

[image: ]




VINTAGE SPIRITUAL CLASSICS

General Editors
John F. Thornton
Susan B. Varenne

ALSO AVAILABLE

The Bhagavad Gita
The Book of Job
Buddhist Wisdom: The Diamond Sutra and The Heart Sutra
The Confessions of Saint Augustine
The Desert Fathers
Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions
Faith and Freedom: An Invitation to the Writings of Martin Luther
The Five Scrolls
The Imitation of Christ
Introduction to the Devout Life
The Little Flowers of St. Francis of Assisi
The Rule of St. Benedict
John Henry Newman: Selected Sermons, Prayers, and Devotions
A Serious Call to a Devout and Holy Life
The Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius
The Wisdom of John Paul II





[image: ]




A VINTAGE SPIRITUAL CLASSICS EDITION, NOVEMBER 2002
SECOND EDITION

Copyright © 1962 by Louis Fischer
Copyright renewed 1990 by Victor Fischer and George Fischer
Preface by Eknath Easwaran copyright © 2002 by
The Blue Mountain Center of Meditation

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. Published in the United States by Vintage Books, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, and simultaneously in Canada by Random House of Canada Limited, Toronto. This edition was first published with a different foreword by Vintage Books, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, in 1983.

Vintage is a registered trademark and Vintage Spiritual Classics and colophon are trademarks of Random House, Inc.
The research for this book was done by Deirdre Randall.

The editor is grateful to the Navajivan Trust of India for permission to use extracts from the writings of Mahatma Gandhi. The editor also wishes to thank: Asia Publishing House, for permission to reproduce excerpts from A Bunch of Old Letters, by Jawaharlal Nehru; Narayan Desai, for permission to reproduce excerpts from The Diary of Mahadev Desai; Harper & Brothers, for permission to quote from The Life of Mahatma Gandhi, by Louis Fischer; and New American Library, for permission to quote from Gandhi: His Life and Message for the World, by Louis Fischer.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Gandhi, Mahatma, 1869–1948.
The essential Gandhi.
Reprint. Originally published: New York: Random House, [1962]
1. Gandhi, Mahatma, 1869–1948. 2. Statesmen—India—Biography.
I. Fischer, Louis, 1896–1970.   II. Title.
[DS481.G3A28 1983] 954.03′5′0924 [B] 82-48890

eISBN: 978-0-307-81620-7

www.vintagebooks.com

v3.1





Contents


Cover

Other Books by This Author

Title Page

Copyright

ABOUT THE VINTAGE SPIRITUAL CLASSICS
   by John F. Thornton and Susan B. Varenne, General Editors

PREFACE TO THE VINTAGE SPIRITUAL CLASSICS EDITION
   by Eknath Easwaran

FOREWORD by Louis Fischer



PART ONE: THE MAN

1. Beginnings of a Great Man

2. Gandhi in England

3. Gandhi Fails

4. The Method Is Born

5. The Struggle

6. Victory in South Africa

PART TWO: THE MAHATMA

7. Facing the British in India

8. Segregation in India

9. Civil Disobedience Succeeds

10. Murder in an Indian Garden

11. Non-Violence

12. Gandhi’s Road to Jail

13. The Power of the Mind

14. National Independence Is Not Enough

15. Gandhi’s Message to All Men

16. Gandhi’s Political Principles

17. Belief and Human Welfare

18. Sex, Sanitation, and Segregation

19. The Liberty March

20. How to Enjoy Jail

21. Fast Against Indian Prejudice

22. Blueprint for a Better Life

23. Gandhi on Socialism and Communism

24. Gandhi About Himself

25. Gandhi’s Advice to Negroes

26. Love Versus War and Dictators

27. “Quit India”

28. Independence and Sorrow

29. Last Victory


Suggestions for Further Reading

About the Editors






ABOUT THE VINTAGE SPIRITUAL CLASSICS

[image: ]
by John F. Thornton and Susan B. Varenne, General Editors

[image: ]

A turn or shift of sorts is becoming evident in the reflections of men and women today on their life experiences. Not quite as adamantly secular, and perhaps a little less insistent on material satisfactions, the reading public has recently developed a certain attraction to testimonies that human life is leavened by a Presence that blesses and sanctifies. Recovery, whether from addictions or personal traumas, illness, or even painful misalignments in human affairs, is evolving from the standard therapeutic goal of enhanced self-esteem. Many now seek a deeper healing that embraces the whole person, including the soul. Contemporary books provide accounts of the invisible assistance of angels. The laying on of hands in prayer has made an appearance at the hospital bedside. Guides for the spiritually perplexed have risen to the tops of bestseller lists. The darkest shadows of skepticism and unbelief, which have eclipsed the presence of the Divine in our materialistic age, are beginning to lighten and part.

If the power and presence of God are real and effective, what do they mean for human experience? What does God offer to men and women, and what does He ask in return? How do we recognize Him? Know Him? Respond to Him? God has a reputation for being both benevolent and wrathful. Which will He be for me, and when? Can these aspects of the Divine somehow be reconciled? Where is God when I suffer? Can I lose Him? Is God truthful, and are His promises to be trusted?

Are we really as precious to God as we are to ourselves and to our loved ones? Do His providence and amazing grace guide our faltering steps toward Him, even in spite of ourselves? Will God abandon us if the sin is serious enough, or if we have episodes of resistance and forgetfulness? These are fundamental questions any person might address to God during a lifetime. They are pressing and difficult, often becoming wounds in the soul of the person who yearns for the power and courage of hope, especially in stressful times.

The Vintage Spiritual Classics present the testimony of writers across the centuries who have considered all these difficulties and who have pondered the mysterious ways, unfathomable mercies and deep consolations afforded by God to those who call upon Him from out of the depths of their lives. These writers, then, are our companions, even our champions, in a common effort to discern the meaning of God in personal experience. For God is personal to us. To whom does He speak if not to us, provided we have the desire to hear Him deep within our hearts?

Each volume opens with a specially commissioned essay by a well-known contemporary writer that offers the reader an appreciation of its intrinsic value. A chronology of the general historical context of each author and his work often is provided, as are suggestions for further reading.

We offer a final word about the act of reading these spiritual classics. From the very earliest accounts of monastic practice—dating back to the fourth century—it is evident that a form of reading called lectio divina (divine, or spiritual, reading) was essential to any deliberate spiritual life. This kind of reading is quite different from scanning a text for useful facts and bits of information, or advancing along an exciting plot line to a climax in the action. It is, rather, a meditative approach by which the reader seeks to savor and taste the beauty and truth of every phrase and passage. This process of contemplative reading has the effect of enkindling in the reader compunction for past behavior that has been less than beautiful and true. At the same time, it increases the desire to seek a realm where all that is lovely and unspoiled may be found. There are four steps in lectio divina: first, to read; next to meditate; then to rest in the sense of God’s nearness; and ultimately, to resolve to govern one’s actions in the light of new understanding. This kind of reading is itself an act of prayer. And indeed, it is in prayer that God manifests His Presence to us.
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In India, Mahatma Gandhi is officially Father of the Nation. Under his leadership India attained freedom from the British Empire through a thirty-year campaign based on complete nonviolence that ended with both sides allied in respect and friendship. That alone would secure his place in the history books, but not necessarily his place in a series of the world’s spiritual classics. For that we need to understand why he belongs not so much to twentieth-century history as to the timeless lineage of the world’s great mystics, kith and kin with Francis of Assisi and other luminous figures whose writing appears in this series. More than that, we need to understand what his special contribution to this lineage is. The mystics, though they teach universals, are also each unique. Each has an intuition or insight, so to speak, a particular message that arises as a deep response to the needs of the times. And here Gandhi shines like a beacon. He showed us the way out of the greatest problem of our age, that of the downward spiral of violence in every sphere of life that threatens to drag civilization back into barbarism if we do not learn to master it.

Most precious of all—like every great spiritual figure, but belonging to our own times—he gives us a glimpse of our evolutionary potential as human beings. He shows us that the spiritual life, far from being otherworldly, means living to one’s highest ideals and giving full expression to every facet of personality in a life of selfless service.

Even before he began his work in India, Gandhi was charged with being “a saint dabbling in politics.” Rather, he insisted, it was the other way around: he was an ordinary man with ordinary human frailties trying his best to apply basic ideals in whatever field his passion for service led him. We need to think of him as an explorer, or perhaps a compulsive tinkerer like Thomas Edison, constantly experimenting with his character and conduct in search of what he called Truth in the midst of the messy details of real life. As he did so, he was constantly trying to explain it all to himself and to others. At any point in this volume we are dropping in on a lifelong conversation between the seeker after Truth and an endless train of critics, not the least of whom was he himself: “What did you mean by this? Why did you do that?” When he says he is “not a visionary” but a “practical idealist,” he means that he knows precisely where he is going but is constantly testing his next step.

Most of us who have survived a college education probably think of a book as some kind of edifice, or at least as a series of snapshots. But Gandhi’s words are a river. His collected works fill one hundred volumes, but only one of these, Satyagraha in South Africa, was written as a book. Virtually all the rest comprise speeches, letters, recorded conversations, and the brief columns in the weekly papers in which he opened his heart to an eager nation. Speaking mostly to Indians, he takes a good deal for granted. I must have read him weekly from college on, and it was like watching him think aloud. It makes an extraordinarily rich story, one of the twentieth century’s greatest dramas; but it is also, for all that, a flood of details.

We need a way to navigate through all this, and I think our best guide is Gandhi himself—but not Gandhi the writer or leader; we need a sense of Gandhi the man. And that requires first a little stage-setting.

Gandhi’s India

When Gandhi was born in 1869, India had already been under foreign domination for centuries. Remarkably, for the last hundred-odd years of this period, it lay in the grip not of an ordinary conqueror but of a mercantile operation, the British East India Company. Licensed by the Crown to pursue its fortunes by virtually any means it liked, including raising its own armies and waging war, the Company got a foothold on the subcontinent early in the eighteenth century and by 1757 had managed to secure control of the whole of north India. Sometimes in visible authority, often content to rule behind puppet regimes, it set about systematically draining the wealth of India into private hands. The fortunes made were staggering even to contemporary eyes; historians have observed that Great Britain’s place in the Industrial Revolution was essentially financed by the loot of India.

The economic burden of this on Indians was equally staggering, though in those days no one was really looking. Within a generation cities became nightmarish extremes of wealth and poverty, with Calcutta, built by the Company, the most notorious example. But most Indians lived in villages and there, consequences were worse. Forced to grow crops for export instead of local use and then taxed heavily for the privilege of doing so, hundreds of thousands of villages under Company control lost all capacity to sustain themselves. By British figures, approximately four hundred thousand Indians died of starvation in the second quarter of the nineteenth century, but five million in the third quarter, and an appalling fifteen million between 1875 and 1900, the years in which Gandhi would come of age.

In 1857, after a century of this kind of exploitation, the spontaneous mutiny of some native troops exploded into open rebellion all over north India. That the fury spread so rapidly and erupted into such violence is a measure of how deep India’s anger ran. But the Mutiny was a collection of local explosions, without unity or coordination. The Company put it down like a series of brush fires, and a bloodbath of reprisals followed.

The tragedy haunted the rest of British rule. Fear just short of panic ran to the marrow on both sides. For the British, it was clear that survival depended on keeping India divided and on putting down even a hint of insubordination immediately and ruthlessly enough to “teach a lesson.” To Indians, it seemed equally clear that with a little more violence next time they might succeed. Fear and mistrust smoldered just under the surface on both sides, ready to burst into flame.

The near success of an accidental rebellion also made it obvious in London that so precious a possession as India could not remain solely in commercial hands. A few months later, with the wounds of the Mutiny still raw and open, India became an imperial colony, “the jewel in the Crown,” and the British government stepped in “to do things right.”

The long-term effects of this kind of domination on consciousness may not be obvious to those who have not lived under such conditions. After two or three generations, beyond the political deprivation and economic exploitation, a people begins to lose confidence in itself. Indians now grew up in the belief that they were inferior, born to be ruled over, not fit to be masters in their own home. To survive they learned to “ape the Englishman.” The best and brightest went to London for their education and returned to careers in the bureaucracies of British India or, occasionally, to terrorism or revolution. In any case it was axiomatic that any road to success, personal or national, had to be by imitation of Western ways.

Into this world, just twelve years after India became a Crown colony, a boy named Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi was born. He appears to have been, as he says, a very average youth, timid, inarticulate, painfully shy. Like everyone else whose family could afford it, he was sent off to London as a teenager to learn to become an English gentleman and to study law. Depressed by failure on his return, he decided to “try his luck” in a temporary job in South Africa, where a handful of Indian traders had made a niche for themselves in a community of a hundred thousand indentured Indian laborers working in mines and fields. A decidedly unpromising nobody, he left India in 1893 and dropped out of sight completely.

By the time he returned in 1915, this “nobody” was hailed as mahatma, or “great soul.” Those twenty years in South Africa hold the secret of the “essential Gandhi.” We will return to look there more closely, for it is that transformation—not just an extraordinary success story, but the utter remaking of personality—that holds Gandhi’s ultimate significance for us today.

I like to say I grew up not in British India but in Gandhi’s India, because I was born just a few years before his return and he dominated my world like a Colossus. I was too young (and my little village too isolated) to have much awareness of the tragedies that impelled him into national leadership in those early years. Only when I went to college, at the age of sixteen, did I discover his weekly “viewspaper,” Young India. Gandhi was pouring his heart out in those pages, and despite the country’s widespread illiteracy, I daresay his words reached into every one of India’s villages as copies of the paper were passed from hand to hand and read out to audiences everywhere along the way.

Today Gandhi is associated with marches and demonstrations. I look back and realize with some surprise that in the currency of the time each of these grand events seemed to fizzle and that most of those years Gandhi spent not in marching but in rebuilding foundations, healing divisions, unifying the country by urging us to take responsibility for our own problems. If we got our house in order, he told us, independence would fall like a ripe fruit as a natural consequence.

He enlisted everyone in this task, not only the underdogs but the upper dogs too; some of India’s wealthiest industrialists were not only benefactors but personal friends. By his example, he led India’s leaders and elite to focus the work of independence on the seven hundred thousand villages that everyone had forgotten but that make up the heart of India. It was a completely characteristic approach: begin at home, begin with yourself, correct the underlying conditions, and suffer the consequences. The rest will fall into place.

One of the first lessons Gandhi had learned in South Africa was to begin by bringing people together onto higher ground. India was exploitable because it exploited our own people. We were weak because we were divided into innumerable factions, each seeking its own gain, making it simple to play us against each other—an old Roman Empire tactic practiced by the East India Company and made official imperial policy after the Mutiny. His analysis made perfect sense, once grasped, but it wasn’t a matter of politics to Gandhi. It was an obvious corollary of the unity of life, in which the welfare of all of us together was bound up with those whom the poet Rabindranath Tagore (1861–1941) called “the lowest, the lowliest, and the lost.”

These ideas sound conventional enough today, but to put them into practice is always a shock. In India they caused an earthquake. By linking independence with the way we treated one another, Gandhi shook the country from top to bottom. For centuries, millions of Indians who were considered below any caste had been cruelly exploited by caste Hindus. Gandhi made a cornerstone of his campaign for national freedom the freedom of those whom the rest of India called “untouchable.” He campaigned for them from the Himalayas to India’s southernmost tip.

Everywhere he told us that all of us were one and that we would never have the unity to throw off foreign rule, or even be worthy of self-government, until we ceased exploiting our own people. He gave outcaste Hindus a new name—Harijans, “children of God”—and called on temples to open their doors to them and on caste Hindus to bring them into their homes. It was an impossible appeal because it attacked ways of thinking ground deep into unconscious conditioning for countless generations. Yet people all over India responded. Over and over I would think of the words of Jesus when he comes and tells the paralytic, “Arise, take up your bed and walk.” The man had to walk! And with equal joy and amazement, India arose too.

My college years were turbulent ones in Indian affairs. I must have been a junior on the night of December 31, 1929, when at the stroke of midnight the Indian Congress declared independence and unfurled the flag of a free India. Its motto, pure Gandhi, came from our most ancient scriptures: Satyam eva jayate, “Truth ever conquers.” Jawaharlal Nehru said later that on that night “we made a tryst with destiny.” Those were thrilling times for a village boy away at college, but they were only the beginning. Like the Americans with their Declaration of Independence, we had also made a tryst with war.

But this was to be a war without weapons. In March 1930, Gandhi wrote the British Viceroy that he intended to launch nonviolent resistance by marching to the sea to break a statute that made the sale and manufacture of salt a government monopoly, adding that he would accept the consequences cheerfully and that he was inviting the rest of India to do the same. That letter, Louis Fischer observes with pleasure, “was surely the strangest ever received by the head of a government.” But the Salt March provided brilliant theater. Gandhi and his small band of volunteers took fourteen days to reach the sea, stopping at every village along the way and making headlines around the world. By the time he reached the ocean the procession was several thousand strong. When he picked up a handful of sea salt from the beach and raised it as a signal to the rest of India, millions of people around the world must have watched him on the newsreels. But in India nobody needed the media. The country simply exploded in utterly nonviolent disobedience of British law.

What no one dared to expect was that in the face of police charges, beatings, arrests, and worse, the nonviolence held. Everyone knew Gandhi would drop the campaign if there was any violence on our part, no matter what the provocation. We “kept the pledge” day after day, filling the jails literally to overflowing. Many veterans of those days recall their terms in prison as the high point of their lives; Gandhi had made “suffering for Truth” a badge of honor.

I can’t describe the effect this had on me, on all of India. Obviously it was high drama, but most significant for me was the human alchemy being wrought. These were ordinary people, family, friends, school chums, acquaintances, men and women we saw daily in the marketplace or at temple, at work or school; all ages, high caste and low, educated and ignorant, cultured and crude, rich beyond calculation and unbelievably poor. How had they suddenly become heroes and heroines, cheerfully stepping forward to be beaten with steel-tipped batons, hauled off to jail, stripped of their livelihoods, sometimes even shot? Called to be more than human, we looked around and saw that we were capable of it. Gandhi was right: the body might be frail but the spirit was boundless. We were much, much stronger than we had thought, capable of great things, not because we were great but because there was divinity in us all—even in those who swung the clubs and wielded the guns.

For me, the burning question became: what was the secret of this alchemy? Everyone in India knew that Gandhi had transformed himself in South Africa, but most of these millions of followers had scarcely even laid eyes on him. How was it that ordinary people became heroes and heroines simply through his example?

Gandhi’s Secret

Graduate studies took me to a university in central India very near Gandhi’s ashram, the little community he called Sevagram, “village of service.” For the first time for me he was actually within reach. One weekend I decided to visit him and perhaps find answers to my questions.

I had to walk the last few miles from the train station, and the sun was low on the horizon when we arrived. A crowd had gathered outside a little thatched cottage where Gandhi had been closeted in urgent national negotiations since early morning. My heart sank. He would be tired after all that, tense and irritable, with little time for guests like me.

But when the cottage door opened, out popped a lithe brown figure of about seventy with the springy step and mischievous eyes of a teenager, laughing and joking with those around him. He might as well have been playing Bingo all day. Later I read that a journalist once asked Gandhi if he didn’t think he should take a vacation. Gandhi had laughed and replied, “I’m always on vacation.” That’s just what I saw.

He was striding off for his evening walk and motioned us to come along. But after a while most of the crowd fell away. He didn’t simply walk fast; he seemed to fly. With his white shawl flapping and his gawky bare legs he looked like a crane about to take off. I have always been a walker, but I had to keep breaking into a jog to keep up with him.

My list of questions was growing. This was a man in his seventies—the twilight of life by Indian standards of those days—burdened daily with responsibility for four hundred million people. He must have lived under intense pressure fifteen hours a day, every day, for probably fifty years. Why didn’t he get burned out? How was he able to maintain this freshness? What was the source of this apparently endless vitality and good humor?

After the walk and a meal it was time for Gandhi’s prayer meeting. By this time it was dark, and hurricane lanterns had been lit all around. Gandhi sat straight with his back against a tree, and I managed to get a seat close by, where I could fix my whole heart on him. A Japanese monk opened with a Buddhist chant and then a British lady began one of Gandhi’s favorite hymns, John Henry Newman’s “Lead, Kindly Light.” Gandhi had closed his eyes in deep concentration, as if absorbed in the words.

Then his secretary, Mahadev Desai, began to recite from the Bhagavad Gita, India’s best-known scripture, which is set on a battlefield that Gandhi said represents the human heart. In the verses being recited, a warrior prince named Arjuna, who represents you and me, asks Sri Krishna, the Lord within, how one can recognize a person who is aware of God every moment of his life. And Sri Krishna replies in eighteen magnificent verses unparalleled in the spiritual literature of the world:


He lives in wisdom who sees himself in all and all in him, who has renounced every selfish desire and sense craving tormenting the heart. Neither agitated by grief nor hankering after pleasure, he lives free from lust, fear, and anger. Established in meditation, he is truly wise.… As rivers flow into the ocean but cannot make the vast ocean overflow, so flow the streams of the sense world into the sea of peace that is the sage.



Sanskrit is a sonorous language, perfect for recitation. As Arjuna’s opening question reverberated through the night air, Gandhi became absolutely motionless. His absorption was so profound that he scarcely seemed to breathe, as if he had been lifted out of time. Suddenly the Gita’s question—“Tell me of the man established in wisdom”—became a living dialogue. I wasn’t just hearing the answer, I was seeing it, looking at a man who to the best of my knowledge fulfilled every condition the Gita lays down:


That one I love who is incapable of ill will, who is friendly and compassionate. Living beyond the reach of “I” and “mine,” and of pleasure and pain, patient, contented, self-controlled, firm in faith, with all his heart and all his mind given to me—with such a one I am in love.

Not agitating the world nor by it agitated, he stands above the sway of elation, competition, and fear.… Who looks upon friend and foe with equal regard, not buoyed up by praise or cast down by blame, alike in heat and cold, pleasure and pain, free from selfish attachments, the same in honor and dishonor, quiet, ever full, in harmony everywhere, firm in faith—such a one is dear to me.



I had always loved the Gita for its literary beauty, and I must have read it and listened to commentaries on it many times. But seeing it illustrated by Gandhi opened its inner meaning. Not just “illustrated”: he had become those words, become a living embodiment of what they meant. “Free from selfish desires” didn’t mean indifference; it meant not trying to get anything for yourself, giving your best whatever comes without depending on anything except the Lord within. And the goal clearly wasn’t the extinction of personality. Gandhi practically defined personality. He was truly original; the rest of us seemed bland by comparison, as if living in our sleep. He spoke of making himself zero but seemed to have become instead a kind of cosmic conduit, a channel for some tremendous universal power, an “instrument of peace.”

These verses are the key to Gandhi’s life. They describe not a political leader but a man of God, in words that show this is the very height of human expression. They tell us not what to do with our lives but what to be. And they are universal. We see essentially the same portrait in all scriptures, reflected in the lives of spiritual aspirants everywhere.

The reason is that the experience itself is universal. The Bhagavad Gita is a comprehensive presentation of what Leibniz called the Perennial Philosophy because it crops up in every culture and every age. The Perennial Philosophy is characterized by three deep convictions born of direct experience. First, underlying everything in the phenomenal world is a changeless reality, which most religions call God. Second, this changeless reality is present in every living creature and can be personally discovered by following certain strenuous disciplines that remove the layers of conditioning that cover it. And third, this discovery is the real goal of life. Whatever else we may accomplish, nothing will satisfy us until we realize God in our own consciousness.

Gandhi himself expresses all this in famous words as carefully chosen as if he were drafting a legal brief:


I do dimly perceive that whilst everything around me is ever changing, ever dying, there is underlying all that change a Living Power that is changeless, that holds all together, that creates, dissolves, and re-creates. That informing Power or Spirit is God. And since nothing else I see merely through the senses can or will persist, He alone is.

And is this power benevolent or malevolent? I see it as purely benevolent, for I can see that in the midst of death life persists, in the midst of untruth truth persists, in the midst of darkness light persists. Hence I gather that God is Life, Truth, Light. He is love. He is the supreme Good.

But He is no God who merely satisfies the intellect, if He ever can. God to be God must rule the heart and transform it.… This can only be done through a definite realization, more real than the five senses can ever produce.… It is proved not by extraneous evidence but in the transformed conduct and character of those who have felt the presence of God within.



The Transformation

But I have to confess that this insight, though inspiring, did not convey to me the significance it does today. I wasn’t really a religious person, and while I respected those who were, at that time in my life I had never given a thought to leading the spiritual life. I had seen that Gandhi was really a mystic and the living embodiment of the Bhagavad Gita, but how had he managed to translate the Gita into his very consciousness? Not until I took to meditation myself did the rest of the puzzle fall into place.

There are really two chapters in the story of Gandhi in South Africa. The second covers the eight years after 1906 in which Gandhi developed and tested his new method of nonviolent resistance. But the first chapter to me is even more important, because it holds the chrysalis of his transformation.

The crucial event came soon after his arrival in South Africa, when Gandhi was thrown off a train at Maritzburg station because of the color of his skin (this page). Something similar must have happened to every non-European in South Africa. But there are times in human affairs—sometimes in a profound external crisis, sometimes for no apparent reason at all—when superficial awareness is torn open and a channel into deeper consciousness is laid bare. That is what happened to Gandhi that night. It was bitter cold, and his coat and luggage were with the stationmaster, but he would not go and beg for them. He sat up all night thinking furiously about what had happened and what to do. He felt a strong impulse to turn around and go back to India rather than live in a place where he would be expected to put up with this kind of indignity.

By dawn he had made a curious resolve that came right from the depths of his heart: he would stay and he would fight, but against racial prejudice and on behalf of all, and in that fight he would not resort to any tactic that would diminish the humanity he was fighting for. He would cling to the truth and suffer the consequences in trying to “root out this disease” that was infecting all parties involved.

The following day he proceeded on the next leg of his journey by carriage. There again he met with prejudice; though there was room in the carriage, he was forced by the driver to sit in a degrading place outside. When he refused, the driver tried to drag him off, alternately beating him and pulling at him; Gandhi refused to yield but refused also to defend himself and clung to the carriage rail until the white passengers were moved to pity and begged the driver to let him join them at their side. It was a curiously symbolic moment. No philosophy was involved; it would take years for him to make the “matchless weapon” of nonviolence out of this dogged determination never to retaliate but never to yield. But he had become a different man. The Sanskrit scriptures would say that on that night in Maritzburg “faith entered his heart.” In practice this means that in the very depths of his consciousness he had glimpsed a new image of himself. He was not just a separate, physical creature; he saw that he—and, crucially, every other human being—was essentially spiritual, with “strength [that] does not come from physical capacity [but] from an indomitable will.”

After this first instinctive “holding on to Truth,” Gandhi turned inward. He had met injustice; it degraded everyone, but everyone accepted it: How could he change himself to help everyone involved see more clearly? Somehow, dimly at first, but with increasing sureness, he had already grasped that a person can be an “instrument of peace,” a catalyst of understanding, by getting himself out of the way. This marks the beginning of his life as a spiritual aspirant, and in the years that follow, hidden under the affairs of a terribly busy life, we can see him working tirelessly on the business of mystics everywhere: training his mind, transforming personal passions, “reducing himself to zero.”

It is this spiritual aspirant who is the “essential Gandhi.” Without understanding this we cannot really understand what he was trying to do and how he was trying to do it, nor, more important, can we understand what his life offers for the modern world. It makes him blood brother to other, more clearly mystical figures like Francis of Assisi or Teresa of Avila. From this family relationship we can see that his transformation follows the traditional pattern of mystics everywhere.

Gandhi gives himself away at the very outset of this volume when, surprisingly, he says, “What I want to achieve—what I have been striving and pining to achieve these thirty years—is self-realization, to see God face to face” (this page). Writing for Indians, he uses the word moksha, a Hindu term for a state of being that is not at all Hindu but universal. The dictionary definition, which Louis Fischer understandably gives here, misses the point. Moksha, like the similarly misunderstood nirvana, refers to the state of being empty of oneself but full of God. One of the hallmarks of the Perennial Philosophy is the recognition that nothing separates us from God but self-will, the deep clinging to oneself as something separate from the rest of creation. The whole of the spiritual life is a systematic attempt to remove this illusion of separateness once and for all. The task sounds bleak until we see, through a living example, that this “zero” is what allows the infinitude of God to burst forth through the human personality. Meister Eckhart says inimitably, “God expects but one thing of you: that you should come out of yourself in so far as you are a created being and let God be God in you.” And again: “God is bound to act, to pour himself into you, as soon as he finds you ready.”

St. Francis took the Gospels as his model; Gandhi took the Gita. For both it was a systematic daily practice. Translating the Gita into character, conduct, and consciousness was precisely what Gandhi was doing in South Africa. He knew it by heart, knew it in his heart, studied it over and over every day, used it in prayer until it became a living presence. It was, he says, his “dictionary of daily reference.” Whenever he had a question about what to do or how to act, he took it to the Gita. Then, with the willpower that was his surest gift, he set about bringing his life into conformity with its teachings, no matter how unpleasant or inconvenient that might have been. Those years in South Africa were a studio in which Gandhi worked every day like an artist, studying his model and chipping away at the block of stone that hid the vision he was striving to set free, painstakingly removing everything that is not Gita.

In many ways, allowing for differences in personal style, Gandhi goes about this very much like every other mystic. The crucial difference is that he does not withdraw from public life to do it. All his training is in the midst of around-the-clock public service. In most mystics we see personal passions being consumed in the love of God. Gandhi was transformed by his deep-running, passionate love of other people, wherein he found God, and an increasing desire to lose himself in salving their wounds and sorrows. Many mystics abrade their selfishness away; Gandhi dissolved his in love and service.

He made astonishing personal discoveries in those years, and perhaps the most significant for us today is that anger can be transformed. It is raw energy that can be transformed and fed back into a positive channel. Anger transformed becomes compassion. In South Africa, beginning in his own home, Gandhi learned to transform his anger and then harness it in service. All the furious indignation of that night at Maritzburg station gets channeled first into transforming his bursts of temper with his wife.

In every tradition, by whatever name it is called—“training the mind,” “guarding the heart,” “transforming the passions”—this is the essence of the spiritual life. Gandhi was a terribly passionate young man with a hot, imperious temper. All that passion transformed is what fueled a passionate life of selfless service. “I have learnt through bitter experience,” he says later, “the one supreme lesson to conserve my anger, and as heat conserved is transmuted into energy, even so our anger controlled can be transmuted into a power which can move the world.” That one sentence is enough to place him among the world’s greatest teachers. He is telling us this is a skill; it can be learned. And as it is learned, it changes everything in its field.

His “staff of life” through these transformations, Gandhi tells us, was prayer, but not petitionary prayer in the usual sense. Though he writes about prayer in the language of a Protestant Christian, “there is nothing in it analogous to the Christian prayers in which people ask for definite things.” When he describes his prayer as “inward communion,” he seems more to be talking about what the Spanish mystics call “the prayer of quiet” or contemplation. In any case he makes it clear over and over that for him “prayer is nothing else but an intense longing of the heart.” Such prayer could be wordless, and sometimes was, but most often his prayer seems to be absorption in the words of the Gita (“the constant reading of the Gita has filled my life with prayer”) or a most important practice that is easy to miss in his writings: Ramanama, the repetition of the name of God, a kind of rosary that Gandhi learned in childhood from his nurse.

This technique of purifying the heart by repetition of the Holy Name is found in all major spiritual traditions. In the West today, it is probably most familiar from the little book known as The Way of a Pilgrim, which describes the use of the Jesus Prayer. We do not know when Gandhi began this practice regularly, but it is clearly part of his life in South Africa from the earliest years.

The Way of a Pilgrim describes vividly the state in which this kind of prayer becomes “self-acting”: begins to repeat itself, so to speak, which is the traditional understanding of St. Paul’s injunction to “pray without ceasing.” There are signs by which this can be recognized, and I have very little doubt that Gandhi was established in unbroken prayer when he launched his first satyagraha campaign in South Africa in 1906. To my knowledge, when the “heartfelt yearning” that Gandhi described is poured into the repetition of the name of God—precisely as in the mystical traditions of Christianity, Judaism, Islam, and Buddhism—nothing is more effective in transforming anger into compassion, ill will into good will, hatred into love.

It is important for us in the modern world that there is absolutely nothing in this of conventional religion. Gandhi observed no rituals, didn’t go to temple, read all scriptures, found Truth in all religions and “some error” in all as well. His God, though a living presence, is an impersonal force—Law rather than Lawgiver; Truth, Love, Goodness, the unity of life. When he repeated the name of God in Ramanama, he was calling not on the Rama of traditional Hindu devotion but on “an indefinable mysterious Power that pervades everything,” “the eternal, the unborn, the one without a second,” and that sustaining Power, present in the heart of every creature, is within; there is no appeal to an external power. I do not know at what point in his life he began to say “I am not only a Hindu; I am a Moslem, a Christian, a Jew,” but I think it would be true at any point once he “crossed the Sahara of atheism” as a youth.

For Gandhi, as for almost all mystics, the last personal passion to be transformed was sexual desire. Characteristically, the point of decision came not in seclusion but during the long days and nights of bearing stretchers as a medic during the brutal suppression of a Zulu rebellion against the British in South Africa. Gandhi’s agony over the suffering released a desire to serve that swept every personal desire into its path. It is no coincidence that just weeks after he took his vow of celibacy—for the third but last time, he tells us with dry humor—came the great scene in Johannesburg’s Imperial Theatre when he rose to address a crowd of angry Indians protesting a new piece of anti-Indian legislation and hit on the idea of offering nonviolent resistance. From that day (September 11, 1906) he stepped out onto the world stage.

Nonviolence

“It was only when I had learned to reduce myself to zero,” Gandhi says, “that I was able to evolve the power of satyagraha in South Africa.” Satyagraha—literally “holding on to Truth”—is the name he coined for this method of fighting without violence or retaliation.

Gandhi had a genius for making abstruse ideas practical, and one of the best examples comes when he explains the basis of satyagraha. In Sanskrit the word satya, “truth,” is derived from sat, “that which is.” Truth is; untruth merely appears to be. Gandhi brought this out of the realm of Ph.D. dissertations and into the middle of politics. It means, he said, that evil is real only insofar as we support it. The essence of holding on to Truth is to withdraw support of what is wrong. If enough people do this—if, he maintained, even one person does it from a great enough depth—evil has to collapse from lack of support.

Gandhi was never theoretical. He learned by doing. Satyagraha continued to be refined in action all his life; he was experimenting up to the day he was assassinated. But the essentials are present from the very beginning in South Africa.

First is the heartfelt conviction that a wrong situation wrongs both sides. Europeans and Indians alike were degraded by race prejudice; a lasting solution, therefore, had to relieve this burden for all involved. In spiritual terms this follows from the unity of life, which is what Gandhi’s Truth means in practice. But it is also profoundly practical, because only a solution for everyone can actually resolve the problem and move the situation forward. More than just both sides “winning,” everyone is a little nobler, a little more human, for the outcome.

Equally essential but hardest to grasp intellectually, nonviolent action means voluntary suffering. That in fact is how it works. Gandhi discovered in South Africa that reason is ultimately impotent to change the heart. Race prejudice was already causing suffering; the task of satyagraha was to make that suffering visible. Then, sooner or later, opposition had to turn to sympathy, because deep in everyone, however hidden, is embedded an awareness of our common humanity.

Clearly there is nothing passive about this kind of resistance. “The nonviolence of my conception,” Gandhi says, “is a more active and a more real fighting than retaliation, whose very nature is to increase wickedness.” That is the point: violence only makes a situation worse. It cannot help but provoke a violent response.

Strictly speaking, satyagraha is not “nonviolence.” It is a means, a method. The word we translate as “nonviolence” is a Sanskrit word central in Buddhism as well: ahimsa, the complete absence of violence in word and even thought as well as action. This sounds negative, just as “nonviolence” sounds passive. But like the English word “flawless,” ahimsa denotes perfection. Ahimsa is unconditional love; satyagraha is love in action.

I said at the outset that every mystic seems to have a unique mission. Gandhi’s was not really the liberation of India. That was a tremendous achievement, but India was essentially a showcase, a stage for the world to see what nonviolence can accomplish in the highly imperfect world of real life. I haven’t even touched the surface of those achievements; there are miracles enough in Gandhi’s story to show that human nature is much loftier than we imagine. Our future depends on making that discovery.

“There is nothing new about ahimsa,” Gandhi insisted. “It is as old as the hills.” Throughout history all lasting relationships, all communities and societies, even civilization itself, have been built on the renunciation of violence for the sake of some greater good. Every conflict large or small is an opportunity to advance a little in evolution or move backwards. In this sense I believe civilization has reached a crossroads. A handful of angry people today, perhaps even one angry person, can wreak destruction on the other side of the globe. Violence has ceased to surprise us even in our homes and schools. We have made a culture of violence, and unless we change direction, it can destroy a great deal of progress that has been painstakingly built up over centuries of human evolution.

In today’s language, Gandhi gave us the basis for a technology of peace. He gave us tools for resolving conflicts of all kinds, which anyone can learn to use. But it is urgent to understand his message that nonviolence is a way of thinking, a way of life—not a tactic, but a way of putting love to work in resolving problems, healing relationships, and generally raising the quality of our lives. We don’t begin on the grand stage he acted on; he did not begin that way himself. He began with his personal relationships, aware that he could not expect to put out the fires of anger and hatred elsewhere if the same fires smoldered in his own home and heart. His nonviolence is not a political weapon or a technique for social change so much as it is an essential art—perhaps the essential art—of civilization.

In other words, nonviolence is a skill, just like learning to read. Love is a skill. Forgiveness is a skill. The transformation of anger is a skill. All these can be learned. We cannot say we aren’t capable of nonviolence; all we can say is we are not willing to do what is necessary to learn.

Finally, for spiritual seekers of all persuasions, Gandhi showed us that the spiritual life need not mean retiring to a monastery or cave. It can be pursued in the midst of family, community, and a career of selfless service. Even without reference to spirituality, if we look upon the overriding purpose of life as making a lasting contribution to our family and society, Gandhi gave us a higher image for ourselves, a glorification of the innate goodness in the human being, whose joy lies in living for the welfare of all.

It has been said that the world’s great mystics must come from the same country because they all speak the same language. Gandhi and St. Francis, Teresa of Avila and the Compassionate Buddha are brothers and sisters. They seem so lofty that we sometimes feel they belong to another race or come from a different realm of being. But this does them a great disservice, for their message is just the contrary. They are our kinsfolk as well, and the country they come from is our own. They are like a relative who has disappeared for years and then returns to tell of a fabulous land. They give us maps, fill our ears with tips about which roads are safe and where the hostels are, tell us stories, show us their slides: anything to convince us that this country they have discovered is our real home and that, until we find our way there, as Augustine says, nothing else can fill the homesickness in our hearts.

This is Gandhi’s ultimate message for us, and no sentence of his is more significant than where he says—and remember, this fussy old man never let so much as a single word stand if he did not know it to be true from his own experience—“I have not the shadow of a doubt that any man or woman can achieve what I have, if he or she would make the same effort and cultivate the same hope and faith.”




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Fisc_9780307816207_epub_002_r1.jpg
PART TWO

The Mahatma






OEBPS/images/Fisc_9780307816207_epub_tp_r1.jpg
The Es

AN ANTHOLOGY OF HIS WRITINGS

sential Gandhi

ON HIS LIFE. WORK. AND IDEAS

Louis Fischer

Eknath Easwaran

[TRA—






OEBPS/images/Fisc_9780307816207_epub_001_r1.jpg
PART ONE

The Man






OEBPS/images/Fisc_9780307816207_epub_L03_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fisc_9780307816207_epub_L02_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Fisc_9780307816207_epub_L01_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/Fisc_9780307816207_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
The Essential Gandhi

AN ANTHOLOGY OF HIS WRITINGS
ON HIS LIFE, WORK, AND IDEAS

MAHATMA GANDHI






OEBPS/images/Fisc_9780307816207_epub_cvt_r1.jpg
=







OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





