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Sr1 Ramakrishna and

Religicus L'olerance

“They call Him by a multitude of names, Who is but One”; “A single
Fire that burns on many altars™; “Even as He sheweth, so is He named™;
these ure afirmations taken from the sacrificial hymns of the Rg Veda.
“As He is approached, so He beccmes™; “It is becausc of His gr=at abun-
dance—or beranse He can be so variously participzted in—that they call
Him by so many names.” By way ol comment, we cite St. Thomas
Aquiras, “The many aspects of these names are not empty and vain, for
there corresponds to all of them one single reality represented by them
in a manifold and umperfect manuzr” (Sam. Theol. 1134 and 2). Noth-
ing, perhaps, so strangely impresses or bewilders a Christian student of
Saint Ramakrishna's life as the fact that this Hindu of the Hindus, with-
out in any way repudiating lius Hinduisin, but for the moment lorgetting
it, about 1866 completely surrendered himself to the Islamic way, repeated
the nzme of Allah, wore the costume, and ate the food of a Muslim.
This sclf-surrender w what we should call in India the warers of ancther
current of the single river of truth resulted only in a direct caperience of
the beatific vision, not less authentic than before. Seven years later, Rama-
krishna :n the same way proved expericientally the truth of Christianity.
He was now for a time completely absorbed in the idez of Christ, and
had no room for any other thought. You might have supposed him a
convert. What really resulted was thar he could now affirm on the hasis of
personal expericncee, “I have also practiced all religions, 1Tinduism, Islam,
Christiznity, and 1 have zlso followed the patas of the different Hindu
sects. . .. The lake has many shores. At ene the Hindu draws water in =
pitcher, and calls it judw, al anotier the Muslim in leather bottics, and
calls it pasme, at a third the Christan finds what he calls “water.””

]'OJ:iginafly @ Jeclure given in New York, March 1936, for the centenary of the birth
of 811 Ramakrishna, cthis text was published in Prabuddhe Bharatz, XLI (1036), znd
in French by Erades troditionelles, XLI (1936).—2D.]
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Such an understanding may be rarc, but s absolutcly normal in the
Eas:: as the Bhagavad Giid expresses it, “There is no deity that I am not,
and in case any man be truly the worshipper of any deity whatever, it is
[ that zm thc causc of his devotion ard iss fruit. . . . However men ap-
proach Me, even so do I welcome them, for the path men take from every
side is Mine.” Similarly the Bhaktamala (cf. G. A. Grierson, =d, Loadon,
1909) = “No one is ignorant of the doctrines of his own religion. . . . There-
Zore let every man, so far as in him lsth, aelp the reading of the Scrip-
tures, wherher rhose of his awn church, or those of another.” And similarly
also in Islam, “My hcart has become capable of cvery form . . . it is a con-
vent for Christian monks, a temple for idols, the place of pilgrimage at
Mecea, the tahles of the Torah, the haok of the Koran: T follow the re-
ligion of Love, whichever way His camecls tzke.”

Such an underszanding is rarer still, and ore may say abnormal to the
Western type of humaniry. Tf the mode-n Christian does nar quite en-
dorse the conduct of Charlemagne’s heroes at Saragossa—“The synagogucs
they enter and the mosques, whoss every wall with mallet and axes they
shatter: they break in pieces small the idols . . . the hearhen folk in crawds
to the font baptismal arc driven, to rzke Christ’s yoke upon them. . . .
Thus out of heathen darkness have five-score thcusand been redeemed,
and be now true Christians,” it is at least quire cerrain thar for every man
that has died by religious persecuticr: in India, ten thousand have died in
Europe, and equally certain that the activity of Christiar missions still
quite Zrarkly endorses a program of eonversion by force—the force of
maney, not indeed paid out in cash, but expended on education and medi-
cal 2id bestowed with ulterior motives. “Force,” as Lafcadio Hearn once
wroze, “the principal instrument of Christian propagandism in the past,
is still the force behind our missions.” No greater offenders are to be found
than missianaries against the ccmmandment, “Thou shalt not bear false
witness against thy neighbour.” I do not, however, ar zll wish to dwell
upon this point of view, but rather to point out that although rcligious
tolerance in Europe has never, as in Asig, been fourded upon the belief
that all religions are true, but rather founded on a growing indifference
to all religicus doctrines, an intellectual basis for a willing tolerance of
other forms of belief is by no means wanting in Christianity. John, indeed,
speaks of the “True Light thet lighteth every man.” Even St. ‘Thomas
2dmits that some of the Gentiles who lived before Christ’s temporal birth
miay have been saved. For as Clement of Alexandria had long since said,
“T'here was always a nataral manifestation of the one Almighty God,
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amongst all right-thinking men.” Eckhart speaks of “One of our most
ancient philosophers who found the truth long, long before Cod’s birth,
cre cver there wes Christian Zzith at all as it is now,” and again much
more boldly, “He to whom God is different in cne thing from another
and to whom God is dearer in oac thing than another, that man is a
barbarian, st:Il in the wilds, a child.”

Note that “Merlvn made the ronnd tahle in tckenying of the roundenes
of the world for by the round table is the world sygnefyed by ryghte. For
all the world crysten and hethen repayren unto the round teble . . . (that)
by them which should ke felawes cf the raund rable the wuth of the
Sancgreal should be well knowen.” (Malary, Morte Daithur, xv.2). The
truth is with Blake when he says, “The religions o all nations are derived
f-om each nstion’s different reception of the oomic genius® which is
everywhere called the spirit of prophecy. . . . As all men are alike (though
inAnitely various), so all rcligions, and as all similars have one source.”
‘I'he Vedic and Christian trzditions are never tired of emplaying “Trurh,”
“Being,” and “Beauty,” as preetninently fitdng, essential names of God.
Now we are well awarc that in this human world there cannot be a con-
ceptual krowledge or expression of truth except in some way; jusr as
there can be no perceprible beauty cxcept of some kind. What is true in
all truths, or what is bezudful in all beauties, cannot itself be any one of
these truths or beauties. As Diorysius says, “If anyone in seeing God un-
dersinac what he saw, he saw not God Limsclf, but one of those things
tha: arc His.” Belicf ir. Revelation or Audition does not mean that the
very words in which the truth is expressed in any case conrain rhe rrurh,
hur rether thar they point to it, for as 5. Thomas says, “Everythirg has
truth of pature according to the degree in which it imitazes the knowledge
of God”; “cur intellect zonsiders God according to the mode derived from
creatures”; and finally, “the thing known is in the knower according to
the mode of the knower.” All concepts of God, even the most nearly
adequate, are thus man-made; as we say in India, “He rakes the forms
tha: are imagined hy His worshippers.” Very surcly 1le is not to be
thought of as ccnfined by or fully expressed by any of these forms, Wha
is Himself the single form of every form, and rranscencert with respect o
each and every form; it is from this polnt o7 view that many a Christian
teacher has affirmed that “Nothing true can be said of God.” The vahie
of concepts, of any expressinn verbzl or visible, ver werbum in intelHectu
conceptum, is vne of use; the concent is of value not as a thing in itself,

1Vedic kavitra.
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but as dispasitive o an essential vision, not in any likeness. The heauty of
the formulz, the verbal or visual icon, poignant as it mavy be in Caristian
gospel or Vedic liturgy, is not an end in itsel: but, referred :0 him wha
uses it, is an invirarion. The purpese of any arr, and nao less of thar highest
art of theology, in which all other arts, whether literary or plastic, subsist
per excellentiar, is to teach, to delight, and above ail to move (Augustine’s
docere, delectare, mavere). An exclusive arrachment m any one dogma,
any onc group of verbal or visual symbols, however pertinent, is an act of
ido.atry; the Truth itself is inexpressible.

If the image is His whase image it is, the colors and the art are nurs.
Whoever claims that his own manner of understanding aad statement s
the cnly trus cne is moved not by the vision of God, but by spiritual pride.
Such a heliever, as Thn *Arahi says, “praises none hor himself, for his God
is made by himself, and o praise the work is 1o praise the maker of it:
its excellence or mperfection belongs to the maker. For this reason he
blames the naliefs of others, which he would not do if he wers just. . ..
I he undersiwod the saying ol Junayd, “The color of the water is the color
of the vessel containing ity he would not interfere with others, but would
perceive God in every form and evary helief, He has opinian, not knaw!-
edge: therelore God said, T am in tmy servant’s opinion of Me,’ that is,
T do not manifest mysalf to him save in the torm of his belief.” God 1s
absolute or unrestricted as He pleases; and the God of r=ligions helief is
sublect to Jimitations, for Il is the God who is contained in the hear: of
His servant.” The Oriental Gnaostic has no fault to find with any Cataolic
dncorine; judged by Vedic standards, one can say that Christianity is wie
and lovely, true so far as any formulation can be wrue, lovely in so far as
any thing, as distinguished trom One who is no thing, caa be lovely.

Moreaver, it can be positively afirmec that every norable Christian doc-
triac is also explicitly propounded in every other dialect of the primordial
tradition: | refer to such doctrines as those of the eternal and temporal
births, thar af the single essence and twao narmres, that of the Farher’s
impassibility, that of the significance of sacrifice, that of transubstantiation,
“hat of the nature of :he distinction between the contemplative anc active
lives and of borh from e life of Hleasire, that of erernity from aevirerniry
and ume, and so forth. Literally hundreds of texts could b= cited from
Christian and Islamic, Vedic, Taoist, and other scriptures and their patris-
tic exposilious, in close and sometimes literally verbal agreement. To cire
a trio of instances zt random, whercas Damascerc has o say that “He
Who Is, is the principal of all names applied tc God,” in the Karha Upani-
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szd we have “He is, by that alone is He to be appreheaded”: whereas St.
Thomas szys, “These things are said to be under the sun which are gene-
rated and corrupted,” the Sarepatha Brahmana affirms thar “Everything
under the sun is in the power of death”; and whereas Dionysius speaks of
That “which not to see or know is rzally to see and know,” the Jaiminiya
[/ panigad Britmapa has it thar “The thoughr of God is his by whom it is
unthought, or if be thinks the thought he docs not understand.” All tradi-
tional teaching employs side by side the vig affirmative and the vie remo-
tionis, and in this sens= is in agresment with Beerhivs tha: “Faith is a
mean between contrary heresies.” Sin is defined by the Thomist and in
India in cre and the scme way as a “departure from the order to the end.”
All tradition is agreed that the last end of man is happiness.

On the othicr hand, whi'e there can be only voe metaphysics, there must
be not merely a variety of religions, out a hierarchy of religions, in which
the truth is more or less adequately expressed, according to the intellectual
capacities of those whose religions they zre, Nor do I mean 19 deny that
there can be heterodox doctrines, properly to be condemned as heresies,
but only that any znd every belie is 2 heresy if it be regazded as the
truthy, and not merely as a signpost of the tuth. Pantheism, for cxample, is
equally a heresy from Christian, Islamic, and Hindu points of viaw; a
confusion of things as they are in themselves with things as they are in
God, of the essence of the participant with the participated Essence, is an
egregious error, and vet ot so great an error as to assume that the being
of things as they are in themselves is altogether their own being. The dis-
tincticn of essence Crer natuge of the Samkliya svstem Is wue [rom a cer-
tain point o: view, znd yet false when regarded from the standpoint of a
higher synthesis, as in the Vedinta, and similarly in Christianity, where
from one point ol view essence aad nature are the uaiverse apart, and yel in
the simplicity of the First Cause are cne impartite substance,

Tt is perfectly legitimate ta “eel that a given religion is mare adequately
truc than another; to hold, for example, that Catholicism is wre ace-
quazely true than Protestartsm, or Hinduism than Buddaism. Real dis-
tinctions can be drawn: Christiani'y maintzins, for example, that meta-
physics, though the highest of the other scizices, is infesior to the sacred
science of theology; Hinduism is primarily metapaysical, and only sec-
onda-ily religinus, Fence the controversies as to the true significance of
“dcification,” and hernce it is thet however much a Hindu may find him-
self in enthusiastic agreement with the angelic and celestial doctors (Tho-
tas and Bonaventura), e is more ac home with certain giants of Christian

38

SRI RAMAKRISHINA

thought whose orthodoxy is suspect, I mean Eziugena, Eckhart, Boehme,
Blake, and maore at home with Plotinus than with the -epresencatives of
zoter:ic Christian orthodexy; mere at heme with St. John than with St
James, more in sympathy with Christian Platonism than with Christian
Aristotelianism, scarcely at all in sympathy with Protestant thco]ogits). and
far more in sympathy with Qabbalistic interpretations of Genesis and
Exndus than with any historical approach, So that we do nect for a
mmement mean to maintain the impropricty of all dogmatic controversy.
We must bear in mind that even within the framework of a presumably
homogeneous faith it is raken for granted thar one and the same truchs
must be presented in various ways suited to the audicnee, and that this 1s
not a matter of contradictory statement, but of “convenien: means.” What
we do maintain is that all paths converge; that the Wayfarer, havirg
already trodden a given path, will under all normal circumstances sooner
reach that point at which all progress ends—"On reaching God, all prog-
ress ends"—than if he retrace his steps and start afresh.

What we must not forget is that no one can finally pronounce upor
the truth of a miven religion who has not lived 1t, as Ramakrishna hved
both Christianity and Isiam, zs well as Hinduism; and thar once con-
vinced that only oae's own truth is true, “It is,” as P'rofessor C. A. Briggs
of Drew University lately remarked, “the eas:est thing imaginable to teke
the concepts of other fziths, abstract them from their conrexts, and de-
molish them.” For cxample, how casily the Islamic definition of Chris-
tianity as a polytheistuc religion could be deduced from the considered
statemnent of St. Thomas, that “We do nat say the only God, because deiry
1s common o scveral” (Swm. Theol. 1.3:.2¢). In the samc way, a pan-
theistic dednition of Christianity could easily be deduced from St. Thom-
as’s “A thing has being by parricipation. . . . We must consider . . . the
emanation of all being from tac universal cause, which is God” (Swm.
Theol. 1.421 ad 1 and 45 1c).

What is then, in the last analysis, the valus of comparative religion?
Certainly not to convince us that one mode of belief is the preparation
for unother, or 10 lead to a decision as to which is “best.”” One might as
well regard ancient or exotic styles of art as preparations for and aspira-
tons towards one’s own., Nor can the value of this discipline be thought of
as one conducing to the development of a single universally acceptable
syneretic taith embodying all that is “best™ in cvery faith; such a “faich”
as this worrld he a mechanical and lifeless monstrosity, by no means a
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stream of living watet, but a sort of religious Esperanwo. Comparative re-
ligivu can demonstrate that all religicns spring trom a common gource;
are, as Jerernias says, the “cialects of a single spiritual speech.” We cannat,
therefore, take the formulae of one religion avd insert them in another
without incongruity. Onc can recogmze that many formulae are identical
in diferent religions; confront, for example, St. Thomas, “Creatinn, which
is the emanatinn of al beiag from the not-being, which is no :hing™ (Swm.
Theol. 1.451c) with the Vedic “Being is engendersd from nonbeing”
(asaiah sad ajgyaie, RV x723), and such comparisons can be validly em-
played (even hy the most orthodox) as what St. Thomus calls “extrins’c
and probable proofs” of the valicity of a given degma.

But of greater value than this is the clarification that results when the
formulas of one tradifion are collated wich those of another. For, as we
huve alizady seen, every tradition is nccessarily a partial representation of
the truth intended by tradizion universally considered; in each tradition
something is suppressed, or reserved, or obscure which in another may be
[ound more cxtensively, merz logically, or more brilliantly developed.
What then is ¢lear znd full in one tradition czn be used to develop the
meaning of whar may be hardly more than alluded (o i another. Or even
1 in one wadition a given doctrine has been definitely named, a realization
of the significance of this definition may lead to the recognitioa and
correlarion of 2 whole series of affirrnations i another tradition, in all
of which the same doctrine is implicit, but which had previously been
overlooked in their relation to one another. It is thus a great advantage to
he ahle ro make use of the expression Vedic exemnplurism; or conversely,
to spcak of Christian yoge immediately brings our the analogy between
St. Bernard's consideratio, contemplatio, and raptus with Sanskrit Jadra-
nd, dhydna, and samadhi.

To many Christians, no doubt, 51 RamaXkrishna’s primary attachment
to the cult of the Great Mother gives nffense. Nothing is, indeed, more
usual than tc consider that Christianity, whether for better or worsc,
acheres to purely masculine interpretations of divine being; the Christian
speaks of a Father, but not of a Mother in Heaven, whereas in India the
andent love of the Megua Mater maintains itself at the present day on
equal terms with that of the Propator. And yet the doctrire of the ma-
ternity of the divine nzture is repeatedly, however reservedly, affirmed in
Christian theology, fundamentally in that of the “two natures,” more ex-
plicitly in that of the temporal and eternal nativities, 2nd in rhar of the
Gene-ation of the Sou as 1 vital opeation from conjoint principles—*Pro-
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cessio Verbi in divinis dicitur gencratio . . . quae sst operatio vitae . . .
et propter hoc preprie dicitur genitum et Filius” (Sum. Theol. 127.2;
cf. 1.982¢, “In every zct of generation there is an active and a passive
prirciple.”]. It is inasmuch as “cternal £liation docs not depend on a
temnpora. mother” (if7d. 1m1.35.5 ad 2) that Eckhart car spsak of the “act
of fecundation latert in eternity,” and say that “it is God who has the
treasure ard the bride in Him,” that the “Godhcad wantens with the
Word,” and that “His birth in Mary ghostly was to God better pleasing
than His nativity of her in the flesh.” One sees thar when St. Thomas
b‘pcaks Of “t}lat Naturc bY ‘V]:lich thc Pathct bcg:t.s” [S(»f»fﬂ. T{ﬂfﬁz [.c}I .5),
the reference is really to the Magna Mater, the Vedic Aciti, not to men-
rion other names of the One Madonna, and sees whart is really meant by
the otherwise obscurc assertion that notwithstanding primary matter
“recedes from likeness to God, yet . . . it refains a certain Lkeness to the
divine being” (¢4id. 1.14.11 2d 3). Natura Narurata indeed “rerains” a cer-
tain likeness to “Naturze Naturans, Creatrix, Dcus”: Mother Earth to
Mother Nsture, Mary in the flesh to Mary ghostly. One neced only con-
sider Genesis 1237, “To the image of God He created him; male znd fe-
male He crcated them,” in conncetion with Galatians 3:28, “according to
the image of Him that created him, where there is neither male no: fe-
male,” ro realize that whersas Essence and Warure in divinis are one
simplc substance without compmitian, the VCry fact that thc conjoint
principles can be separately exemplified is proof that the Supreme ldentity
cant be truly spoken of =ither 23 Farher or as Mother, or as Farher-Morker,
just as in the Vedas the Divine “Parents” arc indiffcreatly “Fathers”
(pitar@) or “Mothers” (matard), or as “That One, spirated, despirated”
(tad ckam anft avdzam, RV x12g.2, whers no gender is implied; of. Fok-
hart’s “Where these two abysms hang, cqually spirated, cespiratzd, there
is the Supreme Being”).

Thus we may go so far as 10 assert on behelf of a rve “comparative
religion,” that however a religion may be sclf-sufficient if it be followed
w the very =ad tc which it is directed, there can hardly be supposed a way
so plain that it could not here and :here be better illuminated by other
lights than that of the pilgrim's privatc lantern, the light of any lantern
belug only a refraction of the Light of lights. A diversity of routes is not
mercly aporopriate o a diversity of travelers, who are neither all alike,
nnr start from ore and the same point, but may be of incaleulable aid to
ary treveler who can rightly read the map; for where all roads converge,
there can be none of them that docs not help to clarify the true positivn
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of tae center of the maze, “short of which we are still in a duality.” Ilence
we say that the very mmplicasions of the parase “religicus tolerance” are
to be avoided: diversity of “aith is rot a matter for unwilling “toleration,”
hue of divine appoinunent. And this will hold good even if we sincerely
believe that other faiths zre inferior to our own, and in this semse reia-
sively “evil”: Zor as Augustine says, “The zdmirahle heauty of the uni-
verse s made up of all things. In which evea what s called evil, well-or-
dered end in its place, is the eminent commendation of what is good”
(Enchiridion xmr), whom St. Thomas quotes with approval, adding thar
“The universe, the preseat croation being suppoesed, cannot be beter, be-
causc of the most bezutiful order given to things by God” (Sum. Theol.
1.48.1 and 1.25.6 ad 3). As Aungustine also says, “There is no evil in things,
but only in the sincer’s misuse of them” (De docining christions 111.13).
As to the sinner’s “misuse,” who can assure us of that, with respect to
which it has been said, “Judge not, that ye be not judged™?

In the mater of direction owards the Kingdom of [Heaven “within
you,”? the modern world is far more lacking in the will to seel, than
likely to be led sstray by false direction. From the Satanic point ef view
there coud hardly be imagined a better activity than to be engaged in
the “conversion of the heathen” from one to another bocy of dogmas: that,
surely, wzs not what was rmeant by the injuastion, “Go thou and preach
the Kingdom of God"—or was He mistaken, when He said, “The King-
dom of Heaven is within you”?

2 wanskrit Ardapakace, antarbhidecya kie.
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The “E” at Delphi

The essential procedures of initiarary rires, by which the death of an old
man and the rebirth of a rew man are effected, and the conditions of access
to penetralia, are alike all over the world, Firmicus Maternus, De errore
profanarum veligionum (ch. xvit), dealing with these subjects,! reminds
us that there arc nght answers to the right questions (fabens enim propria
signa propria responsa), and that the right answer (proprium vesponsum)
is made by the initiand (komo moriturus) precisely as the proof of his
right to be admitted (uz possit admies). A typical example of such a sig-
zum and of the wrong and right answers can be cited from the [fazrminiya
Upanisad Brahmana, 111.14.1-5. When the deceased reaches the Sundeer
thc question is asked, “Who art thou?” If he answers by his own or by a
family name® he is dragged away by the factors of time. He should re-
spond, “Wha T am (is) the Light thou (art) (ko’ham asmi suvas tvam).

[This note was first published in the Kewiew of Refigien, V1 (1541) —xp.|

1 For Firmicus Maternus, see (3. van der Teenw, “The 3YMEOAA in Firmicis
Maternus,” in Egyptian Religion, T {1033).

?"“Wames sre fettess” (AA 1.16). God has no perscnal or Famuly mame (BU
1.8.8), nor ever becomes anyone (KU 1.18), and it follows that there can be no
return to God, no deificatio (for whick, in Cusa’s words, an a8latio omnis alterftatis
et dinersiatis is indispensable} for anyone who still is someone. The initiaze is name
less, is not himself but Agni (KB vi.23), cf. Gal. 2:20, eivo amtene jam non cgo,
ved Christus in me. God s & Sea, “rostra pace: dia & qud mare, dl qual tutto i
maze” (Paradiro .85, 8€); and a5 the names of the rivers arc lost in the sca, so arc
217 names and likenesses lost when we reach 1lim (A mro8, Prajue Tp. v1.5).
"Also sich wandelt der tropfc in daz mer” (Lickhart, Pheiffe: ed., p. 314, of Rini,
“that your drop may become the sea,” and “None Las knowladge of each who en-
ters, that he is So-2nd-s0’ ? (Odes x11 and xv iu Diwvén), and Lao-tew, Tao Te Ching
XXXII, “To Tao all under hesven will come as steams fAow into a2 grear river
of sea [“He that Ands (God) becomes lose (in Him): Jixe a torrent he is absorbed
i the Ocean” (Muthnuwi vigosz),) And o, according to the inseription cited by
V. Magnien, Les Mystéres & Bleusts (Paris, 1933), p. 324. “Pour tmon nom, na cherchs
Pas qui je suis: le rite mvstique I'emmena en s%en allant vers lz mer empourprée.”
. Sec als_o Counaraswamy, “Adkimca#8i; Self-Naughting” [in rthis vol—=n.], and

Svayanagrupa: fanue Coelf™ [in Vol. T of this edition—en.].
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