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human relationships we are used to bargaining: “I love you,
so you must love me. I am giving you this, you must give
me something in return.” But the true lover of God loves
Him for His own sake, for love’s sake only. No matter what
the circumstances of his life are, he lives in complete self-
surrender to God.

This single-minded devotion to God leads to absorption
in him and to his vision. And the experience of joy which
accompanies this vision has a lasting effect. Narada, the
great Indian teacher of bhakti yoga, expressed the nature of
this one-pointed devotion as follows: “Obtaining which, man
becomes perfect, immortal, satisfied; he desires nothing,
grieves not, hates none, does not delight in sense objects,
becomes intoxicated—rejoices—in the bliss of the Atman.”
Such a devotee realizes God in all beings and all beings in
God. Sri Ramakrishna once remarked: “When I close my
eyes, I see God within; and when I open my eyes, I see
him everywhere.”

The ultimate experience in the path of devotion is com-
plete union with God. Love, lover, and beloved have become
one. This is the state of perfection. A Sufi mystic has de-
scribed this realization by saying: “I am the Truth, I am He
whom I love, and He whom I love is I.” And Christ ex-
pressed the same experience thus: “I and my Father are
one.”



EARLY LIFE
OF SWAMI TURIYANANDA

SWAMI RITAJANANDA

SRI RAMAKRISHNA, the prophet of modern India, lived for
only fifty years; within the short span of a dozen of these he
practiced most of the major spiritual disciplines and attained
perfection in each with a facility and rapidity that astonished
his teachers, who had to devote an entire lifetime to achieve
success in even a single discipline. For someone who has not
gone through any of these disciplines, neither the hardships
nor the bencfits are very clear. What they involve is made
convincingly vivid by the testimony of the direct disciples of
Sri Ramakrishna. some of whom, according to their tempera-
ment, took up a single path and practiced it all their life.
Swami Ramakrishnananda, for example, was a devotee by
nature, and ritualistic worship strongly appealed to him. He
felt that Sri Ramakrishna, after his passing away, continued
to live in his photograph, and he performed his worship as
if his master was there before him, in flesh and blood. Thus,
in his case, he demonstrated to the world how Sri Rama-
krishna himself felt the presence of the Divine Mother in the
temple image of Kali. Swami Brahmananda, on the other
hand, showed how the mind of his master dwelt always in
the realm of the divine and that its contacts with the world
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were superficial and self-imposed. And Swami Vivekananda,
in supreme awareness of his identity with the Absolute, dem-
onstrated how a man of God manifests detachment from the
world and how he always conducts himself.

Swami Turiyananda had a different role to play. More
than any other of the disciples of Sri Ramakrishna, he ap-
pears to many to exemplify the ascetic, since all his life,
even from his boyhood, he treated his body harshly, regard-
ing it with the same indifference that St. Francis looked upon
his own body—“Brother Ass.” Swami Turiyananda prac-
ticed austerities all his life, and he demonstrates to us what
austerity really means and what its value is in the life dedi-
cated to God.

The biographical material of saints is generally meager,
since they are extremely reticent about referring to their
early life. Whatever we have learned concerning Swami
Turiyananda’s boyhood is made up of scraps of information
that he inadvertently revealed in talks with devotees. Al-
though the details of this period of his life are not available,
it is clear that his was obviously an austere character from
the very beginning. His parentage, childhood, and temper-
ament all seem to have combined in the development of the
personality that soon made itself apparent to the world.

He was born in the year 1863 on January 3. His father,
Chandranath Chatterjee, an orthodox brahmin who lived in
the Baghbazar section of Calcutta, was well respected by the
people of the district for his piety, courage, and capacity to
foretell the future. It was said that Chandranath could feel
the pulse of a dying person and predict the exact time of
death. At that time, many religious people wanted to die
on the shores of the Ganges, and these predictions of Chan-
dranath gave much satisfaction to many by enabling them
to make provisions for their last moments. Chandranath
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worked as a storekeeper in a Calcuita firm. He had three
sons and three daughters, and the youngest was Harinath,
later to become Swami Turiyananda. The eldest son, Mahen-
dranath, was twenty years older than Harinath; and the sec-
ond son, Upendranath, was ten years his senior. Two of the
sisters had died when they were quite young. The one re-
maining was about seven years old when Harinath was born.

The suburbs of Calcutta at that time were surrounded
by thick jungle. Small wild animals lived there, emerging
into the streets and freely entering houses in the evenings.
One day, while Chandranath’s wife, Prasannamayi, was
working somewhere in the house, leaving little Harinath on
the floor, a rabid jackal entered and was about to bite the
child. The frightened mother came rushing in to save Hari-
nath and was herself fatally bitten. Shortly after, she died.
Harinath was too young at that time to have any memory
of her. Fortunately by then his eldest brother, Mahendra-
nath, had married, and his wife took care of the motherless
boy.

Harinath even at this tender age revealed a stubborn,
independent nature, always wanted his own way in personal
matters, and was easily excited at the least provocation. At
the same time he was not very particular about the needs of
life, and whatever food was served he ate without complaint.
At a proper age he was sent to the local Bengali school.

When Harinath was twelve, his father passed away. It
was the first death the boy had seen close at hand, and it
touched him deeply. While he was crying bitterly just before
his father’s death, the sister asked her father to say some
words of consolation to him. “What is there to say?” the
dying man replied. “Hari belongs to the world and the world
belongs to Hari!” It was a true prophecy—Hari finally did
belong to the world, and the world belonged to him.
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So, Hari became an orphan when he was very young, with
no brother or sister close to his age with whom to play or ex-
change confidences, though his two older brothers and sister-
in-law did everything in their power to make him happy. The
sister-in-law, in particular, attended to his physical needs and
showered so much affection on him that all his life Hari felt
a deep debt of gratitude to her. Years later, he told a group
of young monks: “My mother died when I was a child. I
was only three years old then. I grew up under the care of
my eldest sister-in-law. I kept myself close to her always.
I did not like to go anywhere without her. She was very af-
fectionate and took good care of me and brought me up as if
I were her own child. I could not get her out of my thoughts
even after I joined the monastery. I was very much con-
cerned about her welfare as long as she lived. Only after her
death did I feel relieved of worry.”

In school, Hari paid close attention to all his studies, but
his special interest lay in religion and athletics. His ambi-
tion even then was to become an austere brahmin, observing
all the rules and traditions. After he was initiated into the
brahminical life with the sacred thread, he bathed three times
each day, repeated the Gayatri regularly, slept on a hard
floor, and ate the simplest food. In addition he took so much
physical exercise that some feared he would overtax his con-
stitution. The pictures we have of him show that he had a
strong physique. This hardening of the body helped him
later to remain unaffected by many of the severe hardships
he faced. A third ideal he had was the observance of abso-
lute continence. In order to keep his mind from lustful
thoughts, he reduced his sleep and spent many hours in
meditation.

Regarding this period of his life, Hari once said: “I do
not think I ever slept longer than three or four hours a night.
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The first part of the night T passed in meditation. Then I
decided that sleep was an obstacle. So I used to sit up and
watch the train of my thought. As a result, my mind began
to discriminate continuously beiween the eternal and the
noneternal. Then I could sleep no more. I thought to my-
self, ‘Am I losing my mind?’ I began to pray that I might
sleep. But within me was a current of joy. as if someone
were saying. ‘But don’t you want to discriminate like this?’
.. . Then for a year I regularly sang the song:

O Mother, make me mad with Thy love!
What need have 1 of knowledge or reason?
Make me drunk with Thy love’s wine;

O Thou who stealest Thy bhaktas’ hearts,
Drown me decp in the sea of Thy love!

Here in this world, this madhouse of Thine,
Some laugh. some weep, some dance for joy:
Jesus. Buddha, Moses, Gauranga,

All are drunk with the wine of Thy love.

O Mother, when shall I be blessed

By joining their blissful company?

He concluded: “This soothed my mind and brought me back
from the realm of the Absolute to the personal aspect of God.
If T had had a Iittle more patience. I would have merged in
the Absolute.”

In addition to the external observances of baths and
meditation, Hari learned by heart many devotional hymns,
which he repeated whenever the mood seized him. He was
also interested in the study of the Upanishads and he com-
mitted to memory the Chandi (a scripture praising the Di-
vine Mother), Viveka Chudamani (The Crest-Jewel of Dis-
crimination), the Bhagavad-Gita, and the Ramayana of Tul-
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sidas. An austere life seemed to him to be the ideal spiritual
life. The baths in the Ganges gave him great pleasure, and
the first one was always taken before dawn. He gained a
certain satisfaction from finishing his bath before others and
in his eagerness went to the river as early as two or three
o’clock in the morning. He found that before the sun rose
he had already spent hours in meditation.

Hari’s study of Vedanta books left him with the strong
impression that the inner Self within the body alone was the
Reality, so that he developed an indifference to the body.
Once, while he was taking his morning bath, an event oc-
curred which strengthened him in his developing ideals.
“When I was a young man,” he told of it later, “I was al-
ways reading and practicing Vedanta. I constantly tried to
remember that I was the Atman and not this body. I was in
the habit of taking my bath early in the morning. One day
I went to bathe as usual and I was in the river. I saw an ob-
ject floating in the water. It was still dark, so that I could
not distinguish it. Some people on the shore, however, rec-
ognized the object as a crocodile; they shouted, ‘Come out
quickly! That is a crocodile coming toward you!” Instinc-
tively I rushed to the shore. But as soon as I got out, I
thought to myself, ‘What are you doing? You are repeating
day and night, “Soham! Soham! 1 am He! I am He!” And
now all of a sudden you forget your ideal and think you are
the body! Shame on you!” I thought, ‘Shiva, Shiva! that is
true.” And immediately I went back. The crocodile never
bothered to come near me. I bathed as usual. But I noticed
I was hurrying to get through my bath quickly. Then I said
to myself: ‘No, I shall not hurry; I shall take my bath as
usual.” And so I did.”

After finishing his studies in the Bengali Institution,
Hari went to the General Assembly School, operated by
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a carriage stop in front of Deenanath’s house with two men
in it. Immediately the people around began to say, ‘The
Paramahamsa has come, the Paramahamsa has come,” and
moved toward the carriage. First one of the men in the car-
riage got down. He was well-built. There was a big vermil-
ion mark on his forehead. A golden amulet was tied on his
right arm. Looking at him, one felt that he was a strong
person and a very shrewd one. Standing close to the car-
riage, he helped the other person get down. The other ap-
peared very thin. He had a shirt on his body, and his wear-
ing cloth was securely tied over his waist. One foot was on
the step of the carriage and the other was inside the car-
riage. He was completely unconscious, and it seemed as if
someone quite drunk was being taken out of the carriage.
But when he got down, what a wonderful sight! There was
an indescribable radiance in his face. I thought, ‘I have
heard from the scriptures about the great sage Sukadeva. Is
he the same Sukadeva?’ By that time, many others joined
them and took them to the second floor of the house. I fol-
lowed them. When the Paramahamsa became a little con-
scious of the outer world, he opened his eyes and saw a large
picture of Mother Kali on the wall. He immediately saluted
her and started to sing in a soul-bewitching manner. It
stirred a unique wave of devotion in all who had gathered
there. The song expressed the idea that Kali and Krishna
are identical: ‘O Mother, for Yasoda Thou wouldst dance,
when she called Thee her precious “Blue Jewel. . . > It is
impossible to describe the extraordinary feeling this song
aroused in everybody. After that, the Paramahamsa spoke
on many spiritual matters. Two or three years later I saw
Sri Ramakrishna at Dakshineswar in his room.”

The first meeting with the God-intoxicated saint left an
indelible mark in the mind of young Hari. He was charmed
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Christian missionaries. In these schools there was an hour
set apart for the study of the Bible. Since the classes were
not compulsory, many of the Hindu boys absented them-
selves and the classrooms were always empty, except for
Hari, who attended regularly. Though he was an orthodox
Hindu, he took a keen interest in the Bible, and, in fact, any
religious book had an attraction for him.

About this time, a sadhu visited and settled in the area
for a while. Many people went to him daily, each with his
own motives. Some asked the holy man to foretell their fu-
ture; some wanted cures for diseases. It was rumored that
the sadhu had occult powers and that whatever he said would
take place. Hari also became interested and went to him
every evening. Silently he sat there, watching all the visitors
and the way in which the holy man dealt with them. After
some days the sadhu said to Hari: “I find that every one
who comes here is asking for some help or other, but not
you. Have you any question or problem which I can solve?”

“Sir,” Hari replied, “I don’t have any such problem.
I want only the capacity to lead an austere life, to repeat
God’s name incessantly, and to realize Him. This is all I
need.”

The holy man was highly pleased to hear these words
from a mere boy, and said: “Excellent! Excellent! Surely
you will succeed, my child. You will get what you want.”
These words encouraged Hari, and he renewed his spiritual
practices with greater zeal.

This is the picture we have of Hari in his early teens.
His life’s ideal was already clear before him, and to reach
it he believed one should lead an ascetic life, with complete
indifference to physical comforts, a thorough knowledge of
the scriptures, long hours of meditation, and strict observ-
ance of the brahminical traditions. We do not know whether
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he desired a teacher to help him; at any rate, he sought none
out at this time, instead following by himself the many dis-
ciplines which attracted him.

Although Hari’s overzealous religious life drew the at-
tention of his brothers, they did not raise any objection.
Friends of the family would tell Mahendranath, “Do you
notice how Hari is changing daily? Is he going to be a
monk? You should warn him and make him take greater in-
terest in his studies and prepare for a career.” But Mahen-
dranath would say, “After all, Hari is only doing what is fit
for a brahmin boy. There is nothing wrong in that.” Hari
felt a great relief. Perhaps he would have led this kind of
life up to the end, if he had not, around this time, met Sri
Ramakrishna.

No onE will forget an occurrence which makes a vivid im-
pression on the mind and brings a complete change in one’s
life. Hari’s meeting with Sri Ramakrishna was such a mo-
mentous event.

“I first saw Sri Ramakrishna at Deenanath Bose’s house
in Baghbazar,” he recalled in later years. “That was long,
long ago. In those days the Master used to be often in the
state of samadhi. About that time Keshab Chandra Sen had
become acquainted with him. Kalinath Bose, Deenanath’s
brother, was a follower of Keshab Sen. He happened to see
Sri Ramakrishna and was deeply impressed. So he asked his
brother Deenanath to bring Sri Ramakrishna to their house,
and that is how the Master came to visit Baghbazar. We were
all young, about thirteen or fourteen years old. People re-
ferred to Sri Ramakrishna as the Paramahamsa, and they
were all talking about the Paramahamsa’s visit. I and some
other boys were curious, and we all went to see him. We saw
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by everything Sri Ramakrishna did. But at the same time his
leaning toward Shankara’s philosophy and his search for
Brahman, the Absolute, kept him from wishing to become a
disciple of one who was a devotee of the Divine Mother. So
Hari continued his own way of life—a life of renunciation,
austerity, and continence. He had made up his mind not to
get married. His taste for schoolwork decreased, so that he
did not try to go on to college.

Hari’s second meeting with Sri Ramakrishna took place
two or three years later. It was about the year 1880 when
he went to Dakshineswar with some friends and saw the
saint again. Hari was about seventeen or eighteen years old.
Sri Ramakrishna, for his part, recognized that the boy pos-
sessed certain physical characteristics indicative of spiritual-
ity, and that Hari was to become one of his intimate dis-
ciples. Sri Ramakrishna resolved to train the boy in his own
fashion. He told him to come on weekdays, when there were
not many people present. So Hari started visiting Sri Rama-
krishna when there was a good chance he might be alone
with him; he would talk with the Master for hours. Sri Ra-
makrishna was surprised to find that the boy was drawn to
the ideal of the Impersonal.

Before undertaking any direct spiritual training, the
Master wished to make Hari enjoy being in his company.
One day the boy said: “Sir, whenever I am here I feel very
elated and spiritually roused, but as soon as I return to Cal-
cutta the mood completely disappears. Why does that hap-
pen?”

Sri Ramakrishna replied: “How can it be so? You are
Hari-das, the servant of Hari (the Lord). Is it possible for
you to exist without remembering the Lord ?”

“I cannot understand that, sir,” Hari objected.

“The truth of something does not depend upon a per-
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son’s knowing or not knowing it,” the saint replied. “You
may or may not know it, but you are God’s servant. You are
a devotee of God.”

Day BY pAY Hari felt closer to Sri Ramakrishna, freely ask-
ing all sorts of questions concerning him personally. “Sir,”
he inquired one day, “how can we free ourselves completely
from lust?” Sri Ramakrishna replied: “Why should it go,
my boy? Give it a turn in another direction.”

This was something new to Hari. He had thought that
a brahmachari, or celibate, should completely destroy his
lust. But here he found a new kind of advice, which he could
never have thought of himself: the most powerful urge in a
human being was to be channeled in a different direction,
so that instead of becoming an obstacle in spiritual life it
could become a help. Instead of wasting one’s effort on over-
coming lust, one should direct all one’s intensity of emotion
to God.

Another time the boy told Sri Ramakrishna that he was
not at all interested in women, that he could not bear them.
To this the Master replied: “You talk like a fool! Looking
down upon women! What for? They are the manifestations
of the Divine Mother. Bow down to them with respect. That
is the only way to escape from their snares.” These words
permanently changed Hari’s attitude toward women.

Thus Hari received, mostly in private, not only answers
to personal problems, but much instruction regarding medi-
tation and other spiritual disciplines. Gradually he learned
many secrets of the spiritual life, and by his close association
with Sri Ramakrishna he came to see the Master’s unique
greatness.

Already noted was Hari’s deep interest in monistic Ve-
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danta. He had studied Shankara’s works and accepted non-
dualism as his ideal. It was his faith in nondualism that had
made him face the crocodile. Whenever he found time he
would study the scriptures, for a seeker of Brahman must
have a thorough grasp of them.

This interest sometimes became so strong that for days
he failed to visit Sri Ramakrishna. Such absences did not go
unnoticed. When Hari’s friends came to Dakshineswar, the
Master asked them: “What is the matter with Hari? He
doesn’t come here nowadays.” They replied that he was ab-
sorbed in the study of Vedanta. Later, when Hari visited
him again, Sri Ramakrishna said: “I hear you are studying
Vedanta and meditating on its ideals. That is good, of
course. But tell me, what is the teaching of Vedanta? Is it
not that Brahman alone is real and the world unreal? Isn’t
that its substance? Is it anything else? Then why don’t you
give up the unreal and cling to the real?”

This Hari had to accept, for it was true. The whole of
Vedantic literature is based on this statement. However much
a man may read, it will not make him understand truth, for
intellectual apprehension is not the same as spiritual under-
standing. Reading books can go on endlessly without giving
conviction, for it is experience alone that convinces. Thus,
even scriptures fall into the category of the unreal: Reality
is not in books. So when Sri Ramakrishna asked him to
cling to the real, Hari understood how in these few words he
had been shown the importance of conviction. The Upani-
shads, he remembered, say repeatedly: “The Atman is not
realized either by study or by intellect. . . .”

Sri Ramakrishna explained: “Hearing, thinking, and
meditating. First, hearing—you first hear that Brahman is
real, the universe unreal; then thinking—by reason and dis-
crimination you get the idea deeply and correctly imprinted



54 Early Life of Swami Turiyananda

in your mind; and after that, meditation—you apply your
mind to Brahman, the real entity, by renouncing the uni-
verse, the unreal entity. That is all. One cannot attain Real-
ity by means of mere intellectual knowledge. Conviction is
necessary. . . .”

This teaching gave Hari a better understanding of
what he should do. From that day on, he gave more atten-
tion to the practice of spirituality than to poring over books.
Still there were some doubts. The books said that the Atman
is realized by him whom it chooses. So, even though a man
has renounced everything and Is practicing intense austeri-
ties, that is no guarantee of realization.

This was confirmed by Sri Ramakrishna, who also ex-
plained the working of divine grace. One day the Master
visited the house of his devotee Balaram. The house was in
Baghbazar, near Hari’s home. Sri Ramakrishna sent for Hari
and, after inquiring about his welfare. said with great em-
phasis: “Nothing can be achieved—neither knowledge, nor
devotion, nor direct spiritual experience—without God’s
grace.” Formerly, Hari had been a strong believer in self-
effort; he had the idea that he could bring about whatever
he wanted, and he used to say so. But this was another point
Hari had to understand. The will has its place, no doubt;
but it takes a man only as far as his own strength can take
him. To reach the higher truth is too much for his limited
power. He cannot so easily brush aside the tangible world,
whose reality is perceived so vividly by all his senses, and
which is constantly trying to dominate him. For this is
needed the grace of God, over which man has no control.

Hari heard the Master continue: “Well, is it an easy
matter to realize that lust and gold are unreal and to have
the firm conviction that the universe is eternally nonexistent ?
Is it possible without His compassion? It is possible only if
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His grace produces the conviction in us. Can a man have
that conviction through his own efforts? Ah! How small
is his power and how small is the effort he can put forth with
its help!” We are told by Swami Saradananda that after
these words Sri Ramakrishna went into samadhi. After a
while he returned to a semiconscious state and said: “Man
cannot have a clear idea of even one aspect of God, and yet
he wants another.” So saying, he started a song of the Uttara
Rama Charitam, where Hanuman tells the sons of Rama:

O Kusa! O Lava! why are you so proud?
If I had not let myself be captured,
Could you have captured me?

As Sri Ramakrishna repeated these words, tears began
to fall from his eyes. It was such a moving sight that Hari
could not control himself and he, too, began to weep. It
took some time before the mood passed. Later, Hari referred
to the incident and said: “That day I got a lesson which was
forever imprinted on my mind. From that day on I under-
stood that nothing can be achieved without the grace of God.”

When we read the letters and conversations of Swami
Turiyananda, we see how effective this instruction was. The
need for complete self-surrender to the Personal God was
borne in upon him over and over again; and thus the would-
be monist, who was in danger of becoming dogmatic, was
made to accept the doctrine of divine grace.

Recalling this, he told Swami Raghavananda later on:
“When I was of your age [in the early twenties], I was an
extreme Vedantist. My one ideal at that time was to attain
nirvana. I used to consider that to be the supreme goal.
But Sri Ramakrishna scolded me again and again and
gave me another ideal. He pointed out that the path of
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knowledge was not my way. He made me a devotee instead.
I can still remember how the Master disciplined me.”

Sri Ramakrishna’s ability to know each disciple’s spir-
itual path and how to guide him into it was unique. His
way of training was also unique in this respect, that he
insisted on broadness in his disciples’ religious attitudes.
He wanted them to be many-sided like himself. Since Hari
leaned too much toward the nirvana ideal of the advaitic
school, the Master had to convince him to accept the wor-
ship of the Personal God. One day he told him: “Why do
you think nirvana should be the goal of life? There is a
state higher than nirvana, and it can be attained.”

Hari had never heard this before. “Can I attain that
state?” he asked.

“Certainly,” Sri Ramakrishna replied. “By the grace of
the Divine Mother one can attain it.”

There were many occasions when Sri Ramakrishna led
his young disciple to look for a goal higher than nirvana. In
a letter from Almora in later years (August 14, 1915) Swami
Turiyananda wrote:

Sri Ramakrishna said: “Those who seek nirvana are
mean-minded. They are full of fear. They are like those
parcheesi players who are always eager to reach Home. An
amateur player, once he sends his piece Home, doesn’t like
to bring it out again. Such players are unskilled. But an
adept player is never afraid of coming out again, if by doing
so he gets the opportunity to capture an opponent. Then he
rolls the right number and returns Home once more. It
seems that whenever he rolls the dice, the right number
comes up for him. So do not fear. Play without any fear.”

I asked: “Does it actually happen?” The Master said:
“Of course it happens. By Mother’s grace everything takes
place. Mother likes people to play. Take the game of hide-
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and-seek. [There is a Granny, there is a Thief who is blind-
folded, and there are the children trying to escape being
caught by the Thief.] The Granny likes to have the children
keep running about and make the game go on. She may
extend her hand to help a child so that it cannot be caught
by the Thief, if she thinks it necessary. Similarly, the Divine
Mother is not really pleased with those who seek nirvana,
for they want to retire from the game. She likes to have the
game continue. That is why devotees do not seek nirvana.
They say, ‘O mind, it is not good to become sugar, but I
want to eat sugar.” ”

The Master told me many a time: “What is there in the
scriptures? They are like sheets of paper with a list of
purchases written on them. They are only useful to check
whether all the articles have been bought. When you have
checked the articles, the list is thrown away. So you check
your knowledge, your devotion. You consult the scriptures
and see whether they agree. It is said, “‘When you get the
knowledge of the Absolute, the scriptures are worth only a
straw.”” Sri Ramakrishna pointed out how the Divine
Mother had shown him what is in the scriptures, the Pura-
nas, the Tantric literature. So, though he was an illiterate
person, he was able to lower the pride of pundits. He used
to say, “If you get a tiny ray of light from the Divine
Mother, it makes all learning pale into insignificance.”

As we have seen, Sri Ramakrishna’s teachings were far
different from those of books and ordinary scholars. His
simple presentation of the nature of God was something al-
together new and wonderfully attractive. While advaitic, or
monistic, religion describes only the path of the formless,
Sri Ramakrishna taught that the vijnanis accept God both
with form and without. The vijnanis are greater than the
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jnanis, those who simply attain nirvana, or samadhi. In Sri
Ramakrishna’s words: “Jnana is the realization of the Atman
through the process of ‘Not this, not this.” One goes into
samadhi through this process of elimination and realizes the
Atman. . . . But vijnana means Knowledge with a greater
fullness. Some have heard of milk, some have seen milk,
and some have drunk milk. He who has merely heard of
it is ‘ignorant.” He who has seen it is a jnani. But he who
has drunk it has vijnana, that is to say, a fuller Knowledge
of it. . .. To know by one’s inner experience that God
exists is jnana. But to talk to him, to enjoy him as Child,
as Friend, as Master, as Beloved is vijnana. The realiza-
tion that God alone has become the universe and all living
beings is vijnana.”

Thus, Sri Ramakrishna taught Hari, guiding his life
and gradually removing all its angularities. And he con-
vinced his disciple that, when it came to actual practice, the
devotional ideal was more suitable than the advaitic in the
present age. “Since the ignorant I’ asserts itself so often,”
the Master would tell him, “and since the attachment to the
body is so great, it is difficult to reach the infinite and im-
mutable Brahman. But still the door is not closed.”

“I shall tell you of an incident,” Hari, then Swami
Turiyananda, recalled much later. “One day 1 went to see
Sri Ramakrishna at Dakshineswar. There were many people
who had come to see him. Among them there was a great
Vedantic scholar. The Master asked him: ‘Let us hear some
Vedanta from you.” The scholar with all respect spoke for
more than an hour, expounding Vedanta. Sri Ramakrishna
was highly pleased. The people around were surprised at
this. But after eulogizing the pundit, the Master said: ‘As
far as I am concerned, I do not like all those details. There
is nothing but I and my Mother. To you people, knowledge,
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knower, and known—the one who meditates, meditation, and
the object of meditation—this sort of triple division is very
good. But for me, “Mother and I”: that is all, and nothing
else.” These words ‘Mother and I’ he said in such a manner
that it made a very deep impression on all present. At that
moment all ideas of Vedanta paled into insignificance. The
Master’s ‘Mother and I’ seemed more easy and simple and
pleasing to the mind than the three divisions of Vedanta.
From that time onward I learned that ‘Mother and I’ is the
fit path to be followed.”

SRI RAMAKRISHNA’S relationship with his young disciples
exemplified the attitude of the spiritual teacher in its most
ideal form. He showed deep love for them and a steady
interest in their welfare. If they did not visit him for many
days, he missed their company badly. He himself would go
in search of them, sometimes taking sweets to feed them.
He knew that these young men were absolutely pure and the
time spent on them was well spent. When we read of their
later lives, we see what a deep mark he left on all of them—
Swami Vivekananda, for example: in spite of the world’s ap-
preciation he felt that Sri Ramakrishna’s love had no parallel.

In the scriptures we are told that the pupil should study
his teacher, and if he discovers that he is an extraordinarily
spiritual person he should develop great respect for him.
Many of the disciples of Sri Ramakrishna were drawn to
their master by discovering how perfect he was—that he had
all the marks of a man of God.

Once Hari was busy and did not go to Dakshineswar.
When he finally came, Sri Ramakrishna said to him: “Why
don’t you come here? I want to see you quite often, for I
know you are dear to the Lord. Otherwise, for what reason
should I spend my time on you? You can’t give me any-
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thing worth even a cent; and when I go to your house, you
can’t even spread a torn mat for me to sit on. Yet I love
you so much. Don’t forget to come here, because here you
will get everything that is needed for your spiritual life.
If you can find elsewhere opportunities for God-realization,
you may go there. What I want is that you should realize
God; that you should somehow go beyond the sufferings
of the world and enjoy divine bliss; that you should attain
him in this life. The Divine Mother tells me: ‘If you only
come here, without any effort you will have God-realiza-
tion.” That is why I ask you to see me so often.” Saying
these words, Sri Ramakrishna was overcome with emotion
and began to shed tears.

No wonder Hari was soon caught in Sri Ramakrishna’s
love. He had not found any other person who could so
satisfy his spiritual longing, clear his doubts, guide his life,
and give him such affection. He felt he had received the
greatest of blessings in obtaining Sri Ramakrishna as his
teacher. Hari knew that, according to the scriptures, if a
person is earnest in his spiritual life, the teacher comes
to him. Now he saw that this was true.

During the five or six years he was with Sri Rama-
krishna, Hari had many opportunities to meet the other
disciples of the Master. Early in this period he met Naren-
dranath Dutta (more familiarly called Naren), who later be-
came Swami Vivekananda. Naren was his close friend and
from the very beginning had made a very deep impression
on his mind. At the same time, Naren developed a great
liking for him and called him Brother Hari, or Haribhai.
Their approach to the spiritual life was by no means identical,
yet Naren respected Hari’s orthodox ways. Both lived in
Calcutta and often came to see Sri Ramakrishna together,
sometimes walking, sometimes by boat. One day they were
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on their way to Dakshineswar, when Naren said: “Say some-
thing!” “What shall I tell you?” Hari asked. Then he
started quoting from the Shiva Mahimna Stotra: “If the
goddess of learning were to write eternally, having the
biggest branch of the celestial tree for her pen, the whole
earth for her paper, the blue mountain for her inkpot, and
the ocean for her ink, even then, O Lord, thy attributes could
not be fully described.”

Naren began to talk about Sri Ramakrishna. He had
been so powerfully moved by Sri Ramakrishna’s affection
that he described him as L.0.V.E.—love personified. Hari
found that they had identical views about their master, and
that Naren was really an extraordinary young man, pos-
sessed of a deep spirituality, just as the Master had pointed
out to him.

Since Hari usually visited Sri Ramakrishna on week-
days, when there were not many visitors, records of his
talks with the Master, in all their variety, are scarce. Only
on a few occasions was he present at the same time as was
M., the recorder of Sri Ramakrishna’s Gospel. Two or three
meetings of the Master and Hari appear in the Gospel, and
these are brief.

Hari’s recorded questions were simple and not in the
least philosophical. They were really expressions of his own
problems, rather than queries that came from his study of
books. “Why is it that some people do not have the spiritual
experience quickly?” “Why should human life be so full of
misery?” “Why should God play with us and torment us?”
The sort of question he asked indicates how deeply he had
become absorbed in the thought of God-realization.

“As long as you are in the world of thought you can
never know God,” the Master told Hari one day. “He can-
not be reached by argument. For as you proceed to dis-
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criminate and argue, you cannot ignore the world. You can-
not give up the senses of taste, smell, sight, touch, and hear-
ing, and the objects of the senses. You get the knowledge
of Brahman only after your discrimination stops. You can-
not know it through the mind. It is known only by the
Atman, or Self. Pure mind, pure intellect, and the pure
Self are all one. In the world, when you want to see an
object, you need light, the power of seeing, and the mind.
If you leave out any of these, you cannot see. As long as
the mind functions you cannot say that the world does not
exist. When the mind is destroyed, i.e., when its functions
of determination and imagination stop, then you achieve
samadhi and have direct knowledge of Brahman.”

In this manner, Hari was confirmed in his course of
giving ever lessening attention to formal studies and in con-
centrating more on spiritual practices. He spent many days
and nights in Dakshineswar, with Sri Ramakrishna training
him in the art of intensified meditation. Sometimes, when
Sri Ramakrishna was near him, Hari would sob like a child
as he meditated; he did not know why. The Master ex-
plained this as a sign that Hari would soon go into ecstasy.
And indeed he did. From what he related afterwards, we
can gather that Hari had many high spiritual experiences
during his days at Dakshineswar.

As the disciple’s spiritual perception increased, so did
his appreciation of his teacher. Sometimes Sri Ramakrishna
taught directly, but often it was by indirection, as when he
would answer questions of the disciples that were not ex-
pressed. At times the Master would appear to be talking
to one individual, when he was actually addressing his re-
marks to someone else. M., according to the Gospel, was
the recipient of such indirect counsel many times; other dis-
ciples have also mentioned receiving guidance in this manner.
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One day Hari visited Sri Ramakrishna during lunch
time. The Master was seated, in front of him a plate of rice
and a number of small bowls containing a variety of side
dishes. Seeing this big meal, it would have been logical for
someone to think that the Paramahamsa was fond of eat-
ing an overabundance of good food and to wonder how
spiritual he really could be. But again, things were not what
they might seem. Sri Ramakrishna’s purpose, as always, was
to instruct. “My mind always runs to the Infinite,” he ex-
plained. “Since I want to talk with you all, in order to keep
the mind on this plane [of everyday consciousness] I taste
a little from this bowl, a little from that bowl, sampling
different dishes by putting a bit on my tongue.” And Hari
saw him actually eat very little of that big meal.

His six years at Dakshineswar had convinced Hari that
Sri Ramakrishna was a divine incarnation. Hence, when the
Master fell sick, he could not believe that disease had really
overcome him—the whole thing was a play of the Lord.

One day, toward the end of his life, when Sri Rama-
krishna was lying in bed at Cossipur, suffering from cancer
of the throat, Hari approached and asked: “Sir, how are
you?”

The Master replied: “Oh, I am in great pain. I cannot
eat anything, and there is an unbearable burning in my
throat.”

But Hari was not fooled. He saw that the Master was
still confirming him in his devotion. For Hari knew that
the Upanishads declare that the play of the Atman is all
“as if”’—not actuality. The Atman never experiences any ill-
ness or suffering. A man of realization is exactly the same.
And Hari’s master was such a man.

The more Sri Ramakrishna complained, the clearer it
was to Hari that his teacher was testing him. Finally, Hari
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could control himself no longer and burst out: “Sir, what-
ever you may say, I see you as an infinite ocean of bliss.”

At this, Sri Ramakrishna said to himself with a smile:
“This rascal has found me out!”

So when the Master left the world, Hari had gained all
he needed from his guru—instructions and experiences of
the highest kind, leaving no possibility of doubt about their
reality.
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