
In the beginning of our marriage he was very good; but afterwards, when he started earning
lots of money as a businessman, he started drinking. He also started to take some drugs. After
some time he had changed so much that | did not have any common understanding with him. |
talked to him about my longing to leave, but | did not ask him to give me permission to go.
No, not like that. | took permission from my son, because he was aso staying with me.

| just talked to my son, told him that | wanted to go away.

By February 1981 my daughter got married, and in November my son appeared for the final
year in his studies to be an engineer. However, one day he was involved in a minibus accident
and left forever. He was such a good boy, very good. All the people in our neighbourhood still
remember him and talk about him whenever we meet, even now — seventeen years after his
death. Within twenty days after his death | left everything behind and joined the Ramakrishna
Mission Hospital in Haridvar. In 1958 the President of the Ramakrishna Mission told me to
join the Mission, but only twenty-three years later | did. First | spent about seven yearsin the
hospital in Haridvar. At the end of these seven years, some family problems forced me to
return to Calcutta for two — three years. The problem was that my husband, my daughter, and
my son in-law wanted to have the whole family house for themselves. They wanted to have
the whole property, including my part. They even started ‘torturing’ me to force me to leave
the house. | told them that | would give them 50% and keep 50% for myself. In the end the
dispute was settled and | could leave for Varanasi, this was in 1991. | also owned a plot of
land in Calcutta that | sold for a very low price to a cancer ingtitution. | wanted to donate it,
but | needed some money at that time and had to sell it. The money that | got for this plot of
land | have given to the Mission to cover my board and lodging. The money | get in rent for

theflat that | own in the family-residence, | keep for my pocket money —that is all.

My husband and my daughter are still in Calcutta, but | hardly talk to them. If | go to Calcutta
| stay with my auntie, not with them. Really, | don't want to live with my family any more.
I renounced that life because | don't like it —so | don’t want to stay with them. Here, | am very
happy. | meditate, | have my breakfast, and after that | go to the hospital. | come back here at
about 1.30 — 2 in the afternoon, then | have my lunch. It is kept ready for me here in this hot
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case. After lunch | take rest for some time until it is time to visit the elderly ladies who live in
this house, there are about forty-five of them. In the evening | meditate again. Only on
Saturdays | go to the shrine [the templ€]. | go in the evening to take part in the evening aratt; it
is a very good warship with bhajan and everything. If | should go to the shrine every day, |
would have to finish my meditation within half an hour. To me that is too little time. | want to
take at least two hours time for my meditation. When for some time you have been sitting for
meditation, you develop such a good fedling inside. After getting up from meditation you fed
that everything is so soft, so nice, so joyful ... If | have some tension — after meditation it is

gone. It isso nice! [She laughed heartily]. | meditate over Thakurji and our Mother.
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Plate 13: A picture of Ramakrishnain Dr. Didr’ s office.

| was curious to know whether she now experienced the happiest time of her life. She

replied:

Almost, | will say. | was at times happy while staying with my family as well; it is not that |
continuously was in sorrow. Now, whenever | remember the happy happenings in my life, |
aways see it as happenings caused by the grace of Thakurjt and Ma. It is of course due to their
grace that my family life did not last — for some time only it did, and after that it vanished. |
could not catch a permanent hold of it. In my family | could be in very good mood, very
happy, for a whole month, but not more. Here | feel different. Of course, also here there are
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some politics, etc. There are so many things, no doubt about that; but in spite of that,
whenever we are seated for ThakurjT and Ma in meditation, there are no times happier than
that — really. After meditation | feel so good, | can not describe it [she laughed again] — al the
tension is gone, al the unhappinessis gone, and you feel in such a good mood.

Was her family affiliated with the Ramakrishna Mission when she was a child? ‘No’,

she replied and went on to say:

It was something wonderful, you know. In 1941 — 1942, when | was eight or nine years old,
| used to run to the Ramakrishna Mission, but none of the others in my family did. Only my
grandmother [mother’s mother] used to go to the Ramakrishna Mission, and afew times | used
to go with her. From that age onwards | used to be so attracted that | could not resist going
there. Not until 1951 — 1952, my mother, my aunt, and other relatives started taking diksa
[initiation] from the Ramakrishna Mission. | took diksa in 1958, after my graduation from the

medical college. | was then twenty-four years old.

Did the diksa mean that she had to follow any restrictions or regulations?

You know, for al religions there are some restrictions. But for us the diksa only means that
you have to meditate on Thakurji. In Ramakrishna Mission we regard the inside, the inner
world, as important. When you go to a temple, you see people doing ptja — they stress
outward practice. For us, the mental activity is the most valuable — the activity of the mind.
Our activities are determined by our mind only, aren’'t they? Our mind, you know, has the
maximum speed in the world. Even if we run we can not catch hold of it. That’s why, during
meditation, we aim at controlling our mind so that it doesn't run everywhere. That's why, for
us, there are not so many rules or regulations to obey. The only thing is that we sit down in the
evening for meditation, and that, if possible, we also sit down for meditation in the morning.
To meditate we should be sitting in a solitary corner and keep our mind focused on Thakurjt
and Ma — full of respect, full of love. Love is the main thing. | want to love them. In my
prayers to them, | say: ‘Y ou love us so much, and we can not give anything except our love in
return — our love and respect.” By offering them our love, our pure love and respect, we submit
ourselves totally to them. Whatever they wish will come true. Thakurji and Ma know what is
best for me. They (Thakurji and Ma) are like our parents, they are our ‘everything’, our
philosophers and our guards — everything. Ma said: ‘I did not give you birth, | am not your

Guru M3, but | am everything to you — truly your mother. Not only for this birth, but for all
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the births. Truly your mother.” So, you see, they love us so much, so much love | get from

them, but in return we can not give them anything except our true love and respect.

Does she want to stay in Varanasi?. ‘Oh sure, oh sure, but that is also up Thakurjt and
Ma, but | think they will keep me here. | don’t think they will let me go.” The decision
as to who will stay where for how long is given by the Ramakrishna Mission’'s
headquartersin Calcutta, ‘but’, Dr. Didi said:

ThakurjT and Ma make the decision. Nothing is up to me. If they want they will keep me here,
if they don’t want they will send me somewhere else. What | do know is that | will never
return to my family; there will be no more family affairs for me. Thakurji and Ma know that |
want to stay here, they know it very well, but we have to realise that we have no free will; we

can just pray and through our prayers involve them in our dreams and wishes.

Is everything that happens to us karmic?

Oh sure, sure, sure. You see, | lost my son, and | had to go through with so much trouble and
torture while living with my family. This all took place because of my karma. Thakurji and
Ma showed me the right way through the Svami who in 1958 told me to join Ramakrishna
Mission’s hospital in Haridvar. If | had followed his suggestion, alot of things would not have
happened — would not have happened at al. But | did not follow this advice. Instead | fell in
love with that man, and | married him. | later told the Mission that | had been advised to join
them in 1958, but that only now, after twenty-three long years, | had come. If | had listened to
the Mission that time, | would not have had to face so much trouble. But you see, thistrouble |

had to face, they are karmic fruits of my previous actions, fruitsthat | had to eat.

While living with her family in Calcutta, Dr. Didi experienced a growing
dissatisfaction. She was longing to be free — free to devote herself in service to the
Ramakrishan Mission. Years later, she explained these endless years of longing as
karmic fruits of her previous actions. Understood in this perspective, no suffering is
pointless and nothing happens without a cause; rather, it should be seen as a part of a
greater and consistent whole. Dr. Didi stands out as a remarkable woman — strong,
independent, and determined to implement her dreams and ideas. Dr. Didi gave me the

Immediate impression of being in peace and at ease with herself and her mission. The
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years she spent longing for freedom have now been rewarded by a life in peace —in

service for God through humanity.

‘NOW I AM FREE’

As discussed in chapter one, the search for a state of freedom and eternal happiness —
release from bondage, and the frustrations and sorrows that bondage breeds — seemed
to be of main concern to most of my informants. Svami Urhanand, in charge of the
ashram named Y og-Vedant Kutir in Allahabad, was one of the sadhus | met who had
obviously thought this over. Govind Baba introduced me to Svami Urhanand during
the Magha Mela held in Allahabad in January 1999:

Svami Urmanand welcomed us with a smile. He was dressed in white and sat on a chair
below pictures of his guru, Svami Visnudevanand Sarasvati, who had left his body the
previous year. We were invited to take a seat, and soon we were served salt snacks and
bananas by some of the young boys who lived in the ashram. The bananas had just
been offered to Svami Umanand by one of his devotees, an elderly lady. On his own
initiative, Svami Umanand started lecturing about philosophical ideas within

Hinduism. Hisfirst topic was related to santi:

Santi — peace, calmness — everybody wants peace but most people don’t know where to find it.
We keep going to places were there is no peace, only after some time to realise that we have
again come to the wrong place. If you want eight rotis and you come to a place where there are
only two, you leave that place. Here, in the ashram, there are 108% rotis! [He laughed]
Whatever we do, good or bad, we do to achieve santi. If a person can't find santi while
surrounded by his or her family, the person will leave the family. | renounced the world to find
santi, but | believe it is possible to find santi everywhere — some find it surrounded by their
family, others while in saffron robes. | was sant when | lived with my family, but for me the

path of samnyasis most $ant.

% Within Hinduism the number 108 regarded as sacred.

88

URN:NBN:no-2121



3. FOUR PATHS OF LIFE

Svami Urhanand mentioned the fact that people sometimes perform extreme actions to
find santi: ‘People even commit suicide to renounce not only their family, but also
their body.” Svami Urmanand focused on the benefits of meditation in order to find
santi. ‘A lot of problems can be solved in this way’, he said, referring to the

Bhagavadgita (often referred to as ‘the Gita’):

The Gita isto sit in peace, to have peace inside. In this way even illiterate persons can know
the Gita. There are many ways to achieve santi: meditation, jap, jian ... Which way you
choose depends on your individua choice. By concentration, by controlling the senses, you
will become master of your senses. All the great scientists, for example, have to think and
concentrate in order to find their inner power — the power to create and to think great thoughts.
They have to detach themselves from their surroundings, also their families, and concentrate
fully on their ideas — on what has become their mission. When you have found $anti, there is
no need for satisfaction from your surroundings. A person who has found santi gets a
satisfaction from inside that demolishes any need of external satisfaction.

For twenty-five years Svami Umanand has been living in Uttar Pradesh, the last ten —
twelve of these in the ashram called Y oga-Vedant Kutir. Originally he is from Orissa,
though he no longer speaks correct Oriya: ‘| have been away from Orissafor too many
years. | also don’'t know Hindi very well, or English ... . Before he came to Allahabad,
he stayed in different ashrams in Haridvar and Rishikesh. In Haridvar he started doing
service as a brahmacari when he was approximately twenty years old. He is now forty-

five. Ten years ago, when he was thirty-five, he took samnyas.

He renounced the world to find santi. | was curious to know more about the
circumstances of this turn in his life. Svami Umanand lifted a lock of hair and made

visible ascar on hisforehead. He started narrating:

One day | was on a scooter with some of my friends. | was doing socia service and moved
from one district to another by my scooter. This particular trip we made at night. It was dark,
and we had an accident. | fell unconscious and remember very little from the accident or from
the time that followed. People later told me that a truck had picked me up and brought me to a
hospital. During the time | was in hospital, | remember thinking: ‘If | die now, where will |
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go? | started searching for God. While | was in the hospitd, | also realised that the local
people that | had been doing social service for most probably would have showed me no
sympathy if the accident had left me disabled. | soon noticed that my memory was reduced; |
forgot where | had put things, etc. | remember thinking: ‘If | go mad, people will harass me.’
All these thoughts made me question myself: ‘Why should | give service to these people? |
should rather do service to God!’

Svami Urhanand took samnyas but after some time he started facing problems:

| was worried about my mother, and felt a strong desire to see her. At the same time | was
afraid that if | went to see her, | would never be able to leave her again. In the end | decided
not to go. A hit later, by accident | came across a friend of my younger brother. He was doing
service near the ashram in Rishikesh where | was staying at the time. He told me that my
mother wanted to see me. | replied: ‘No. | have taken on the saffron dress. Tell my mother that
| am living here in an ashram and that | am continuously repeating the name of God.” This
friend of mine informed my brother where | was staying. Shortly after, my brother came to see
me. At that time | had already moved to Allahabad, but he still managed to find me. He stayed
here for three days. When he left, | gave him a statue of Lord Siv for my mother. | wanted my
mother to ‘see’ mein that statue and to find comfort and gather strength from it.

My Guruji, Visnudevanand Sarasvati, one day told me that he wanted to see my mother before
he died. He said that this was of great interest to him and told me to write my mother and tell
her to come to the ashram. Despite my GurujT' sinstructions, | simply could not do this. What
happened, however, was that my mother and my brother were going to Delhi by train to see
my sister who was doing service there. Because thisis a very long journey, they were alowed
to break it in one place. In this way it happened that twenty days before Gurujt left his body,
they came to this ashram. My mother appeared as | was sitting like | do now, eating. She and
my brother stayed here for two days. | talked to my mother as if | was giving her alecture in
philosophy. We discussed questions like: ‘What is the world?. To make her understand and
feel comfortable with my choice of taking samnyas, | said to her: ‘If | had died in that
accident, where would you have gone to see me? Now | am aive. God saved me, and you
should fed grateful to God.” My mother said: ‘ OK, | respect your wish to stay here, and | hope
you will have a good life.” From then on, | have not felt concerned for my mother. Now | am

free, free from this concern.
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The desire for peace (santi) and freedom seems to have been a major motivating force
behind Svami Urmanand' s act of renouncing the world, and he is now free to isolate his
mind from domestic affairs and worldly worries. The accident he met with seems to
have been the provoking incident — the incident that made him realise he should
renounce the world in order to serve God. | find that Svami Urhanand’ s description of
how he worried about his mother, and how he longed to see her but never dared to,
demonstrates some of the implications it may have to expose one's life to such
changes. Svami Urhanand made me understand that much strength and determination

Isrequired to get onto, and in a proper way stick to, the path of samnyas.

Plate 14: Two of Svami Umanand’s disciples on the roof of his ashram.
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IN SEARCH OF PERMANENCY

Plate 15

On an early afternoon in December, Vinita and | passed through the gate of the Jina
Akhara in Hanuman ghat in Varanasi. The last time | had visited the akhara the Nagas
had been playing cards in the courtyard; this time a tourist couple and a relatively
young English-speaking sadhu occupied the courtyard. A number of Nagas had
gathered in a corner of the ashram ground. The English-speaking sadhu had a saffron
robe wrapped around his body. He had applied ashes in horizontal stripes on his
forehead, his upper arms, and on the upper portion of his back. A thread with a bronze
figure fixed to it was wrapped around his right upper arm, and around his neck he had
a necklace with seven beads on it. We sat down with the sadhu and the tourists. The
first half-hour | spent listening to their conversation. They discussed matters that were
of interest to me, so after some time | got involved in the discussion. The sadhu
seemed to possess an immense knowledge of Hindu philosophy. He also expressed
himself in very clear English. When Vinita and | joined the three of them, he was
about to explain the eight steps of Patanjali’s Yoga System, leading to samadhi.
Samadhi is the eighth and final step — the highest state of meditation:
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In samadhi you are in atrance-state of enlightenment — you are omnipresent; you have become
God. The main enemy, the biggest obstacle, for a person in desire of enlightenment is his ego:
pride; selfishness. Your ego is the main enemy along your way towards enlightenment. Y our
ego is what pulls you back from omnipresence because of the borders it draws around you.
When enlightened, you know the answer to the most important question: ‘Who am 17 The
path to enlightenment is given in the sacred scriptures. The content of the scriptures is
scientificaly true. Because the path to enlightenment is very hard, full of temptations and

difficult choices, an enlightened guru is required to guide you.

His name is Svami Bharati. He is South Indian, and his family still lives in Hydrabad
in the south of India. Svami Bharatt will never see his native place again: he has made
avow, a promise to the Lord, not to cross the border of Varanas (the rivers Varuna
and Assi). Svami Bhariti explained that a consequence of his vow is that the Lord will
provide for him everything he needs as long as he keeps what he has promised. He

made this vow fourteen years ago.

While we were sitting in the courtyard of the Jina Akhara, SrT Digambar Siv Narayan
Giri came by. He recognised me from an earlier meeting and greeted me with a smile.
He wore his tiger skin and his flower-decorated crown of rudriks. He sat down with
the other Nagas and took off his garlanded crown. Svami Bharati talked about
patience, about withstanding difficulties: ‘ Samnyasis should experience difficulties. A
samnyasi has to be determined to experience and withstand difficulties. By practices
like sitting in heat or cold, standing in cold water, or standing on one leg — while
concentrating on God, the samnyasi develops patience.’” Sri Digambar Siv Narayan
Giri snapped his fingers to catch my attention. Then he dragged a bag of Norwegian
caramels (* Smerbukk’) out of his bag! He distributed the sweets among all who were
present. A few minutes later, again he snapped his fingers. This time, as his face
broadened into a grin, he took half kilo of Norwegian brown cheese out of hisbag. The
items, | later got to know, were brought to him by a Norwegian friend. Just as | had
managed to resume my concentration, a wedding party entered the akhara to worship
at the Hanuman temple. They made so much noise that we all moved out on the

balcony facing the Ganga. However, the magjority of my meetings with Svami Bharitt
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took place in his room, located close to the Jina Akhara. The room faced one of
Varanasi's narrow alleys. It was tiny and simple and was dominated by packages of
incense and pictures of Hindu gods. The only thing that reminded me of furniture was
the typical Indian metal-cupboard. On top of this his danda (a stick symbolising God)
was placed. The danda is the symbol of Dandi Svamis, a group of sadhus recruited
only from the ‘highest’ caste — the Brahmans.*® However, as Svami Bhariti told me
himself, ‘Not everybody accepts samnyasis of the Bharati group as Dandi Svamis.
That is why | don’t take the danda with me outside.” He put out some straw mats for
Vinitaand me to sit on. The room was freezing cold. There was no heating inside, and,
as the entrance door facing the narrow aley outside was open, the inside temperature
could not possibly be any higher than the temperature outside. Cows passing by
constantly popped their heads through the open door. One of them also tried to eat the

straw mat | was sitting on. Quite amusing!

Plate 16

Svami Bharatt explained to us the meaning of samnyas:

Samnyas is open for those who are capable of living this kind of life. To take samnyas means
to renounce your mental occupation with the material world, with affections, wealth, etc. You
have to renounce the feelings that are present in your mind — feelings for society, for the

% For further and more specific information about the Dandi Svamis, see chapter four.
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world, for women, for birds, for childhood and many other things like ego, anger, hunger, and
jealousy. All these feelings have to be renounced. Once you have renounced the world, social
customs will not accept that you return. You can perform the act of renunciation in any place.

To renounce the world is amental action, determining every physical action.

| asked Svami Bharati whether this means that he could have stayed in South India

with hisfamily and still have gone through the same mental process of renunciation:

No, no! In South India | did not know about renunciation. Still, that was where | did the
mental act of renunciation — where | mentally left everything behind. | left everything behind
and came here. Actualy, | came here to search for the Supreme Self, but today | don’t think of
that as something that had to do with renunciation, samnyas, or anything like that. Only after
coming here these words, this vocabulary came to me. It came to me through learning. My
motivations to renounce the world can be found in my search towards permanency. | was
searching — asking: ‘What is the permanent thing:, what is permanency? | renounced my
parents, my sisters, my brothers, my wealth, etc., in order to search for permanency. What |
had before was not permanent; not even what | have now is permanent — this body is not
permanent; it will have to go. Everybody has to renounce this world, has to leave this world at
some point, but renunciation takes place when you consciously choose to do this. Most people
can renounce their house, their family, etc., but they can not renounce their body; they can not
renounce their mind — their life. To leave your material belongings behind is no great action,

but to leave the body and the mind behind is a great act. That is renunciation.

Svami Bharatt recalled having reflected on his self and his body since he was about
seven-years-old, although none of his family members influenced or inspired him to
develop such thoughts. He described his family as wealthy and explained that his
mother, in particular, is very attached to her wealth: ‘She is very fond of her wealth;
she loves wealth!’. Svami Bhariti believes that it was books he read which inspired
him to start questioning his existence. Little by little these books led him onto the idea
of renunciation. Gradually, he realised that in order to live the kind of life he redly
desired, he would have to renounce the world — ssimply to find sufficient peace and

time:
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When | had decided to leave home, | told my family that | was going away to search for
permanency. At that time my paternal uncle, who lives in Delhi, had arranged my marriage to
adirector’s daughter. They had agreed on dowry and everything. | was going to get a mansion,
etc. My uncle advised me to accept this marriage. ‘ Then you will get avery good life', he said.
| remember that | confronted him on these matters. ‘My dear uncle, you are married and you
earn lots of money. You can have whatever you want. Are you happy? Are you ever happy?
Because | knew him, | actually knew whether he was happy or not. Every day he was yelling
at his children — he faced alot of difficulties. My uncle answered me by saying: ‘No, | am not
happy.’ ‘Why are you not happy?, | asked him. ‘Y ou can have everything you want; you have
a good wife, good children, etc. Why are you not happy? When a person is very happy about
something, he wants to have that thing forever. Is it not so? If you are happy with your wife
you should stay with her always, twenty-four hours aday. My uncle cannot stay even one hour
in his house with his wife! He is running around doing this and that. My uncle said: *All these
things will happeninlife’ | replied: ‘That iswhy | am going to search!’

| wonder, why are people who can have whatever they want still not happy? This is the main
question of anthropology! Why is mankind not truly happy? Even if they have whatever they
can think of, they are not happy. This is because they desire the ‘unhappy’ things, the
impermanent things. | told my uncle that | wanted to go searching; | told him that | wanted to
go to the forest and do penance. He warned me, saying: ‘Oh, now you think that the life as a
samnyasi is very good, but you will seethat it is avery difficult lifel After some time you will
think that the grhast life is very good, and that the life as a samnyasi is not. That time our door
will be closed for you.” | replied: ‘1 won't come back, even if | am very sad and in a difficult
situation. My body will not stay for many years, after 100 yearsit will go.’

Svami Bharati defied his uncle's advice and left for Varanasi to continue his search.
His marriage was cancelled. The spiritual thoughts that for a while had been latent
within him now increased in force — it was particularly the question of permanency

that occupied his mind. In Varanasi he met a samnyasi whom he accepted as his guru:

| told him that | wanted to search for permanency. He replied: ‘No, no. You will go and do
some work; you can not do this search now’. | went to find a job. | worked as an auditor for
the big hotels in Varanasi. At that time | also had to audit my own life in order to decide
whether | should continue or terminate my business career. By coincidence | heard a person

read from the Kasikhanda. He read that if you stay in Varanasi you will get moks. This point |
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caught and kept, and soon, without conferring with anyone, | made a vow [ksetr vrat]® not to
cross the borders of Varanasi. This was on the 18th October 1984. [He laughs while telling me
this]. | was studying a book on my way to work this particular day, and while reading |
suddenly got the idea that | should never again cross the borders out of Varanasi. | told the
driver to stop the car and go another way to avoid crossing the border. The driver told me that
thiswasimpossible. | replied that | then would go by foot.

Later, the Managing Director of the hotel where Svami Bharitt was working at the

time told him that he wanted to transfer him to Puri in Orissa:

| would be given a well-paid position, a house, a car, and whatever | could possibly need. |
remember thinking: ‘ Thisis not in accordance with my decision ...” The next thing | did was to
go to another room and write my resignation. When | gave my resignation to my boss he
exclaimed: ‘Why, why do you resign? | don’t want to let you go!’ | told him that | was serious
about my decision, and | gave him my reason to act the way | did. My boss then said that he
both understood and respected my decision. He advised me to try to get ajob with some other
firm, located within the borders of Varanasi. So | did, and soon | had a new job. After a few
daysin my new job my boss told me that | had to go to the High Court in Allahabad to attend
atax case. | explained to him that | could not leave Varanasi and told him that | wanted to
resign. He said: *No, no, we need you to solve these tax problems'. | told him that the person
causing them these difficulties soon would be transferred, | just knew that this would happen.
After ten —fifteen days, this person was actually transferred! My boss said: ‘Y ou told me that
he would be transferred, and really he was! Y ou have to work for us!’” Still, | resigned. Again |
went to see my Guru. | told him that | wanted to do a fast. Again he did not agree with my
decision. For three days | did not take any food. Then | had a dream — in the dream the
Goddess came to me. She said: ‘' You must learn the Vedas'. The Goddess aso related for me
my guru’s name. | didn't know his name until she told me. The same day | went to see my
guru, and | addressed him by his ‘secret’ name. He was obviously surprised, and asked me
how | had come to know his name. | told him that it came to me in my dream. He said:
‘Oh...I" and told me to follow the Goddess' advice.

Svami Bharatt describes the learning of the Vedas as a God' s grace:

0« area vow’
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Through them the meaning itself came to my mind. It was really a God’s grace. After | had
studied the Vedas, | took samnyas. Actualy, | was thinking that | also should study yoga and
that only after samadhi | would take samnyas, but one person, who is a samnyasi in the
Saikara way, misguided me. He told me that without taking samnyas, | would be unable both
to study and to fully understand these things. | had faith in him and took samnyas 19th April
1988. Afterwards | have studied different religious books — the Sankaravedant books, and

other books also.

Before Svami Bharatt took samnyas, he wrote a letter to his parents to inform them
about his decision. ‘ They came all the way from South Indiato stop me from doing it;
they had no sympathy with my decision. My mother cried alot, so | told her: “If you
don’t want me to take samnyas, then stay here — don’t go back to South India.” 1 knew
she was too fond of her wealth to leave it, so | confronted her by saying: “If you leave
me, | will take samnyas.” Then she kept quiet, and | took samnyas.” Later, however,
Svami Bharati realised that his parents’ objections had been well-founded:

| should not have taken samnyas. Without doing yoga, without knowing how to conquer the
pran, you should not take samnyas. Everyone should not take samnyas; that is the main thing.
When the pran is conquered, samnyas can be taken. Until you know how to conquer the pran
you are dependent on society, and a person who is dependent should not take samnyas.
Samnyas is an independent stage; a samnyasi should not be dependent on anyone — then only

you can take samnyas. If you are dependent, even on your body, you should not take samnyas.

So, what happened? Did he have a hard time in the beginning of his career as a

samnyasi?

Yes, redly! | had many difficulties. | can’t give the details, but there were difficulties
concerning food, lodging, etc. — many difficulties! Despite these, | have to live as a samnyasi.
| have renounced the world and can not return. | am still searching for the person who can
teach me yoga, teach me how to conquer the pran — which is very difficult. After | took
samnyas, | have studied many books about yoga and other things — about the supreme self and
everything. | have got the knowledge, al the theoretical knowledge, but to gain the practical
knowledge | have to conquer the pran and the mind.
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Svami Bharatt is still in search of a guru competent in yoga and pranayam (breath-
exercise) to guide him towards the required knowledge of how to control the breath
(pran), but he finds it difficult to find a competent person: ‘ They all seem to be crooks
— dressed in saffron robes.” He still finds samnyas life difficult: ‘It is very difficult!
Without conquering the pran you can not live as a samnyasi.’” | confronted him with
the fact that by then he had been living this kind of life for ten years. He nodded his

head and said:

Yes, but that is just maintaining — it is just maintaining ... The feelings, hunger, cold —
everything — al these feelings come from the pran. The mind and the pran are two sides of the
same coin. To conguer the mind you have to conquer the pran, and to conquer the pran, you

have to conquer the mind. To achieve this you should first purify your body.

Out of curiosity | asked him whether he ever reads newspapers to keep track with
incidents taking place in the world — or whether this was part of what he had

renounced. He admitted that he does read newspapers:

| have not fully renounced — | have not conquered the pran. All sadhus are like me; they have
feelings similar to those of every other man. An authentic samnyast should be like a child, like
a mad person — a person possessed by demons, a person in deep sleep. He should not feel
hunger, thirst, cold or heat; he should not have the ability to feel angry, glad, or depressed.
Such samnyasis are hard to find.

When | met Svami Bhariti again two years later, some changes had taken place in his
life. He had started doing some guiding for Indians and foreigners visiting Varanas,
and he aso told me that he now reads horoscopes. In this way he makes some money
to cover his daily expenses. Besides, he had moved and was now living in the same
building as his mother who had come for Kasivas.”* Svami Bhariti explained that,
after she became a widow, he had told her about the benefit of living and dying in
Kasi. She had faith in him and moved all the way from Hydrabad to Varanasi. Due to

"1 'Kagivas meansto reside, to take up residence, in Kas.
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her advanced age (she is eighty years old) and because she speaks only Telugu,”
Svami Bharatt now helps her in her daily life. To my question whether he, as a
samnyasi, saw any difficulties in living so close to his own mother, he replied: ‘No. |
don't consider myself as any great samnyasi, so that is of no difficulty to me.’ |
presumed his mother was happy to see him again after all these years apart, but Svami
Bharatt said: ‘No, as a samnyasi she is not happy to see me. She came to Varanas

because | told her that if she dies here, she will not be reborn.’

| believe Svami Bhariti was the one of the sadhus that | knew who had renounced the
most — in terms of material and economic benefits. He was brought up in a wealthy
family; he was offered a financially favourable marriage, and he had created for
himself an apparently solid and prosperous career. He left behind all these benefits to
search for eternal happiness and permanency. Svami Bharati is obviously very learned
in the theoretical field of yoga and Hindu philosophy, whereas he lacks the practical
knowledge of yoga and of how to control the breath. He did not know, as he put it
himself, “how to conquer the pran’. Despite the hardship of the samnyas way of life,
Svami Bharati seemed determined to continue living this kind of life. According to
him, he also does not have much choice, as social customs will not allow him to return
to the world of samsar. Svami Bharati once seemed to have every material advantage
at hand, but he gave up al this. He had first-hand knowledge of a lifestyle most of his
countrymen would envy him, but he also knew better than most that wealth does not
necessarily breed happiness — and happiness, eternal happiness, was the only thing
Svami Bharati really desired.

2 Telugu, a Dravidian language, is the official language of Andhra Pradesh.
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A SADHU IN SAMSAR

Plate 17

| have gained so much experience that does not belong in this world. | feel that | should have
written it down — all these experiences and the wisdom that | have gained from inside. |
should, but I don’t know how to write. | have alot to tell — from the time when | was a young
boy who experienced tyag and left everything behind, until today. A variety of reasons may
evoke the feeling of tyag. Some feel that tyag [renunciation] is the solution to their problems —

tyag becomes a mean to escape. Thiswas not how it happened to me.

In this way Sri Digambar Siv Narayan Giri opened his narrative — the story of his life.
We sat in his wife Uma’'s”™ flat in Oslo. Their son, Ram, born on Lord Ganes’s
birthday, was happily playing in his father’s lap. Siv Narayan Giri, or Maharaj asheis
often addressed (also by hiswife), continued his story:

My father was a very religious man. If he had not taken snan [bath] and seen the sun rise, he
would not eat. He meditated, did paja and jap and went daily to the Siv temple in front of our

house, but he never ordered me to do the same. Still, of my own free will, | used to get up with

™ Sri Digambar Siv Narayan Giri has given his wife the name Uma — another name of Sati, Siv's
consort.
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him — take bath and do ptja with him — simply because it gave me happiness to do so. Then,
suddenly, my father died.’

At the time of his father’s death, nobody except Maharaj was at home with him. His
mother had gone to Varanas on a pilgrimage, and his brothers were living and

working in Bombay at the time:

My father died in the evening. Our neighbours took me and my father’s body to Varanasi. We
travelled al night and reached Varanas in the morning. My father had been ill for some time,
but there was no proper medical doctor in the village so we don’'t know exactly what was the
matter with him, or what he died from. | was the chief mourner. | had to do the kapal kriya —
break my father’s skull with a stick. | had to hit the skull five times in order to let the last of
the pranas out of his body. | was terribly sad, and there was nobody there that | could cry with
— except God. | remember that | felt asif there was no more happiness on earth. | searched for
God, and | asked him: ‘Why — why did you take my father away? Some people develop a
gradual desire for vairagya. They do bhagjan for years, and little by little the desire for vairagyi
develops. For meit was different. | got thisintense feeling of vairagya during the cremation of
my father. | felt astrong desire to find God and to be free from samsar. | could see no meaning

inthe lifein samsar.

The calling of renunciation (vairagya) came to Maharaj when he was at the cremation
ground (Smasan) in Varanas with his father's dead body. In this emotional and
distressing situation he experienced smasan vairagya — he was overwhelmed by
guestions like: ‘What is the meaning of samsar? Is this al there is to it — my father
died, and that isit?

After the cremation, a telegram was sent to his brothers in Bombay to inform them
about their father’s death. They came to the village and performed al the prescribed
rituals to complete the mourning. As the whole family was now gathered at home, they
started discussing the arrangement of Maharaj’s marriage. He was very young at this
time, probably around nine years old, but child marriages were, and still are, common
in the Indian countryside. Maharaj did not appreciate these plans and found the time

right to leave home. He told his brothers to take care of their mother, as he had decided
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to go to search for God. Without asking for anyone’s permission, he left home saying:
‘I'm leaving!” When he left, he wore two pieces of saffron cloth that he had coloured
himself. One of the pieces he tied around his waist, the other he draped around his

shoulders.

When | left home, | felt such a beautiful vairagya. | fully believed and had faith in God's
omnipresence. | searched for God in al things, in every house and temple. Before | [eft home |
felt asif the walls of the house grabbed at me, and | felt aviolent dislike for everything related
to my home — my family, the house, and the whole samsaric society. The feeling was so
intense that | knew | had to leave.

To the young boy who left his home, the world was nothing but a dream, an illusion
(sapna). The only truth for him was to do jap and bhajan for God (bhagvan ka bhagan).
This wisdom had been given him by his father in a bhajan that he used to sing for him.
The bhajan was a verse from the Ramayan where Siv teaches Uma the meaning of
truth. Maharaj recited it for me: ‘Uma, | tell you from my own experience: The only
truth is to do jap to Bhagvan [bhagvan ka jap]. The world is just a dream.””* This was
the point of departure on Maharaj’s spiritua journey. Carrying this wisdom he left

home in search of God.

Maharaj walked from his home into a jungle close to his village. His father had shown
him a cave in the jungle where a great mahatma once stayed. Maharaj lived in the cave
for some time, until he decided to go to Ayodhya to celebrate Ramnavmi (Ram’s
birthday). He walked towards Varanasi and caught a train to Ayodhya. He was now
determined to become samnyasi — a Saiva sadhu.” He wanted to worship Siv. He also
had a very clear idea of what it meant to be a sadhu. To him this was to be a Naga, to

be digambar — ‘having the regions (i.e. space) as clothing' (McGregor 1999:494).

" (Uma kahiira mairh anubhav apna sat hari bhajan jagat sab sapna)

> Maharaj has always had a strong affection for Lord Siv. In his home they had a picture of Lord Siv
meditating on the Kailas mountain. The picture was brought from Bombay by Maharaj’s qlder brother.
From avery young age, Maharaj used to sit in front of the picture and imagine himself as Siv.
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Maharaj explained that ‘naga’ means ‘naked’, not only in the sense of wearing no

clothes but also in the sense of having no possessions:

The Nagas are known as ‘warrior sadhus and are entitled to use power in order to protect
God. As the Nagas have no possessions, they have no reason to develop pride and no other
reason to use power than to protect God. If a person with possesions uses power in order to
protect God, his motivations may be misunderstood. It may seem asif he is acting on behalf of
his property rather than on behalf of God. Thisiswhy Nagas should be digambar.

When he arrived in Ayodhya, there were only Sita Ram (Vaisnav) sadhus there —
worshipping Ram. He saw that they were initiating young novices, and became afraid
he would be grabbed by a Sita Ram and turned into a Sita Ram sadhu. To avoid this,
he took his bath surrounded by householders (grhast people). He left Ayodhya, and for
the next two years he travelled through parts of India on his own (manmuki); he had
not yet met his guru. After two years of extensive travelling, he returned to the cave

closeto hisvillage and settled here for some time.

Meanwhile, a mahatma visited Maharaj’s village, where he had several grhast
disciples. When he arrived in the village this year, he was told that a young boy had
taken tyag and was staying in a cave nearby. The mahatma searched for Maharaj but
failed at his first try as Maharaj was out searching for God. ‘At that time | was a little
“crazy” in my head’, Maharaj explained:

| searched one temple after the other to find God. | sat down at the temples and meditated and
prayed to fed if God was present. | was kind of crazy [ek tarah ka pagal]. When you really
love God, you become a bit crazy. | was attacked by a craziness beyond this world — not the
kind of craziness that makes you pick up garbage from the street, but a craziness that makes
you focus on God only. In such a mental state, nothing in this world matters to you — nothing

except the search for God.

When Maharaj returned to his cave, he met the mahatma: ‘At the second try, guruji
found me and brought me to Varanasi where | took diksa from him. Other people have

to search for their guru, whereas my guru came to me. That convinced me he was to be
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my guru.’ The mahatma’s name was SrT Mahant Bal Anand Giri. He took Maharaj to
the Jina Akhara’ in Varanasi. As Sri Mahant Bal Anand Giri spent most of his time
travelling, he was not able to take full responsibility for Maharaj. In his place, one of
his guru-bhais, Sri Mahant Thanapati,”” took on the responsibility for the young

brahmacari.

| was curious to know how the environment of the akhara was experienced by a young
boy, and Maharaj’ s face brightened as he exclaimed: ‘Very, very good!’. He explained
that approximately ten other brahmacaris of his age were living in the akhara with him.
They had al taken diksa at about the same time. ‘I don’t know where any of them is
now’, he said, and explained that most of them had run away from home — either
because they had been beaten or had failed at an exam, because they wanted to get
away from school or because they had been fighting with somebody and felt it safe to
be away for a while. When Maharaj took samskar three years later, most of his fellow
brahmacaris had disappeared. He believes the whole thing most probably had been a
youthful rebellion for them, and that it seems very likely that they have returned to

their families.

During hisfirst year as a brahmacari, Maharaj spent some time in the ashram of one of
his guru’s guru-bhais (Maharaj’s uncle-guru). One day he was told by his uncle-guru
to go out in the streets to beg. Maharaj was, according to himself, quite well-fed at the
time, and people who passed him as he was begging in the streets remarked that he
looked healthy enough to work for a living. These remarks made Maharaj sad and
embarrassed. He returned to the ashram and told his uncle-guru that he was unable to

continue begging. ‘I became a sadhu to pray to God — not to beg’, he explained to his

"6 According to Maharaj, the Nagas are divided into seven akharas (Movik 2000): ‘An “akhada”,
which word is sometimes translated as monastery, must be distinguished from the latter in so far asthe
former is a centre where only the Naga Samnyasis are inmates. Further only those Naga Samnyasis
who are attached to particular “akhada”s can be the inmates of their respective “akhada”s. A Naga's
specific status depends on his “akhada” and has no reference whatever to the particular order of the
Dasanamis he belongs to. It is better to render “akhada” by the military term regiment.” (Ghurye
1964:103)

" His full name was SrT Mahant Ramesvaranand Giri.

105

URN:NBN:no-2121



3. FOUR PATHS OF LIFE

uncle-guru. ‘If | pray to God, he will provide whatever | need. | don’t have to beg.’
His uncle-guru got angry with him and told him to do as he was told. Maharaj could
not accept this and left the ashram. He had heard of Jhansi and knew that his guru was
there at the time. He went there. In Jhansi there is a big Devi-temple where goats are
sacrificed in great numbers. Maharaj had grown up in a brahman-village and had never
before seen animals being slaughtered. He was shocked: ‘I could not watch al the
blood and the slaughtered animals. One morning | got up very early and ran away from
it all, back to Kasi.’” He returned to the Juna Akhara. When he arrived, their pujart
(temple priest) had just left. Maharaj appeared just in time to be offered permission to
stay in the akhara on the condition that he was willing to take over the pujart s duty.

He accepted.

Somewhat |ater, the Kumbh Mela was arranged in Haridwar. Thiswasin 1986. During
this Kumbh, Maharaj took samskar — an initiation that for the Nagas takes place only
during the Kumbh Mela. His guru, Sri Mahant Bal Anand Giri, was not there, so his
uncle-guru, Sri Mahant Thanapati, gave Maharaj this final initiation and became
Maharaj’s saga guru, his true guru. Maharaj was now a Digambar Naga Baba as, in
contrast to the great majority of Nagas, he decided to wear no clothes at all. This was
to be a part of his tapasya. The only thing he wore were his malas of rudraks (strings
of beads). In the Siv Puran it is written that he who carries 1100 rudraks takes the form
of Siv. Maharaj had heard this and asked a sadhu who was going to Nepal to bring him
this many rudraks. From the rudraks, Maharaj made himself several malas. He used
copper-thread to make himself a crown of 500 of them. From the rest he made malas

which he carried on hisbody. In Varanasi, Maharaj is still known as the rudraks-baba.

After the Kumbh Mela, Maharaj returned to Varanas where he intended to start his
tapasya. When he arrived Varanasi he was, however, requested by his guru to continue

his duty as a pujari for Hanuman® in the Jana Akhara. Maharaj accepted the request.

8 A ‘pujart is the one who is responsible for doing pija (ritual worship) to a God — in this case the
monkey-god Hanuman.
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One day awoman donated some money to the akhara. She requested that they used the
money to buy a new crown for the statue of Lord Hanuman. As the old crown had
beautiful carvings, Maharaj decided to have the old crown repaired rather than buying
a brand new one. Without informing the akhara, he brought the old crown to a
goldsmith. What he forgot, however, was the rule of the akhara saying that it is
forbidden to take any of the akhara’s property out of the akhara without permission
from the mahant (head of the ahara). Maharaj’s mistake became known to his guru,
who called for him. The guru told Maharaj that he could no longer trust him. He was
also told that he could stay on in the akhara, but he would not be allowed to continue
as Hanuman pujart. Maharaj refused the offer: ‘Either | am the pujar, or | leave.” At
three o’ clock the same night he left. He first went down to the Ganga where he threw
al his possessions into the water and imposed himself maun (silence). He walked
along the Ganga to Assi ghat where he sat down and meditated — silent and naked.
After five days, a man who dailly passed him on his way to his morning bath
approached him: ‘You don’'t eat anything, you don’'t say anything — can | bring you
something? Maharaj remained silent, but shook his head to communicate that he
desired nothing. The man still went to fetch him some juice made from the bel fruit.”
Maharaj accepted the juice. When he had finished the juice, he decided to move on. He
crossed the Ganga and climbed the hill to the residence of the Raja of Varanas — the
Ram Nagar Fort. He wanted to request the gift of atiger-skin (baghambar) — similar to
Siv's — from the king. Carrying his 1100 rudraks and a tiger-skin, he would have
completed the form of Siv. For four days he sat outside the main gate, naked, waiting
to see the Raja. ‘I will not drink water until | have got the tiger-skin’, he told the
guard, and asked him to pass on his message to the king. He saw nothing of the king,
and suddenly he felt a strong aversion towards his own idea. ‘Why do you sit here
begging?, he asked himself. ‘I have everything | need, | don’t need anything. God
provides me everything | need, and here | sit begging! | don’t need anything.” Maharaj
got up, left the gate, and waked down to the shore of the Ganga. That night he
returned to Varanasi and established himself in a small temple in Chamesvar ghat —

" The bel fruit is associated with Siv.
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overlooking the Ganga. This small temple, holding three statues of Lord Siv, wasto be

his home for the next decade — a decade of tapasya (practise of austerities).

Peak of perfection

‘Tap’ means heat. If you put gold into fire, it will start shining. The same thing happens to the
body. When the body is heated up through the practice of ‘tapasya’, the sakti in the soul will
be evoked and make the body shine. The aim of tapasya is to achieve control over, and finaly
extinguish, al desires. When you manage to control your desires, you will experience that they

disappear.

In this way Maharaj explained to me the meaning of tap and the practice of tapasya.
He added: ‘“When it is hot, most people long for an opportunity to cool down, and
when it is cold, you want to feel warm. To do tapasya means to work against such
natural desires — when it is cold you stay in the cold; when it is hot you stay in the
heat.” According to Maharaj, al desires can be controlled through such practices. ‘In

the beginning it is very difficult, but after ashort time it will be easy’:

It gets easier because tapasya increases — stretches — your level of tolerance [sahn sakti] and
makes you capable of bearing more pain. In sahn sakti there is a light [prakas] which gives
happiness, knowledge and wisdom. This wisdom brings an enormous happiness, and the
happiness gives you a desire to continue — to achieve more and more happiness. The main aim
is to become one with God, and when you experience this you fedl that you can achieve
whatever you need because everything is within you. The light which is provided by sahn Sakti
brings you the ultimate happiness. If you experience this, you don't need anything from
samsar. Y ou can turn your back to samsar because you don’t need it. You will only desire to
do bhajan and jap for God. This state involves an extreme, ultimate feeling of freedom and

happiness.

8 K hushwant Singh describes tapas (penance) as ‘the heat which burns out impurities from the soul
and the body’ (Singh 1967:104).
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Maharaj explained that the practice of tapasya is part of the process which involves

becoming like God (nar se Narayan)®":

By doing tapasya you can become like God — you can convert yourself from being a human
being in samsar to be God. In this sense the body is important — it is the vehicle to find God.
To me, doing daily yoga asanas has aways been very important. Only with my body | can do
tapasya, and therefore | have to take care of my body — to make it fit for tapasya. Ultimately, a
body will get old and die. This happens even to great mahatmas. There are, however, certain
practices [kriya] that will serve to continually renew the body and ultimately make it eternal.
This is the principle of natural renewal — similar to the way a tree substitutes old |eaves with

new.

Maharaj settled down in the small temple in Chamesvar ghat, and in front of God he
made a vow to stay in this temple while he was doing tapasya. He also promised not to
touch money, not to wear clothes, and to became phalhar — which, according to Hindu
rules, implies that he would only eat curd, fruits, and nuts. A phalhari should not eat
any cooked food, no salt, and no rice, wheat or dal. Maharaj intended to keep these
vows for twelve years, as this in the Hindu scriptures is described as an ideal.
Maharaj’s main practice during these years of tapasya was to do jap for Siv. For a
decade he continuously repeated the mantri *Um nama Sivayi’ — night and day, while

doing his daily routines, bhajan, yoga, etc.

When | close my eyes and meditate on God, | get such a wonderful feeling inside. | fed
reluctant to open my eyes — only to find myself again in samsar. Some times, when | open my
eyes and see people in front of me, | think ‘no’ and immediately close my eyes again. The
greatest happinessisinside.

Through all these years, Maharaj strictly followed his daily routines. Every day at four
o’ clock in the morning he took a boat to the other shore of the Ganga. Here he took his
morning bath and did yoga. ‘Nobody has taught me to do yoga. The knowledge came

from inside — it has to be a wisdom from previous lives. | have done yoga every day

8L “from human comes God'
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since | was a very young yogi. Only years later, somebody showed me books where
the postures that | had been practising for years were pictured.” Another of Maharaj’s
daily routines was to go for darsan in a temple on Kedar ghat, only a few hundred
metres from where he was staying. Except from his trips to the other shore of the
Ganga, the temple in Kedar ghat was the only place he visited during tapasya. The rest
of the time he did jap — if not a his dhiin, then sitting on the banks of the Ganga,
surrounded by fired cow-dung (paic agni), or standing in cold Ganga water:

| used to do paiic agni [the five fires tapasya] in the summer, whereas in the winter | stood in
waist deep, cold Ganga water for two-three hours every day. In the summer | often took a boat
to the other side of the Ganga, at mid-day when the sun was at its hottest. In the middle of the
deserted, open sandbanks on the shore of the river, | did tapasya. The heat was extreme and

gave me afeeling of deeping in Mataji' s lap.

Maharaj wore no clothes during these years, not even in the cold winter-months. He
also had nothing to cover himself with at night, and no mattress to sleep upon. The few
times he actually lay down to sleep, he lay on the bare and cold brick floor. In this way
he continuously imposed pain on his body and challenged his mental and physical

[imits—in order to find God.

Devotees came to see him and presented him with fruits and nuts. A man of the
milkman-caste came daily to give him a half kilo of curd. Even today Maharaj can not
pass by this man’s shop without being presented with this gift of devotion.

Through the number of years of tapasya, Maharaj developed a strong desire to meet
God — he was even prepared to give his life for this sake. He imposed himself maun
(silence) and started doing yag (offering, sacrifice) to Dattatreya, the istidev (the
favoured deity) of the Nagasin Juna Akhara. For nine days he sat at the fire, repeating
Dattatreya’ s mantra and sacrificing ght (clarified butter) to the fire. For nine days he
did not move. In this period he drank and ate nothing, nor did he have any physical
needs. Rumours started wandering and crowds of people gathered to watch him. Ghi
for the fire kept coming. On the ninth day, Maharaj had a darsan (‘view') of
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Dattatreya: ‘ Dattatreya came in front of me. He talked to me, and stayed with me for
some time. | didn’'t say anything. | just cried. Suddenly he disappeared.” Maharaj was
unable to stop crying. He was in a state of extreme happiness and cried for severa
days. Even today, talking about this experience makes him cry. The darsan was a
blessing from God, and Maharaj was now considered a great saint. Crowds of people
came to see him and to consult him about their problems. Dattatreya had granted
Maharaj a siddhi (power) — what he said would come true. When he told people that
their problems would be solved, this really happened. He also had the power to hea
people by giving them ashes from his dhiini (sacred fire).

His goal was now completed. What he had been yearning for all his life was now
achieved. What could possibly follow? Some time passed by and Maharaj noticed that
his inner peace gradually diminished. ‘1 became sadhu to find God. Now my goal was
completed — there was no longer any reason for me to do tapasya.” He grew more and
more restless and, in the end, travelled to South India to see the famous templesin this,
to him unknown, part of India. He travelled completely naked — with no possessions
and no money. When he felt that his journey was completed, he went to see his guru,
Sri Mahant Thanapati, who had retired to his ashram in Nasik.

Serving his guru

| used to massage my GurujT s feet until | fell asleep — content and happy. | loved sleeping at

my GurujT s feet. He was strict, but he never beat me.

Sri Mahant Thanapati was known as a great mahatma. When he had completed thirty-
Six years of tapasya in a cave in Nasik, in northern Maharashtra, he was brought to the
Jina Akhara in Varanasi and appointed mahant for the Nagas. It was here he met

Maharaj when he came from his village accompanied by Sr Mahant Bal Anand Giri.
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Sr1 Mahant Thanapati became Maharaj’s saga-guru® and his main spiritual guide.
Maharaj was his guru’'s only samnyas disciple, and their relationship was like that
between a father and his son. They both had strong persondlities, and, although they
loved and respected each other, they could not stay for long under the same roof. |

wondered whether the guru was in some way afather figure to him:

Yes, he became a kind of substitute for my father. He told me to rise early to do jap and
bhajan, but | was already used to this so there was no need to instruct me. He never forced me
to do anything; he was not strict with me — | could only feel love. He was never angry with
me. He knew | would not lie — he knew that | was completely innocent, that | was not the kind
of boy who would do mean things or cheat others. Even when | was pujart and did the mistake
of taking Hanuman's crown outside, he knew that | had no intentions of breaking any of the

rules of the akhara. He knew my nature was good.

When Maharaj arrived at his guru’s ashram in Nasik after his trip to South India, he
was told that he had to wear clothes if he intended to stay. He obeyed, but stayed only

for a short time — ‘1 could not live in bondage.’®®

Maharaj started living in atemplein
Nasik town, from which he visited his guru’s ashram from time to time. While he was
living in this temple, a group of disciples started following Maharaj. They were mostly
young men, who were later followed by their families. After some time these disciples

built an ashram for Maharaj by their own means. The ashram is still there.

In his old age, Sri Mahant Thanapati got cancer and needed all kind of assistance.
Maharaj nursed him in the months before he left his body. ‘I cleaned him like a little
baby, but | never felt disgust. Guruji begged me not to have hatred of him and kept
asking why he had to suffer like this — what great sin he had committed.” On his
deathbed, SrT Mahant Thanapati said to Maharaj: ‘ Look, only you are staying with me
until the end; all the others have left me, and | have not done anything for you.” In his

will he had left al his property to a trustee — Maharaj was not mentioned. Sri Mahant

8 A saga-guru is the closest and most important guru — as close as if the guru and his disciple were
related by blood.

8 (Mairh bandan mern nahirh ra sakta hiirn)
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Thanapati was a wealthy mahatma, as among his grhast disciples were several well-off
men who had shared their wealth with their guru in terms of donations. As a last
gesture Sri Mahant Thanapati took his gold watch off his wrist and presented Maharaj

with this as alast memory.

Maharaj was alone with his guru when he left his body. He sent telegrams to his uncle-
gurus to inform them that Srt Mahant Thanapati had Ieft his body, and invited them to
come to the ashram to take part in the prescribed rituals. Sixteen days later they were
all gathered at the ashram in Nasik where a big bhandara was held. During the day
everybody spoke as if Maharaj was to become the new mahant of the ashram, but in
the evening, when they began to distribute the guru’'s property, all of a sudden
everything changed. There was now a widespread agreement that Maharaj was unfit
for this responsibility because he seldom stayed for long in one place. In the end one
of Maharaj’s uncle-gurus was appointed as the new mahant of the ashram. As if this
were not enough, Maharaj was blamed by his uncle-gurus for having stolen the guru’s
gold watch from his dead body. They also argued that the new mahant of the ashram
should be the owner of the watch. Maharaj left Nasik in rage, and returned to Varanas
with an intense desire to run away from everything. He was absolutely devastated and
guestioned every aspect of his existence — even his life as a sadhu. All that until now
had meant everything to him was suddenly of no value. His guru was dead, and his

uncle-gurus had mistrusted him.

These incidents took place during the summer of 1996. In the autumn he met Uma,
who was later to become his wife. Maharaj started teaching Uma yoga, and on
Dattatreya ptarnima in 1996 he became her guru. Uma knew Hindi, so they could
communicate. After some time warm emotions started devel oping between them. Uma
knew very well that it was unacceptable for a sadhu to have a relationship with a
woman — especially to a foreign woman. She was afraid to get involved with him
because if it did not last, it would stigmatise Maharaj for life. She was also unable to
see how they could make a future together. It was all too complicated. Uma left

Varanas and Maharaj. The fact that Uma left was most distressing to Maharaj. He was
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confused and had no idea of what to do. In despair he crossed the Ganga and started
walking. He walked all the way to his childhood home. Here, for the first time since he

left home, he was reunited with his mother.

Maharaj and Uma were not meant to be apart. Uma returned to Varanasi, and they
became a couple. As a couple they had to face al kind of problems and were
repeatedly reminded that their relationship was opposed to cultural norms and
conventions — not only in Varanasi. Together they wanted to fulfil a dream that
Maharaj had carried since he did the yag for Dattatreya. The dream was to do a Devi-

'8 on the shore of the

paja.®* For forty-five days Maharaj did a ‘maha-Laksmi yag
Ganga. Uma helped him during the yag, and afterwards Maharaj fulfilled his promise
to Uma of showing her the twelve jyotilingas.® Their pilgrimage lasted for three
months, and they visited places all over India— from Badrinath and Kedarnath, in the

north, to Rameshvar in the south.

Maharaj and Uma joined the Kumbh Mela in Haridvar in 1998. Here Maharaj met his
uncle-gurus again; this was first time since the bhandara in Nasik. Uma recalls that
their encounters daily ended up in arguments. During the mela Maharaj also met one
of his ‘nephews — adisciple of one of his uncle-gurus. This nephew had been present

during the bhandara in Nasik and had observed everything that happened here. In

8 A pija to the Goddess.
& A big sacrifice to the goddess L aksmn.

8 According to Gross, the most important Saiv pilgrimage centres visited by Naga sadhus (and other
Saiv sadhus) are the twelve jyotilingas: ‘ The places where these lingas have manifested are called
dhamas, " abodes’ mythologically ascribed to a specific deity. The twelve dhamas of Siva have an al-
India significance and include: Somnath in Kathiawar (Gujarat); Mallikarjuna in Mysore;
Mahakaleswar in Ujjain (M.P.); Omkareswar on an island in the Narmada river; Kedarnath in the
Himalayas in northern U.P.; Bhimasamkara at the source of the Bhima river near Poona
(Maharashtra); Triyambaknath (“three-eyed lord”) near Nasik; Baijnath in Bihar; Naganath
(Nageswara, “lord of the Nagas, snakes’) near Ahmednagar; Rameswara on an island off the southern
coast of Madras, Ghrsneswara at Ellora (Aurangabad District, Maharashtra); and Amarnath in the
Kashmir Himalayas' (Gross 1992:127). When compared with Gita Press' Dvadas Jyotirling-Darsan,
Grossiswrong in two major aspects. The minor of the two faultsis that Mallikarjunais not located in
Mysore but in Andhra Pradesh, whereas the major fault is that Varanasi’s ‘golden temple’ — Kasht
Visvianath (the lord of the world), is left out. Instead Amarnath is incorrectly listed among the twelve
jyoti lingas.
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silence he had supported Maharaj, but the circumstances made it difficult for him to
speak out. Later, to let Maharaj know about his support, he had bought Maharaj a gold
watch similar to the one he had got from his guru. He presented Maharaj with this
watch during the Kumbh Mela.

Maharaj now feels free from his uncle-gurus. He has his own ashram, and has no

desire to have anything to do with them in the future:

In my soul | am a sadhu, and what | have experienced — my spiritual experiences — is within
me. Now, al | wish isto do jap and bhgjan. What | don’'t possess is ahamkar [egoism, pride].
Ahamkar is what brings you towards destruction, what takes you away from God and towards

nas [destruction].®” That is the worst enemy. Now | just want to live in peace, to live for God.

The disappointments following in the wake of his guru’s death had no influence on

Maharaj’s affection for his guru:

My Guru is my God. He is the one who has shown me the way. Although he has now given up
his body, he till shows me the way. His atma and my atma still meet. Although he is no
longer in samsar, heis still my guide. | talk with him, | ask for his advice, | meditate on him, |

do paja to him on guru parnima. He will always be my guru.

Young boy — mature thoughts

Maharaj has hardly gone to school, and is practically illiterate. | was curious to know
from where he had gained his knowledge and his ability to share this with outsiders —

like me. It was obviously not from school. He said:

It can’'t be learnt. It comes by itself. At first | felt that everything that is part of samsar is
destruction — whereas the true and real is God. When | started doing bhajan, all the wisdom

came from inside. The more you meditate, the more jap you do, the more wisdom will come

8 (nas ke prati): towards destruction
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from inside. This wisdom is nivrtti and implies release, release from rebirth. God himself
taught me how to read. It made me sad to see other brahmacaris read and write. One night |
got so angry that | threw the Ramayan on God and asked him why he was so unfair. The next
day | could read.

In India children begin school when they are five years old — so did Maharaj. He went
to school for two years, but learnt nothing: ‘1 didn’t understand anything. The othersin
my class tried to show me how to do things, but | ssmply could not make it.” One day,
some of the teachers had planted flowers in front of the school. Maharaj saw the
beautiful flowers and wanted to take some of them home to put on the family’s paja-
atar. He picked some of them, but was observed by his teacher and punished for
‘stedling’ flowers. From that day onwards Maharaj refused to go to school. His
parents had no objections as they were in need of someone to watch the labourers on

their farm.

A couple of years later, after his father’s death, he left home. He could not have been
much more than nine years old. | was impressed by the mature thoughts he seemed to
have had at such a young age and asked him how he at this young age was able to
reflect in that way. He said: ‘ The ability to think such thoughts comes from past lives.
Such thoughts and emotions were latent inside me due to experiences in past lives. |
have carried this wisdom inside me, in my soul, from my past. Experiences from past
lives may create a desire to leave samsar — to become a sadhu.” Maharaj believes that
he belongs to a rare group of sadhus — those who renounce the world while they are
still young boys and don’t have any obvious or well-founded reason to do so. Within
others, the desire to renounce the world may develop in old age — for instance, as one
gradually realises that the only thing which carries any true meaning is to serve God.
However, Maharaj believes that the mgjority of sadhus renounce the world to escape
something — either problems related to family matters or other apparently insoluble

problems.

| was curious to know whether Maharaj was ever afraid, for instance when he was

aone in the cave close to his home. ‘That is also what | ask myself’, Maharaj
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responded. ‘What happened? Uma added that Maharaj’s sisters have told her that
Maharaj as a child was very attached to his mother. He was breast-fed until he started
school, and as far as they can recall he was in no respect a boy who was used to, or
able to, manage things on his own. Maharaj said: ‘Fear, loneliness, hunger —
everything — was gone when | got this very strong vairagyi. Today | cannot
understand how this vairagya could be so strong that it extinguished all my fears. |
don't know what happened. For instance, | used to be very scared of lightning —
incredibly scared.’

A married man

L Plate 18

Maharaj and Uma got married in 1999, and nine months later their son Ram was born.
In less than a year Maharaj’s life and social status had taken a radical turn. In the
beginning he was reluctant to get married because of his dependency on the Jina
Akhara. ‘1I"'m not independent, | am dependent — dependent on the Jina Akhara. | can’t

live on the street’, he used to tell Uma. After some time they bought their own house
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which became his ashram. Maharaj was now independent and could take Uma as his

wife®

Maharaj loves his wife and his son, but he was not prepared for the challenge of
combining grhast life with a life in prayer. Suddenly he had to handle and relate to
everyday matters that never had been part of his universe. ‘| never needed anything as
everything kept coming to me. Now | need both money and knowledge of the world —
samsar, a world | never used to pay any attention to.’ Maharaj explained such
happenings as part of life's ‘sukh’ and ‘dukh’ — happiness and sorrow. ‘God is
everything to me. It was God' s will to let me experience human love too. God opened

my heart not only to Uma but also to my family.’

Bedi and Bedi (1991) describe how a Naga who returns to family life is regarded as a
patit — afallen, asinful or degraded person, an outcast who is boycotted by his akhara.
Maharaj confirmed this, but explained that although he himself has now become a
grhast, he will always be a Sisyi, a disciple, of the Jina Akhara: ‘A Sisya of the Jina
Akhara will aways remain a Sisya of the Juna Akhara, even if his life situation
changes. Although you change your dress, guru will always be guru — even so if he

stops being a samnyast.’

One of the practical matters a sadhu who returns to samsar has to face is a loss of
rights in property which he has inherited from, for instance, his own guru. He is,
however, free to donate this property to his own disciples as the intention is not to let
them suffer from their guru’s changed life situation. | asked Maharaj how his disciples
had reacted when he, their guru, got married. At first Maharaj denied that any of his
disciples had mentioned this matter at all: * A guru can do anything. Whether the water
of Ganga is clean or dirty, it is still holy. The sun shines both on good and bad things.

8 Maharaj knows several sadhus who have got married. Even his own granduncle-guru did so — he
could do this because he was independent and because he enjoyed a lot of respect from his followers.
He had his own temple, his own ashram, and he held land. He was not dependent on the blessings of
othersto do what he did. He had four or five children, but he still perceived himself as a sadhu.
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Everything the guru doesis holy. Thisistherule.” Of this reason, none of his disciples
had made any negative remarks, or any remarks at all, about his wedding. However, a
little later he adjusted his answer and admitted that his marriage probably had made
some of hisdisciples sad. ‘ They lost happiness’, he said:

They were used to come to me, whenever they needed to, with al their complains and
sorrows. By talking to me, they converted their sad thoughts into happiness. | gave them
comfort and sakti. When | got married, they felt that something changed — that | was less
available to them than | used to be. They thought that | had lost my sakti. However, it is my
belief that for me to become happy, they had to become a bit unhappy. | am happy now as |
have got somebaody to share my life with, somebody to gain happiness from, someone to share
my sadness with. Y et, to know that some of my disciples are unhappy, makes me sad.

As a married man, there are times when Maharaj finds it challenging to avoid getting
stuck in maya. This was especially hard for him during his four monthsin Norway. ‘In
India the pressure from the public, from neighbours and others, helps me keep the
discipline. If | rise after sunrise, people will say “thisis no good sadhu.” In Indial also
have to be an inspiration to my disciples — pray, do pija, jap, etc. In the West | can not
even keep track of the moon and the festival days.” During his stay in the West, there
were times when he was afraid of losing his meaning of life — which is not maya but
moks (mahamaya). He experienced that maya intervened as an obstacle between him
and moks. Maharaj has realised that he has to be aware in order to avoid being trapped
In maya. Not long ago, his only thought was to go on with the kind of life he had
aways lived. To him, this was the only way of life. Maharaj has always told his
disciples that the greatest yoqi is the one who manages both to live in grhast asram and
to do bhajan. Now he himself knows how challenging thisis: ‘It is very difficult. No,
as amatter of fact it isimpossible. No —it is possible. | want to try. It isall up to me. |
experience now how difficult it is to unite life in samsar with a life in prayer.” He

compared samsar with a quagmire:
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If you manage to get one foot out, the other foot will only be dragged deeper into it, and it
seems impossible to get out. To get out of a swamp is possible, but to get out of a rea

quagmireis not, unless you are extremely determined to succeed.

Maharaj told me he has a dream. He wants to share his wisdom with others — make

people’ s bodies and souls healthy through yoga and pranayam, and give them peace.

Maharaj is a sadhu and a yogi — and yet also a husband and a father. He seems to have
gone his own way always — from early childhood, when he skipped school from the
day his teacher punished him for picking flowers for the family’s paja atar, to his
mature manhood when he left the Jana Akhara for Uma. By sharing glimpses of his
life with me, Maharaj has made me understand more of the meaning embedded in
being a sadhu. Maharaj’sideal is the yogi who manages to unite alife in samsar with a
life in prayer. From his experiences of living in Norway, he knows by himself the
chalenge in this — especially in a foreign and secular context. While in Norway,
Maharaj kept up his routine of doing yoga and jap daily, and he also sung bhajans for
his son. There were times, though, when he was observed meditating in front of the
TV —holding his mala in one hand and the remote-control for the TV in the other. On
several occasions he did pajas and held satsang for friends he knew from Varanasi and
Indians settled in Norway. Among these, Maharaj was known and respected as a great
yogi and samnyasi, and it was obvious to all who observed him on these occasions that

here he was in his true element.

When Maharaj returned to Varanasi after four months abroad, he was welcomed home
by a number of his disciples. It happened to be guru ptrnima — a festival which occurs
on the full moon in July where gurus are celebrated by their disciples. Maharaj
celebrated the day and his return by standing for several hours, waist deep, in the
Ganga — meditating. He was at home.
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Plate 19

From now on —don’t think of me,
don’t build your lives on me,
don’t let anything depend on me.

| am going to take samnyas.

(Svami Kapilesvaranand, Mumuksu Bhavan)

URN:NBN:no-2121



4. MUMUKSU BHAVAN

THE DANDI SVAMIS IN MUMUKSU BHAVAN

During my research | ended up spending quite a lot of time in Mumuksu Bhavan, an
ashram for Dandi Svamis located in Assi ghat in Varanasi. As | was living very close
to Mumuksu Bhavan, it was convenient for me to drop by, either for an appointment
with any of the svamis or simply to see some of them by chance. In order to give some
ideas of the thoughts and motives that may precede a drastic change in life like that of
taking samnyas, | will relate below the stories told to me by some of the resident
Dandi Svamis in Mumuksu Bhavan. First, however, it is appropriate to explain who
the Dandi Svamis are and where they are to be found within the myriad of ascetic

groupings.

Plate 20
Dandi Svamis

Dandi Svamis constitute a group of Saiva ascetics™ easily recognised due to their
characteristic carrying of a danda (staff).*® Like their founder, Sankaracarys, they are
known as advocates and defenders of the conservative Hindu textual tradition (Sastri)
which involves strict caste divisions — only men of the brahman varn are alowed to
become Dandi Svamis. ‘Even among Hindus of other sects, Dandis are referred to as

rudhivadi (orthodox). Because of this reputation, they enjoy wide prestige among

8 ‘Dandis, Paramhansas, and Nagas form the three main branches of the Shaiva sampradaya (sect) of
ascetics, that is, ascetics traditionally associated with Shiva' (Sawyer 1998:162).

% A ‘danda’ is the bamboo staff carried by Dandi Svamis. It is regarded as a manifestation of God and
is aso worshipped as such.
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conservative Hindus, influencing their attitudes and behavior’ (Sawyer 1998:6).*
Varanas is known as the most important centre of Dandi monasticism in India, Dana
W. Sawyer states that one-quarter to one-half of the Dandis in India can be found in
Varanas at any given moment. The mgority of Dandi Svamis have completed the
three preceding life stages (asram) before they take samnyas. As remarked by DanaW.
Sawyer, there are exceptions to this, although young Dandi Svamis are far less

commonly encountered than young Paramhams or Nagas.

Mumuksu Bhavan

Mumuksu Bhavan, Varanas’s largest Dandi monastery, is a trust run by donations
with the purpose of housing individuals from all four stages in life. According to the
manager, Kailaspati Pandey, distribution of food to beggars and homeless people is
also included in the trust’s mission. Wealthy business people regard it as part of their
dharma to give donations to religious purposes like Mumuksu Bhavan, and aso
ordinary householders from time to time come to distribute food or clothes to the
sadhus living here. Festival days are especialy auspicious occasions for such
donations. The ashram is divided into four different areas. one for the students
(brahmacari); one for the householders (grhast); one for the hermits (vaniprasth); and
one for renouncers (samnyasi). The brahmacaris studying in Mumuksu Bhavan are
educated according to the gurukul system, an old system where young boys leave their
parental home for a few years in order to live with a guru. When their education is
finished, they return to their family. Householders normally spend only a few days in
Mumuksu Bhavan as part of a pilgrimage. Vanaprasths who come to the ashram to live
are either elderly couples or widows/widowers who have come to Varanas to await
death and moks. Drew Stuart describes the ashram as ‘a large complex which houses

many Dandi sannyasis, as well as students, retired individuals devoting their time to

% ‘The four Shankaracharyas (“teachers of Shankara's philosophy”) are aways Dandis, and as
representatives of orthodoxy, are often asked to speak at pan-Hindu religious festivals to increase the
general auspiciousness of these events' (Sawyer 1998:159).
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religious pursuits, and pilgrims passing through Kashi [...]' (Stuart 1995:14). He
describes the atmosphere as sharing some of the lazy, gentle collapse that touches

much of Varanas:

In many ways, the sense of quiet disorder reflects the sadhu tradition as a whole; sadhus sit
within or outside of their rooms reading religious texts, linger in groups, many of them
working with their concealed malas (strings of beads used in prayer or mantra practices) as
they share chai or pan or casual conversation with their fellow sannyasis. Clearly little order
or disciplineis being imposed on their lives by any system of authority; they have the freedom
to shape their spiritua lives and to spend their time in whatever way they please. In some
ways, the situation is also reminiscent of that of an old age home. (ibid.:14-15)

The manager of Mumuksu Bhavan, Kailaspati Pandey, has been working here since
1975. He told me that the ashram was established in 1929 by Svami Ganesyamanand.
One of India's big businessmen, Mr Birla, constructed it on request of a local king
who had noticed the shortage of hermitage for sadhus in Varanasi. The ashram today
has room for 120 Dandi Svamis. The sadhus who live in Mumuksu Bhavan receive
light meals in the morning and in the evening. Their main meal is served in the middle
of the day. Breakfast and supper consist of half a litre of milk with sugar. In the
morning they also get tea and some light food. Most of the sadhus who stay here have
reached old age. Kailaspati Pandey said: ‘Tyag [renunciation] is very difficult and
seldom takes place in a person of young age.’” Throughout his twenty-five years in
Mumuksu Bhavan he has had the opportunity to observe a number of sadhus come and
go. When asked to give hisidea of why people take samnyas, rather than suggesting a
gpiritual desire or a divine quest, he mentioned inter-human relations as a source of
explanation. He said: ‘People may be hurt by someone, for instance by their family.’
To give an example, he mentioned the story of the ninety-nine year-old Ganga Svami
(Svami Ganganand), the oldest of the present-living Dandi Svamis in Mumuksu

Bhavan:

He used to work as a justice in Delhi during the British period, but one day something must
have happened. He might have been hurt in some way by someone. That very day he left for

Varanas and came directly to Mumuksu Bhavan. After along time his family members came
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searching for him, but he did not want to meet them and told them to go away. In al these
years he has never left Varanasi. Nobody knows why he left samsar — what exactly

happened.*

The first meeting

At the occasion of my first visit to Mumuksu Bhavan in October 1998, | happened to
be accompanied to the gate by an old lady. When she left me there at the gate, | felt
insecure as to whether | should, or even could, enter. Something about the atmosphere
of the place made me wonder how to approach. Obviously this was not a place to rush
into. | ended up asking the policeman who was guarding the entrance whether | was
alowed to enter or not. He spoke no English but waved me in through the gate.
| walked a few metres, slowly. In front of me | could see a green garden. The
atmosphere was very peaceful. Sitting on top of a low wall were three or four
samnyasis — dangling their legs. | addressed them in Hindi and asked whether they
spoke any English. None of them did. | asked whether they knew any other samnyasis
in the ashram who did speak English, and | understood that there was supposed to be
at least one who did. The svamis waved their arms, apparently to let me know that |
should feel free to explore the area. | felt confident enough to continue and walked

through the gate marking the area of the samnyasis (Isvarmath).”

Plate 21 &

%2 | was later told another version of how it happened that Svami Gainganand left Delhi for Varanasi
and Mumuksu Bhavan. Thiswill be narrated below (See: *Ram, Ram, Ram’).

% This part of the ashram was called Isvarmath, or, in English, something like ‘ residence of masters'.
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| soon found myself at the end of the ashram, inside the garden. Next to me a svami
was doing some gardening. He was dressed in saffron clothes, a T-shirt and a
somewhat darker saffron coloured lungi. His clothes were a bit brighter than the robes
of the other svamis | had just met, and for a while | thought he was simply a gardener,
employed by the ashram. | was wrong. Suddenly he addressed me in English, and
started telling me about the ashram, about Dandi Svamis, and about samnyas in
general. He aso told me that until he renounced the world, he had been a highly
thought of homeopathic doctor. He added: ‘When | told my older brother about my
decision, he cried.” The Dandi Svami | had just met was Sri-108 Dandi Svami
Tarakesvar Asram. When | told him that | was doing research for my Ph.D. in social

anthropology, he suggested that we sit down in front of hisroom to have atalk.

When we sat down, he first showed me the two malas that he uses for meditation.
Next, he told me that there are three different kinds of Dandi Svamis. Asram, Tirth and
Sarasvati. He himself belongs to the Asram group, whereas his younger brother, who
Is also a samnyasi and a resident of Mumuksu Bhawan, is a Sarasvati. These three
groups, he explained, are three of the totally ten monastic orders founded by
Sankaracaryi (dasinami). As we had been talking, a group of svamis had gathered in a
cluster next to us. They were amused by my Hindi and kept repeating my words. In
front of me eighty year-old Svami Tarakesvar Asram was now studying my research
proposal and my questionnaire. While he was reading | could hear him mutter to
himself, “hm, hm ...”. The afternoon sun turned the saffron robes and red brick walls

around meinto golden fire. | felt peaceful in the middle of this glowing silence.

As the sun said good-night, Sri-108 Dandi Svami Tarakesvar Asram brought our talk
to a close and asked me to return in two days. He added: ‘I will give you all the help
you may need.” Relieved and filled with gratitude | |eft ‘the residence of masters'.
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‘Ram, Ram, Ram’

Two days later | found Svami Tarakesvar Asram waiting for me where | last left him.
That day | had expected him to tell me about hislife, but he seemed to be of a different
opinion. He suggested that we go to see the ninety-nine year-old ‘senior’ among them,
Svami Ganganand (Ganga Svami), who has been living in Mumuksu Bhavan for fifty

years.

Svami Ganganand was sitting on the ground outside his room. He was in the company
of another svami, and together they were reading what he called ‘the Bible of
Hinduism’ — the Ramayan. He welcomed us with a smile and was more than willing to
talk. Despite his fluency in English, his reduced hearing made any extensive
conversation impossible. However, he told me that he had taken samnyas fifty years
ago and that in all these years Mumuksu Bhavan had been his home. ‘ The climate of
this place is very suitable for me. | do not leave this place. | do not leave this place, it

Isvery suitable’, he said with passion:

| am happy with this life; the life of a samnyasi is a very peaceful life. | spend my days with
other ascetics, reading the books of Hinduism. | do not go in any other society; | do not spend
time with householders; | do not join them. | do not spend time with householders, only with

samnyasis. Householders have no character — bad character. | do not talk to them.

When | asked him what had motivated him to take samnyas, he replied:

Without renunciation man will not attain peace. Man will not be completely happy unless he
renounces everything. That's why | chose to become a samnyasi. | don’t like worldly affairs, |
hated all family affairs. The domestic life —the worldly life —is nonsense.

Svami Tarakesvar Asram requested Svami Ganganand to tell me how he has managed
to control his passion through these fifty years. Immediately, Svami Ganganand
replied: ‘Ram, Ram, Ram, Ram — God, God, God, God, God, God — Ram, Ram, Ram.’
He laughed and started all over again: ‘Ram, Ram, Ram, Ram, Ram. One has to repeat
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God' s name continuously not to forget it. God is one, God is true, God is great, God is
amighty. May God bless you with long life, good health and prosperity.” He told me
that he held an MA in English and that his father had been a stationmaster at the
railway. It appeared that he was originally from Punjab: ‘1 am Punjabi. | came as a
pilgrim to Varanasi, as a visitor. | loved this city — the nice climate, the society, the
holy water of Mother Ganga. KasT is a heaven on earth.” | asked him whether he ever
went back to Punjab after this pilgrimage to Varanasi. My question seemed to cause
tremendously strong reactions within him — he covered his ears while he amost
screamed: ‘Don’t speak the name of Punjab! This is heaven on earth and who wants to
leave heaven? For a while | was afraid that by mentioning Punjab | had insulted him
In some way, but his face was soon restored in a big smile. Laughingly, he repeated:
‘Kasi is heaven on earth. Here you get moks, the climate is nice, the society is nice,
Mother Ganga is nice, and the vegetation is nice. Here | can drink holy water from

Mother Ganga. Kasi is a heaven on earth!”

As the afternoon light gave way to darkness, | expressed my gratitude for having been

alowed to share some of histime and left him to his‘Bible'.

Plate 22
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Later, back in Norway, | showed the pictures | had taken of Svami Ganganand to Sri
Digambar Siv Narayan Giri (Maharaj), who immediately recognised the old svami
from his own childhood as a brahmacari in Varanasi. Maharaj had, just as the manager
of Mumuksu Bhavan, heard that Svami Ganganand had been ajustice in Delhi. He had
aso heard that he had been a very religious man and that one day, on his way to work,
he had come across a temple where a religious discourse (satsang) was held. He had
stopped to listen for only a short while, but ended up staying there for two hours.
When he finally arrived at his office, two hours late, he noticed that his work had been
completed. Surprised, he asked his secretary what had happened — who had completed
his work. ‘You did that yourself this morning!’, the secretary remarked. The justice
then understood that it obvioudly was God who was the architect behind this wonder.
Of course this was God' s way of telling him how he should live hislife. The same day,

the story goes, he quit hisjob and left for Varanasi to become a samnyasi.

Although the story is swest, it is hard to tell whether this is what exactly took place
that time, fifty years ago — or whether, as Kailaspati Pandey suggested, the actua
reason behind his departure from Delhi was that he had been hurt by someone. The
‘truth’, most probably, is known only by Svami Ganganand himself.

‘... the soul, atma, is always free’

The day of my first meeting with Svami Tarakesvar Asram, he looked through my
guestionnaire and later asked if he could keep it for a couple of days. His intention was
to write down his answersin English in order to present them to me when we next met.

He also suggested that he could read his answers out loud while | recorded them.
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A

Plate 23: Svami Tarakesvar Asram reads out his answers.

When | arrived two days later, he still had not finished writing down his answers. He
told me to sit down on the bench outside his room while he completed his work. Ten
minutes later he announced that he was prepared to read out his answers to me. He

read them twice. The second time | recorded his answers. The tape starts as follows:

Being a samnyasi, | am very glad to know about your curiosity concerning the motives behind
renunciation among Hindus in India. | will try to enlighten you about this matter. My present
name is Sri-108 Dandi Svami Tarakesvar Asram. There are three types of Dandi Svamis:
Asram, Tirth and Sarasvati. There are some rules and restrictions in the order of Dandi
Svamis, as there are in other orders of samnyasis. Without control, rules, and restrictions, even
the domestic society can not be maintained. Dandi Svamis are vegetarians, do not drink
acohol, should not stay with women, are not allowed to go to their families, are not allowed to
earn money, and are not alowed to take meals from others than brahmans.

| took ascetic diksa ten years ago. After taking samnyas | have been living permanently in
Benares, because this is a sacred place. Some samnyasis travel to different holy places. |
normally get up between three and four am., and after bathing | do pgja to the danda, as the
danda is Narayan [God]. Afterwards | read the Gita [Bhagavadgita] or any other religious
book, and | do jap and meditation. We eat one meal aday, at 11 am., and at night we drink a
half litre of milk. | generally spend my time alone or with other samnyasis, but if anyone
comes to me to discuss spiritual questions, then | talk with them as | am now talking with you.
Domestic and political affairs areinvalid to me. At present my lifeisvery easy.
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To my question as to his motives to renounce the world he gave a quite vague reply:
‘Everybody will not choose to become a samnyast in old age, but the man who in early
life worships God in his domestic life will often, if possible, try to become a samnyasi
in hisold age.’ | asked him whether he had ever regretted that he became a samnyasr:
‘This is not a questionable thing. Life is nothing but a struggle, without struggle
nothing can be settled neither in domestic life nor in samnyas.” When | tried to make
him tell me about his life before he became a samnyasi, he first seemed unwilling to
tell anything: ‘A samnyast is not bound to tell anything about his former life, he will
be angry if you ask him.” Soon he softened up a bit and said: ‘... because of your
curiosity | will tell you something. | am a bachelor, and my age is about eighty. | have
studied homeopathy and chemical engineering. | was working as a doctor and | was a
chemical manager of a reputable chemica company. There are many engineers,

doctors, government officers and police officers among samnyasis.’ **

Svami Tarakesvar Asram told me that he had experienced great changes in his life

after he became a samnyasr:

As | am now free from all obligations, there are many differences between my former life and
my life as a samnyasi. At the time of taking samnyas, a man will renounce his family, his
house, and his wealth. He will renounce his attachment to all things. This is necessary for
attaining a vacant and peaceful mind. Without a vacant and peaceful mind, it is not possible to
meditate deeply. After practising meditation for along time, a samnyast will be able to abolish
his self and reach samadhi [realisation] and he will become a living God. This position is not
attainable for all — just as people in Western countries try very hard to become
multimillionaires, which is also not possible for all. Ramakrishna once said: ‘What happens to
adoll made of salt if you put it into the ocean? It becomes one with the ocean.’ In samadhi the
mind of man stays in this condition. The individual mind is no more — it becomes one with
brahm.

% Mark Tully (1991), in a chapter of the Kumbh Mela, indirectly suggests that a number of sadhus
seem to be recruited from the Indian police force, especialy in Uttar Pradesh: ‘When the crowd had
guietened, a former head of the state police force who had turned sadhu — it seems to be atradition in
Uttar Pradesh — read out a statement on behalf of the baba’ (ibid.: 100).
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The following day | returned to Mumuksu Bhavan to let Svami Tarakesvar Asram
listen through the tape. He was obviously happy that | brought the tape, and while he
was listening to it he waved other svamis towards us to let them listen as well. While
pointing to the tape recorder, he proudly informed everybody that it was his voice they
heard. | was greatly amused by witnessing the eighty year-old samnyasr’'s childlike
happiness as he listened to his own voice coming out of a tape recorder. There were
parts of the tape with which he seemed to be especially proud; during these he nodded
his head to stress the important phrases. He continuously watched me, as if he would

make sure | was following him.

When the tape was finished, Svami Tarakesvar Asram suggested that | meet Svami
Kapilesvaranand, who on his request had agreed to let me interview him. He brought
me along to a room opposite his own and told me to sit down on a wooden bed
outside. Soon Svami Kapilesvaranand appeared. He arranged a bamboo mat on the
floor for me to sit on, whereas the two svamis sat above me on the bed. Svami
Tarakesvar Asram had my questionnaire in front of him and asked my questions in
Hindi. Svami Kapilesvaranand at first glance looked old and frail, but as soon as he
started speaking the frailness vanished — or was transformed — into some kind of
power. Despite his advanced age he sat with his back straight and his legs crossed
throughout the whole interview. From my position on the floor | was literally looking
up to the two proud characters on the bed above me. Once again, the afternoon sun
made saffron robes glow.

The story narrated by Svami Kapilesvaranand that afternoon was as follows: During
the 1989 Kumbh Mela he took samnyas. Already at the age of eighteen he had been

affectionate with Svami Karpatriji,*> who had an ashram in Haridvar, not far from

% svami Karpatriji, or Svami Hariharananda Sarasvati, was born in 1907 in Uttar Pradesh. ‘His
original name was Har Narayan Ojha. He was unique from his childhood and did not take any interest
in worldly affairs. He spent hours in meditation’ (Tripathi 1978:224). ‘Until his death in 1982,
Karpatri was the most influential Dandi in Banaras, in fact, in al of India. Sinha and Saraswati
(1978:223) refer to him as “the most learned, the most loved and the most controversial Sanatani
[orthodox] ascetic of post-Independence India,” and Tripathi calls him the “leader of Dandi Swamis”’
(1978:64). (Sawyer 1998:170)
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Svamiji’'s childhood home. Svami Kapilesvaranand explained that every member of

his family used to visit Karpatriji during his annual visit to Haridvar:

From the age of eighteen | was very affectionate with Swami Karpatriji. He was superior; he
was the king of our religion.* He was the most superior of al samnyasis.”” From the age of
eighteen | was affectionate with him and paid respect to him by touching his feet.®® It was my
good luck that | could do service for him; | was lucky to get this opportunity.

| asked him whether he would agree with me in seeing the desire for freedom as one

possi ble reason why people take samnyas:

Humans will always depend on other persons. | wanted to abolish, end, my dependence on
other persons, and that is why | decided to become a Dandi Svami. | wanted to become like
Narayan [God], and with the danda | am. When | got this danda, | became like God.* Before |
got the danda | was anormal person, but with the danda | am superior — like God. When | was
a householder | was confident with that kind of life. | believed it was part of my karma. | also
believe it is due to my karma that | am now living as a samnyasi. For me the soul, atma, is
aways free. The body is dependent on others, but my inside, my soul, is free. No one can tie
up my thinking — decide for me what to think. We become samnyasis because we want to
renounce the dependent life — renounce our obligations to others. This takes place when we
receive the danda, then we become superior — like God.'® The meaning of samnyas is to
extinguish the focus on self — the selfishness. When you succeed in this, you become like Lord
Siv.’

Svami Kapilesvaranand ‘takes the name of God’ (jap) every morning before he rises

from bed. Afterwards he takes a bath before he goes to the Ganga to pray at the ghat:

% (Ve sarv sresth siromani dharmsamrit the)

% (Ve samnyasiorh merh sarv sresth siromani dharmsamrat the)

% (Svamiji ke charno mern, Karpatriji ke charno mern athara vars se mera anurag tha)
% (Mairi nar se Narayan banne ke lie ye danda dharan kar liya)

1% Govind Baba, somewhat annoyed at the self-imposed superiority of the Dandi Svamis, made the
following remark while reading a draft of this chapter: ‘If the danda makes him superior, then I'm
going to carry around atree.’
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| say the Guru mantra, and | do ptja at the ghat. Being a samnyast your heart should be pure.
Y ou should not hurt anyone — you have to do good things. Y ou aways have to think good
things about other persons. Y ou always have to remember God; he is aways your well-wisher.
In this life | have realised God, and | have realised that God is pleased with me. If God was
unhappy with me, | would not have been granted the opportunity to live this kind of life —to

be a samnyasi.

Although | thought Svami Kapilesvaranand had been very precise about his motives
for renouncing the world, at this point of the interview he described in even greater

details his own approach towards samnyas:

Thirty-two years ago | left my home and went to see Svami Karpatriji in Haridvar. | wanted to
take samnyas. However, Karpatriji told me that | was not yet ready to do so, and refused to
give me samnyas. He blessed me, but he did not give me samnyas. He promised he was going
to give me samnyas somewhat later though. For two days | was crying. | returned to my home
and stayed with my family until | finally left them and took samnyas. This happened nine
years ago, when | was in my early seventies.™™ When | had decided to take samnyas, | first
fasted and did paja. The next thing | did was to gather my family and my friends to inform
them about my decision. | told them not to think of me as one of them any more. | said: ‘ From
now on — don’'t think of me, don't build your lives on me, don't let anything depend on me. |

am going to take samnyas.’

Svami Kapilesvaranand has never regretted that he renounced the world: ‘I will never
regret what | have done. Thislife is a blessing from God. It was my guru’s and God's

will. It was my luck.’

10 qvami Karpatriji left his body in 1982, whereas Svami Kapilesvaranand took samnyas in 1989.
This implies that Svami Kapilesvaranand must have taken samnyas from KarpatrijT's successor
(whose name | have yet not been able to trace).
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In the mandir

At 3.45 p.m. Brahmacart Satya Prakas started his performance in the mandir (temple).
Ashok Pandey, one of Varanasi’s most famous tabla players, accompanied him with
great enthusiasm. When | arrived, the mandir was filled with singing and applauding
women in colourful saris. Outside, and in the back part of the mandir, the men had
gathered. Among the audience were also afew samnyasis. Four of them sat on a bench
just outside the mandir. They were all dressed in rich-coloured saffron robes. One of
them snapped his fingers to the rhythm of the music; another was busy doing jap on
his mala which was covered by a saffron coloured piece of cloth. The audience sang
‘Sita Ram, Sita Ram’ with Satya Prakas, while Ashok Pandey ran wild on his tabla.

The following applause was overwhelming.

Satyi Prakas was dressed in white. His long, grey hair was gathered with an elastic at
his neck. He had painted tilak marks on his forhead, and around his neck hung three
malas. His first message this afternoon was based on a religious song well known to
Hindus, describing how everything depends upon God — that He is the one who
decides what we should do, how we should behave, and what will finally happen to us.

Later he recited a story from the Ramayan:

Ram was fifteen years old, and he took no interest in food, nor did he enjoy worldly affairs a
lot. He was dissatisfied and lonely, despite having in his possession al the materia things he
could dream of. Day by day he became more and more pale and weak. After some time his
father called a saint. Ram's father told the saint about the changes he had seen taking place
with his son. The saint said: ‘| know what is happening to him; there sometimes appears to
human beings a question of why one has come to this world — a desire to know the aim of life.
Is this am to sing and dance, eat and leep? No, this is not our aim. This even animals can
do!’

Ram grew up and was sent to exile. Satya Prakas and his audience cried out loudly:

‘Sita Ram, Sita Ram'’, whereas Ashok Pandy did a solo performance on his tabla. He
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made it ‘sing’ ‘Sita Ram, Sita Ram’, while the audience applauded enthusiastically.
The story continued:

In exile Ram offered his service to different saints. Nowadays people don’'t go in exile to do

service to the saints. It is not necessary, as there are many saints living close to our homes.

Here in Mumuksu Bhavan, for instance, many saints are staying [Vinita laughed as she
trandated thig].

Plate 24: Ashok Pandey with Satya Prakas

Plate 25: Satyi Prakas’s room
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A few weeks after this performance, we met Satya Prakas for an interview. He had
recently returned from a tour to the north of India and gave us time in between his
lectures at the Banaras Hindu University (BHU) where he was doing a Ph.D. in music.
Satya Prakas welcomed us into his room — a room which was filled by a big bed, the
only piece of furniture. His musical instruments occupied approximately half of the
space in bed. Vinita and | found some free space where we sat down, while Satya

Prakas found space for himself in between his instruments.

Satya Prakas told us that his name was changed when he became a brahmacart: ‘My
previous name was Sushil. The name Satya Prakas was given me by my Guruji.” His
guru livesin Mumuksu Bhavan, and this is the main reason Satya Prakas chose to live

here when he came to Varanasi to study music and philosophy at the BHU in 1986.

Satyi Prakas was born in 1955 and grew up in avillage in Uttar Pradesh, not far from
Varanasi. His parents still live there, whereas his brother livesin Delhi: ‘My father isa
knowledgeable person. He gave lectures in Hindu philosophy: the Gita, Ramayan, etc.
Through him | got familiar with areligious atmosphere.” However, when Satyi Prakas
decided to become a brahmacari he received no support from his family: ‘They told
me not to do this. They wanted me to get married. We argued, but it was no use
arguing with me.” Satya Prakas seems to be happy with the life he has chosen. He
finds the ashram life alot easier than the life he used to live before: ‘1 am happy with
this kind of life. My concentration is very good now. In the worldly life there is
sometimes happiness, other times sorrow. In this life there is only happiness. Now |
have more stability, more patience, more time to study.” What about taking samnyas?
‘I should take samnyas, but | have not decided yet. Not everybody can take samnyas,
most people choose family life. You have to take a lot of things into consideration
before you take samnyas. Now | have studies to complete, but | will try to follow all

the restrictions of samnyas. If | succeed in this, | will take samnyas.’

He enjoys living in Kasi, the city of light:
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Here there are many facilities that can guide you towards moks, so many scholars live here. In
the whole world there is no place like Kasi. Lord Sankar (Siv) is the god of knowledge;
without knowledge there is no mukti. If you go to other places it may be hard to find
knowledgeable persons, but in Varanasi knowledgeable persons are everywhere. Here
everybody has knowledge; if you ask the boatmen they also have knowledge. Kast gives light

to the soul. To know the great soul, paramatma, is moks.

Man holds three desires, Satya Prakas explained: Lok-trsna, putr-trsna, and vitrsna.
Lok-trsna is the desire to become an important person in the world; putr-trsna is the
desire to see your sons become important persons, and vitrsna is the desire for
renunciation. Vitrsna appears when you have reached beyond lok-trsna and putr-trsna
— when you have realised that ‘| am not the body — I am the soul.” ‘What is the
difference between aring and the gold of which it is made?, Satya Prakas asked. He
gave the reply himself: ‘The ring is just shape and name. What redlly isis gold. Atma
Isgold, but the body isjust like the ring — it is nothing without the atma. | am now free

from all bonds.’

Tea with Svami I$varanand Tirth

During several visits Vinita and | had got to know Svami I§varanand Tirth quite well.
Our visits had soon adopted a certain pattern: Vinitaand | would sit down on the floor,
while Svami I$varanand Tirth sat on his bed. We would chat for some time until Svami
Isvaranand Tirth asked whether it was all right with us if he took a shower. When he
came back from the bathroom, he would always encourage Vinita to make us some

tea. Of course she always did.

The rooms in Mumuksu Bhavan have a standard size of around ten square meters.
Svami Isvaranand Tirth’'s room was always very clean and tidy. The only furniture in
the room was a bed and couple of bookshelves. Everything, even his sheet and
pillowcase, was coloured in saffron. A wooden rack to keep religious books on while

studying leaned against one of the walls. In his bookshelves books were stored in neat
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piles, and on top of two of the piles he kept his malas. In one of the bookshelves he
also exhibited some of his photographs. One of the photographs pictured Svami
Isvaranand Tirth with his guru-bhai. The picture was taken in a cave in Gangotri in the
north of India. On the wall above his bed, in front of a map of India, his danda was

placed on arack.

Plate 26: Svami Isvaranand Tirth’s danda on the wall of his room.

With his forty years of age, Svami Isvaranand Tirth was the youngest samnyasi in
Mumuksu Bhavan. He became a samnyasi at the age of thirty, but has only lived in
Mumuksu Bhavan for the last two years. Before he became a Dandi Svami (Saiva

samnyasi) he was a Vaisnav vairagp: '

For four — five years | was a Ramanandi [Vaisnav] vairagi. Vaisnavs and Saivas follow
different margs, different paths of learning. For a while | was a Vaisnav sadhu; now | am a
samnyasi. The marg followed by Viasnav sadhus [vairagis] is called upasina, whereas the
marg of Saiva sadhus [samnyasig] is called sadhna. Upasina, to do worship [pdja] to the

elders, is always practised in atemple. Sadhna, which consists of being in deep concentration,

192 Ascetics belonging to the Vaisnav order worship Visnu and frequently title themselves vairagh,
wheresas ascetics belonging to a Saiva order hardly ever title themselves vairagi, but samnyasi.
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deep meditation, can be practised anywhere. This is a persona practise. The aim of sadhna is

to strengthen one’' s self control, to discipline the mind.

Before Svami Isvaranand Tirth became a vairagi, he served as atemple priest in Patna
in Bihar. Here he met knowledgeable mahatmas who taught him alot: ‘ The knowledge
| gained through these encounters made me think of taking samnyas. From my
childhood | was aiming towards this religious life. My mother was very religious. She
often fasted, and she used to bathe in the Ganga. | think | was influenced by her. Since

my childhood | have had areligious desire within me.’

Vinitaand | decided something was missing in his story —we could not see that he had
made us understand why he left home in the first place. We suspected there were
matters he was reluctant to reveal for us and chose to approach the matter in a very
discrete manner. Yet Svami Isvaranand Tirth soon realised what we were after. He

laughed in a somewhat resigned manner, and started narrating his story:

My birthplace is near my GurujT s place, between Lucknow and Varanasi. | have one brother
and four sisters, three of my siblings are older than me, two are younger. Because there were
no boys in my grandmother’s house, | spent most of my childhood here. | was twelve years
old when my marriage was arranged. It was a child marriage. When | grew up and started
living with my wife, | soon realised that | was not satisfied with her. Later it turned out that
she was barren, and we divorced. Because my wife would not be able to increase my family, |
thought | should leave her. My family arranged a second marriage, but | disagreed. After the
divorce | went to Patna where | worked as a priest in a temple. | also worked as a priest in
Vrindavan for a while. During this time | read many sacred books, met some people, and got
some knowledge. Little by little, | separated myself from my family. | spent more and more
time with mahatmas [great souls], and through them | gained knowledge about the ascetic way
of life. Gradually my mind deviated from the norms of family life.

Svami I$varanand Tirth's family did not support his desire to take samnyas: ‘A family
will never appreciate that one of the family members takes samnyas. Very few families
will feel happy about this. My family tried to stop me from doing it, but | was

determined to do it. My father told me not to take samnyas; in fact the whole family
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opposed my decision — none of them supported me.” This is now fourteen years ago.

Through all these years Svami Isvaranand Tirth has had no contact with his family.

To become a samnyasi, you have to perform your own death ritua. From that day you forget
your past life, your name is changed, the janed is renounced, etc. While still dive, | performed
my own death ritual ... It wasjust like entering a new life.

Svami I§varanand Tirth took samnyas diksa at his guru’s ashram near Gangotri, close
to the source of the holy river Ganga in the Himalayas. | asked him whether he felt that
he became a ‘new’ person after he had taken diksa: ‘Yes, it was as if my personality
changed when my name was changed.” He explained this in greater detail by giving an
example: ‘I imagine that a medical doctor experiences that he is a different person
when he is at home with his family than when heis on duty. | felt, in away, asif | was
turned into a medical doctor on duty — and my duty is to help and serve other people.’
| asked him whether he experienced this as a gradual or a sudden change: ‘| already
knew the life of sadhus, | knew the content of the samnyas asram as | had been a
vairagi for some years and because | had worked as a priest in a temple where | met

many sadhus. In this respect, | believe the changes came gradually.’

When Vinita and | came to say good bye to Svami Isvaranand Tirth at the end of my
first field work, we found him sitting on his bed studying astrological charts. Spring
had arrived with an unbearable heat and Svamiji was trying to map auspicious dates
for travelling. He was planning to go to Gangotri for the summer, as he usually does.
After the monsoon he returns to Varanasi. From time to time he aso does pilgrimages
to other places. Last year he went to Vaisnavi Devi in Kashmir. At the entrance he had
been stopped by the police who told him he was not allowed to bring his danda inside.
As it was unthinkable for him to go anywhere without his danda, he managed to
arrange a special permit to bring it along. Fear of terrorists has made Vaisnavi Devi a
strictly guarded place. Vinita explained that not even coconuts, a common item to
bring as an offering to Hindu temples, were allowed inside. Svami Isvaranand Tirth

served us mango juice and papaya, and we discussed the future of the samnyas asram.
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According to Svami Isvaranand Tirth, not even the very orthodox Dandi Svamis are of
the same quality as they used to. He explained that a number of restrictions and
regulations should be followed by Dandi Svamis. These days, however, only a minor
number of svamis are able to follow these strict regulations in detail, and for this
reason changes do take place even among the Dandi Svamis. Customs and regulations
are adjusted and moderated. One of the rules Dandi Svamis should follow is to eat
only from wooden items. During our visits to Svami I$varanand Tirth, we noticed that
he seemed to follow this restriction as he always drank from a wooden cup and ate
from a wooden plate. Dandi Svamis should also observe fast, and Svami Isvaranand
Tirth told us that he fasts every summer — ‘this is part of how | develop my self-

control’, he explained.

. ."‘ e

Plate 27: Svami Isvaranand Tirth with his wooden cup and plate.

Vinita asked him whether he felt that he had extinguished all his desires for worldly

pleasures. He confirmed this, and explained that thisis what samnyasis all about:

‘Nyas means ‘separation’, and ‘sam’ means ‘with’ — accordingly, ‘samnyas means ‘with
separation’. To develop self-control, to learn how to control the mind, is an important part of
being a renouncer. By controlling the mind one is able to contral behaviour. Behaviour and
ideas will be identical; whatever we do is decided by our mind, our ideas. The person who
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wants to become a samnyasi has to be very determined. Y ou have to renounce thoughts like
‘thisismine; thisis my family’ etc. Y ou have to think good about other people.

From time to time householders desireing to take samnyas come to ask Svami

I$varanand Tirth for advice:

My Guruji gave me one main rule to guard me through life. He told me not to misguide any of
those who come to see me. Sometimes when people come to see me, they tell me that they
want to become a samnyasi. In such cases, the first thing | do isto ‘test’ them. | try to find out
whether the person is really determined to renounce the world and to live the life of a
samnyast: Is he motivated enough? Does he have the required patience? Does he have the
potential to control his mind, his self, etc.? One person, aretired man who has been coming to
see me every week for some time, one day told me that he wanted to take samnyas. He told me
that he was very frustrated by his family, and that he wanted to leave them in order to take
samnyas. He has three sons, one who lives in America and two who stay with himin Varanas.
The younger of the two sons in Varanas is a student, whereas the older abuses alcohol. The
latter was the main reason of this man’s headache. | told the man to go back to his family to
sort out his problems. An escape into samnyas would mean only a very temporary solution to
his family problems. When he has completed his obligations as a householder, 