














































































40 On Self-effort 

simply because you go to another place. You must become 
quiet within, you must rise above circumstances. If you 
are a slave to circumstances, wherever you may go they will 
follow you. But if you can rise above them they won't be 
able to create any more trouble. 

131. I am very happy to learn that you are now feeling 
more peaceful. I wrote to you as I did so that you would be 
compelled to think for yourself. Unless one thinks for one­
self, nothing makes a deep impression on the mind. It is 
good that my plan has succeeded; you had to reason out 
before you could understand the meaning of my letter. I 
could have written more simply, but I deliberately tried to 
make you more independent. That has been achieved. In 
future you will first try to solve any question by yourself 
before you refer it to me. 

132. Worship of the Divine Mother will bring nothing but 
good. When she installs herself in our hearts we become free 
from all troubles. It is very difficult to achieve anything by 
one's personal efforts alone. But how will her grace come 
if you don't offer your heart and mind to her?" Once you 
have realized her, the world and worldly objects cannot harm 
you. Then even in the world you will see nothing but her 
presence. You will clearly perceive, "Thou art action, Thou 
art righteousness, Thou art also unrighteousness." You will 
realize perfectly that she is everything, that nothing exists 
but she. All troubles will disappear. 

Always pray to the Mother and remember her in the 
midst of all your activities and daily duties. Practice with 
diligence. Later you will find that everything has become 
very easy. Whether your health is good or bad, never cease 
remembering her. You should say, "Let the body suffer the 
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body's ailments, but you, 0 my mind, remain in the bliss of 
the Divine." Only by practicing these things will one get 
results. 

STRENGTH 

133. Don't consider yourself weak. You may be weak, but 
the One you have taken refuge in is all-powerful. Therefore, 
deem yourself strong in His strength. When the conviction 
dawns on a person that God is the only refuge, he feels a rush 
of supreme strength in his heart. 

134. Don't yield to despair. Instead, try to cultivate the at­
titude: "I am repeating the name of the Lord; why should I 
be afraid? Through his grace all difficulties will vanish." 
Clap your hands and say, "Glory to the Divine Mother!" and 
engage yourself in thinking of her. Thus will you become 
strong. If you lie down, the tendency will be to continue 
lying down. But if by sheer will power you jump out of bed, 
you won't want to stay in bed any more .... One should have 
great enthusiasm. The Master didn't like a faint-hearted 
spirit. He encouraged the attitude of going out to storm a 
citadel, as it were. Swami Vivekananda therefore has freely 
preached, "Arise, awake, and stop not till the goal is 
reached!" 

135. Why did you write the way you did? Why should 
you consider yourself so worthless? You have so much devo­
tion in your heart; you are fortunate, and far superior to 
many. One should not think so disparagingly of oneself! 
Know that you have the Lord's protection and consider him 
as your very own-thus you will make progress. The Mas-
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ter used to say that if one thinks of oneself as good-for­
nothing, good-for-nothing one becomes. Swami Vivekananda 
would speak in the same vein and forbid one to think lowly of 
oneself. The Master taught us to think that we belonged to 
him. Try intensely to offer your body and mind to the Lord, 
and you will find that great results will follow. 

136. Why are you fearful? "I eat, drink, and make merry; 
for the Mother has taken all my responsibilities on herself." 

"Without God's will not even a leaf falls from a tree"­
this is very true. We may or may not understand these reali­
zations of the saints, but that will not alter the facts. 

137. Our Master could not bear the word sin. He told peo­
ple not to consider themselves sinners, and taught them to 
think, "I am taking the name of God, why should I worry? 
Of whom shall a child of the Mother of the Universe be 
afraid?" 

You have made a very important point: "If She wishes, 
in an instant She can dissolve everything and create anew." 
She not only can, She has done it and is doing it .... This is 
not the fancy of a madman; this is the truth. There is no 
"what" or "why" with Her. She is beyond all "whys." She, 
the Wish-fulfilling Tree of the devotees, is our past, present, 
and future. Why should we accept anything but Herself as 
our future? 

"I am the Self within the heart of every being. I am the 
beginning, the middle, and the end of all." These words of 
the Lord in the Gita are our support, shelter, and only hope. 
So why should we not say: "Thou art all good, 0 Lord. Every 
moment we find proof of it. Give us joy, give us sorrow­
whatever you please. But Thou art all good. Whatever Thou 
mayest do, Thou wilt not forsake us-that we know. Come, 
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Lord, come, reveal Thyself within our hearts; and surely all 
will be well." 

138. "Uncle Moon is everyone's uncle," as the saying goes. 
Is there any doubt of this? Why should you consider your­
self weak? You are a child of the Divine Mother, and as such 
have inherited infinite power. "Of whom will he be afraid 
who has as his mother the Divine Mother of the Uni­
verse?" How can a child of the Divine Mother lack strength? 
Through her grace, infinite power is at your call. The Master 
used to say, "She is no stepmother; she is the real mother." 
"The Divine Mother is everywhere. Gaya, Banaras, and the 
Ganges lie at her feet." "Thou art the Divine Power-infinite 
in strength. Thou art the First Cause, and Thou representest 
cosmic delusion. All are deluded by Thee, and only when it 
pleases Thee one becomes free." 

You are the Mother's son. You have infinite power. 
With her grace, nothing is impossible for you. It won't take 
any time for your ego-sense to vanish. If she pleases, she 
can give you divine realization in an instant-and she will 
give it. 

139. I am happy and sad on reading your letter. Happy, 
because I find you have so much dispassion for worldly pleas­
ures and are so earnest in fulfilling your duties. Sad, because 
I find you are so depressed and in despair for no valid rea­
son. Conceit is not desirable, but neither is it good always to 
be saying, "My life is a failure; nothing has been achieved," 
and so on. The Master disapproved of egotism, but neither 
could he bear self-pity and self-abasement. He would advise 
us to assert our relationship with God, to call up courage by 
repeating, "I am his child; what can happen to me? Through 
the Lord's grace I shall easily get my liberation." We find 
the same idea expressed in the songs of Ramprasad, as for in-
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stance in this one: "Whom shall he fear who has the Divine 
Power as his Mother?" 

Ramprasad would not even hesitate to quarrel with the 
Divine Mother. In songs like "I shall no longer call Her 
Mother," he behaves like a petulant child. Our Master also 
emphasized this idea. Therefore you should give up your at­
titude of dejection. You are not insignificant! Although you 
are engaged in so many activities, you make time for spirit­
ual pursuits, devoting all your leisure hours to that purpose. 
You need not distinguish between noon and evening. All time 
belongs to the Lord, all of life is his. Besides, one should 
have the fai_th that if one prays to him wholeheartedly, even 
for a moment, one's life will be pure and blessed and all one's 
imperfections will disappear. 

It is very true that one can't enter the realm of spiritual 
life if one hasn't developed devotion to God and to the guru. 
But whether we believe it or not, God dwells in our hearts. 
If you don't find him in your heart, you won't find him any­
where. God is also the guru. "My teacher is the Teacher of 
the universe; my master is the Master of the universe," says 
the scripture. If this weren't true, what would be the use of 
God or teacher? The Divine Teacher is always in one's heart. 
If he were not, how could we live? Whose grace is it that 
keeps us alive? He befriends one and all. He who seeks him 
can see him. 

A domestic cat becomes a powerful wildcat when it goes 
into the forest. These eyes, hands, and skin become trans­
formed when one realizes Him. There is no need to acquire 
more learning. Words are important only because He is the 
origin, middle, and end of all words. They have value be­
cause they try to express Him. "All saints speak the same 
truth just as all jackals cry in the same way," the Master used 
to say. 
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"Those who have conquered attachment, know God, and 
always remember him, will have their imperfections washed 
away through meditation; and they will not be born again." 

We are under the protection of His feet. Whom shall we 
worship but Him? He is "the breath of our breath, the eye 
of our eyes." We may or may not know it, but there is not 
the least doubt that He is our all-in-all. Therefore my prayer 
is that we may dedicate mind and heart completely to Him 
and abide in Him. May we see Him everywhere and in every­
thing! 

PATIENCE AND PERSEVERANCE 

140. There will always be happiness and misery. Have you 
ever seen anyone completely free from them? It can't be. The 
world is full of conflict. One escapes conflict only by wor­
shiping the Supreme Self. This doesn't mean that one won't 
have to face pleasure and pain, but through the Lord's grace 
one won't be upset by them. Therefore the Lord said in the 
Gita, "Bear them." Observe, he didn't say that pleasure and 
pain won't exist. On the contrary, he said that they are bound 
to appear when the senses come into contact with sense ob­
jects. But these dualities of life aren't everlasting. They 
come and they go. Therefore bear them. If there had been 
any method to cope with happiness and misery other than to 
accept them, the Lord would surely have taught it to his very 
dear disciple and devotee, Arjuna. 

Sri Ramakrishna also said, "Bear, bear, and bear"-as 
if he were pleading that there was no other way. Again he 
said, "He who endures, lives. He who doesn't endure is de­
stroyed." Therefore we must endure. 

Troubles and difficulties will certainly come, but what 
good will it do to grieve over them? If one can bear them, 
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one will be freed from misery. The great saint Tulsidas said, 
"Every embodied being has to suffer. But a wise man ac­
cepts suffering in his mature wisdom, whereas the foolish 
man groans and weeps over it." That is to say, all, without 
any distinction between the wise and the ignorant, have to 
suffer because they are embodied beings. The only difference 
is that the wise man faces his problems calmly because he 
knows that they are inevitable, whereas the ignorant man 
makes himself miserable by constantly complaining and 
weeping. 

Always remember the words of the Master, "Let the 
body endure its ailments, but you, 0 my mind, engage your­
self in the thought of God and thus enjoy bliss." This atti­
tude will save you from being overwhelmed by suffering. 

141. Some difficulties pertain to every place, thing, or per­
son. The Gita says, "Every undertaking is involved in imper­
fections just as fire is involved in smoke." Therefore the 
Lord says, "Don't give up the duties to which you are born, 
although you may be performing them imperfectly." He also 
says, "Remember Me always with a steady mind." Then 
only will all troubles end. 

The state of continual God-consciousness has to be ac­
quired through constant practice. Patanjali says, "One be­
comes established in God-consciousness when practice has 
been cultivated for a long time, uninterruptedly, with faith 
and devotion." Success doesn't come immediately. Stead. 
fastness in practice is the secret. One should try to keep one's 
mind in God. When this practice becomes second nature, one 
is freed from all troubles. Then one sees the presence of the 
Lord within and without, and consequently is unmoved by 
changing circumstances. It is not that di££iculties won't arise. 
They will; but, like passing shadows, they won't harm you. 
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142. You are doing well. Continue this way. "If no one 
else goes with you, never mind, go alone!" Remember this 
saying of Swami Vivekananda's. To whom els(! should you 
look for help? The Master used to say, "I am, and the Moth­
er is. That is all." Whom else should you want? The most 
important thing is perseverance. If you persevere, slowly op­
portunities will open up. Continue to depend only on the 
Lord; you will be surprised at the result that will follow. 

Sri Ramakrishna used to say, "If you see an artificial 
fruit, you are reminded of the real fruit." In the same way, 
if you see a photograph of the Lord, you are reminded of 
him. Considering him directly present in the photograph, 
know him to be real and serve him. He will fill you with in­
spiration. 

Just make up your mind and engage yourself in this 
work. Let others go wherever they please; you, for your part, 
remain in your place-you alone with your Lord. Flood your 
mind completely with thoughts of him. What can you gain by 
wandering about? Days are passing by, never to return. 
Don't forget your real task: Make the Lord your own! Then 
everything will follow automatically. 

Keep those ( devoted to the Master) with you who will 
come to practice spiritual disciplines. They will live on alms 
in their own way. What inconvenience can they cause you? 
It is rightly said that in the beginning of religious life one 
needs a place where one can devote oneself to spiritual exer­
cises .... It may happen that so many persons will come 
that it will be hard to accommodate them all. Every under­
taking passes through different stages. Great patience is 
needed. If one perseveres, then, after a while, everything be­
comes favorable. One can't accomplish anything without 
patience. Impatience is the only reason for failure. With pa­
tience, success is bound to come. 
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I am not sure whether I shall go there now. but that 
doe"n·t mean that I have no sympathy. I haYe the greate,t 
s, mpathy. \Vithout the least allxiet)'- be up and doillg in 
your spiritual practices. If anvthin!,! is said lo vou, just lis­
ten: but don ·1 deviate in the sli;rhtcst from your chosen path. 
You will succeed, I am confidellt of it. Glory to the Lord! 
Gird your loins and plullge into the task. 

143. \Vhy do you think so much abol!t results? Go on work­
illg. Even a man in the world pavs the person who has clone 
some work for him. ls it possible tlwt the Lord won't give 
anything? Do your dutie,;. \\ hat gootl ,1i!l il do always to 
complaill that ··llothing has been ;.1chie,·ed'" or ·'no result is 
\'i,ihle:· \Vil! that benefit you in any ,my'? 011 the other 
hand. if you continue to perform yuur mJik in silence, the re­
;.ult is sure to come. Ramprasad ha,- sung: 

Do vour work with the ,tcadfa,tness 
Of ~ hereditarv farnwr. 
Do vour work ·,rith the utmost devotion: 
Thc;1 you will reap a 2olclen harwst. • 

\\"hat more need I Sa)·'? One should know how lo ,mil 
patiently. Does a :-eed hear fruit a,- soon a~ it has been sown? 
llaH' patie11ce: protect the seed~,rntering the ground. weed­
ing out intruding planb. guardinf.: a;rninst bird~ and insects. 
keeping off cattle hy raising a fence. So much has to be done 
hefore one can expect to have any !1an·est; 

144. I am very glad to see yot;r enthusiasm and earnestness. 
Thi~ i~ very laudable. Thus one pro2resses in spiritual life. 
On the other hand. discouragement and cle,-pair make one 
more and more cleprt'ssed. If one takrs refuge in the Lord. 
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one has no cause for worry or fear-for the Lord will help, 
and draw one to himself more and more. 

There are hound to be ups and downs in one's state of 
mind. At one time one finds great joy in spiritual practices; 
the mind goes spontaneously toward God. At another time 
one finds joy in nothing; the mind doesn't feel inclined to do 
spiritual practices, and the heart is overcast with great gloom. 
He who in either condition perseveres in his religious dis­
ciplines will gradually transcend these states and experience 
one continuous current of joy. Then his mind will go spon­
taneously toward God, and he will be undisturbed by the fluc­
tuations of his mental condition. Such a person never neg­
lects his worship, and he finds great bliss within his heart. 

HUMILITY 

145. If conceit is to increase, it increases even without any 
reason. Don't you find that even a person who has nothing 
to he proud of doesn't hesitate to he proud? 

146. Let me quote a line from Longfellow: "Trust no Fu­
ture, howe'er pleasant!" If you want happiness in life, al­
ways keep this invaluable advice in mind. You are still 
young, and you will have to learn many things through ex­
perience. Never consider that you know enough and have 
nothing to learn from those who are your well-wishers, and 
who disinterestedly think about your good. 

UNSELFISHNESS 

147. Expand yourself! Don't confine your interest to a sin­
gle human being. Don't think only of your own welfare. 
There has been enough of that. Now think of the good of 
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others-that will bring better results. Can anyone manufac­
ture an ideal character for himself? Character builds up un­
consciously; the Divine Mother builds it up. 

148. Only through love and genuine sympathy can a per­
son's character be reformed. You may be certain that schol­
arship and cleverness don't help much in this respect. If you 
really feel for others, and if your life is pure, unsullied, and 
selfless, the Divine Mother ,vill perform miracles throuo-h 
you. Otherwise, however sage and high-sounding your words 
may be, they won't have the slightest effect. 

149. "For the liberation of oneself and for the welfare of 
humanity"-let this message of Swami Vivekananda's be 
fruitful. I am so glad to know that you are now very happy, 
and firm in determination. This is what is needed. To dedi­
cate one's life to some noble ideal-what could be better than 
this? "When death is certain, sacrifice yourself to some good 
cause"-should this precept merel be read? Shouldn't it be 
practiced? If you, who know so much, don't practice th.is 
teaching, all your book learning w-ill be useless. Don't allow 
weakness to come near you. 

150. What is the matter with you? Why are you weeping 
so much? What has happened? Why do you want to sleep 
so much? The scriptures say, "Who sleeps in happiness? 
He who has attained the superconscious state." "Real repose 
is in the experience of samadhi." How can you rest if you 
think so much in terms of "me" and "mine"? Let the mind 
run as it will. Eventually it will get tired, and then rest. 

It is best to pay no heed to the vagaries of the mind. How 
do you know whether you are unworthy? Why should you be 
so busy about yourself? There are many people here who are 
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spiritually very thirsty. If you agree to come, I will make ar­
rangements. What silly nonsense this is, thinking only of 
yourself! It is no joke. There are many things to be ac­
complished in this country. When a man doesn't keep him­
self busy, all his thoughts concentrate on himself and all his 
brooding doesn't help him in the least. How long will you 
go on worrying about yourself? Enough of that! Now think 
a little about others. 

151. ... One can't kill one's egotism by merely sitting idle. 
The road to self-effacement is only through work. ... If you 
want to refine sugar, you have to remove a large quantity of 
scum. If you want to purify the mind, you have to get rid of 
the craving for the fruits of action. This is not achieved by 
drawing in one's hands and feet like a tortoise. "I won't work 
because work may cause pride"--such an attitude results 
from sheer selfishness. The mind is steeped in inertia. It 
should he made active through work. Then gradually one 
grows in spirituality, and one's egoism is driven out. 

He who has no sense of ego is not the doer, though he 
may he engaged in work. He who harbors a feeling of pride 
will he very proud even when he is idle. And he who is hum­
ble and serene doesn't feel that he is doing anything, though 
he does many things. 

SELF-SURRENDER 

152. Self-surrender is the practice of feeling happy in the 
thought that wherever God places you, under whatever cir­
cumstances, it is for your good; it means merging one's will 
in the will of God, and remaining unmoved by good or evil, 
gain or loss. What else can self-surrender he? Real resigna­
tion comes only when one attains liberation. Real resigna-
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tion to God means, in fact, liberation. ntil then one should 
follow the "yoga of continual practice." 

153. Only the Lord knows what his will is. His will is be­
yond the reach of the human intellect. But what we under­
stand from the scriptures and the great saints is this: The 
Lord is all good. He brings out the good even in what seems 
terrible and incongruous to us. If one has firm faith in this 
idea, one will have peace· otherwise one will e::qierience great 
unhappiness and inevitable suffering. "He who knows Me 
as the end of all sacrificial offerings and spiritual practices, 
as the Lord of the Universe and the Friend of all beings-he 
attains peace." [Gita] 

154. God is el\.'tremely compassionate. If we take a single 
step toward him, he comes a hundred steps, a thousand steps, 
toward us. This is really true. But we should try to el\.--peri­
ence it; it can't be conveyed in words. If a person can say 
with all his heart, mind and soul, with all the earnestness of 
his being, "Lord, I take refuge in Thee; there is no one else 
to help me," the Lord will surely accept him. One should say, 
one should realize: 

Thou art my Mother and Father; 
Friend and Companion art Thou; 
Thou art my wealth and treasure; 
Thou art my all-in-all, 0 Lord. 

Can the Lord help accepting a person who prays like this? 
But who prays this way, and who thinks this way? That is the 
question. It was for this reason that Sri Chaitanya said: 

So vast is Thy mercy, 0 Lord! 
How huge, then, is my wTetchedness 
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Who fi11d, in this empty life and heart, 
No devotion to Thy Name! 

53 

155. I quite understand that you feel sad and unhappy be­
cause you can't fully practice the teaching: "Seek the su­
preme goal by cutting through the tough root of worldliness 
with the sword of discrimination." We learn from the songs 
of great souls like Ramprasad and Kamalakanta that in past 
ages many devotees felt like this. But it is also true that 
they said repeatedly, "Wherever the Divine Mother keeps 
you, it is for your good." 

The Master used to sing: 

In whatever state Thou keepest me, 
0 Mother, it is for my own good, 
Provided I do not forget Thee. 
It makes no difference to me 
Whether ashes are my only clothes 
Or whether I am rolling in wealth; 
Whether I'm living under a tree 
Or sitting on a royal throne. 

And he would say: "The cat keeps her kitten sometimes in 
dirt and ashes, sometimes on soft cushions, but the kitten 
always mews for its mother." Further he would say, "The 
mother cat knows what is best for the kitten." 

Whatever God does is for our good. A true devotee 
doesn't ask anything for himself. He doesn't pray for any 
kind of spiritual realization. On the contrary, he prays only 
for the privilege of serving the Lord. You know this very 
well. 

156. Where the Lord will lead me, he only knows. Wher-
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ever he may lead me, may I always have devotion to his 
blessed feet-that is my earnest prayer. Whatever the Lord 
wills, happens; and it is for our good. There is not the slight­
est doubt about it. But the difficulty is that we have no pa­
tience and we don't want to understand. Indeed, there is no 
better way to peace, if we will only believe it! Whatever the 
Lord does is truly for our good-without this conviction one 
can have no peace. Happiness, unhappiness, disease, and be­
reavement-these things are inevitable as long as one lives 
in the body. But it isn't desirable to feel that what gives one 
happiness is good and what gives one pain is bad. This is 
great selfishness. May the Lord keep us undisturbed under 
all conditions-in happiness and misery, in disease and 
death! May we have right understanding in any situation! 
That is my sincere prayer .... 

What kind of a monk are you? Why do you worry about 
your body? It is the nature of the body to grow, decline, and, 
one day, to fall away. But in this body there dwells One who 
neither grows old nor decays; you should concentrate your 
mind on Him. 

You have dedicated yourself to the Lord; therefore all 
responsibility is now his. He will get everything done 
through you. Make yourself an instrument in his hand; 
follow his lead-you will be saved from all worries and anx­
ieties. He who has taken refuge in the Lord is free from all 
fear. 
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ON THE VALUE 

OF PILGRIMAGES 

BRAHMACHARI PR EMA CHAITANYA 

IN AUGUST, 1961, a new hook was published entitled A 
Yankee and the Swamis. I am its author. Finally holding the 
neatly printed volume in my hand, leafing through its pages 
and seeing in black type the familiar sentences, I have much 
to think about. I am encouraged to reflect upon all the work 
that went into the hook and upon the religious journey which 
inspired it. I am motivated, too, to dwell upon the value of 
pilgrimages to spiritual aspirants. 

A Yankee and the Swamis grew out of a trip I made in 
1952-53 to India. Several years earlier I had left the "world" 
to come to the Hollywood branch of the Ramakrishna Order 
as a monastic probationer. Now I felt I should see the coun­
try of Vedanta's origin. Since life in the Hollywood ashrama 
was an extension of the practices of the Ramakrishna Order 
of India, I reasoned that it should he useful to go to India 
and see the organization on its home grounds. Before adjust­
ing my life forever to a strange new career, it might he wise 
to see fully what I was getting into. I hoped also, through 
visiting places associated with the life of Sri Ramakrishna, to 
draw near the Order's nineteenth-century founder. 

Traveling five thousand miles in India, I stopped at 
thirty-eight of the Order's centers. I went to places associated 
with the life of Sri Ramakrishna and the first apostles of the 
Ramakrishna movement. I sought out the major holy places 
of the country, entering the most famous and most closely 
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guarded shrines of Hinduism as a worshiper. I attempted to 
live as an Indian monastic. 

An idea of where I went can be gained from the map on 
the next pages. I visited most of the places whose names ap­
pear on it. I passed considerable time in West Bengal. The 
Order's headquarters are near Calcutta, and Ramakrishna's 
life was spent in this area and at his homestead in the coun­
try some seventy miles to the northwest. I also went to the 
south-to the Madras area-and across to the Arabian Sea; 
thence to the north, through Benares, Brindaban, Delhi, and 
into the Himalayas. 

Upon my return to California I began to set down im­
pressions of the journey for publication in the Hollywood 
center's magazine Vedanta and the West. Altogether, per­
haps two-thirds of the material comprising A Yankee and the 
Swamis was published originally therein in serialized form. 
These articles contained some imperfections in fact and em­
phasis. Readers of Vedanta and the West proved to be gen­
erous with their criticisms, so that it was possible to make 
corrections when refashioning the material into the book. 
Also for the book an entire new chapter, some sections of 
other chapters, and many illustrations were added. 

There are numerous "l's" in the articles, which remain 
in A Yankee and the Swamis. I have always felt, and feel, 
uneasy about this. But I do not know how this usao-e could 
have been avoided. I could think of no other way to tell 
what I had to say except in terms of personal experiences. My 
purpose was to describe candidly to the alert Westerner the 
things he would like to know about the home base of an im­
portant and growing new religious movement. He would 
want to see it inside and out-its heroes, its present person­
alities, its problems and hopes and accomplishments. It 
seemed that this could be done best by placing before the 
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reader an informant with whom he could identify, through 
whose eyes he could see and through whose emotional system 
he could feel. 

As I HAVE SAID, my particular journey and the publication 
now of A Yankee and the Swamis motivate me to reflect upon 
the religious pilgrimage and its value. My questions about 
the Order and my possible future in it were answered to my 
satisfaction. But what did this experience do for me as an 
aspirant; and how can this kind of effort help other devotees 
who might attempt it? 

There is, of course, nothing peculiar to Vedanta in going 
on pilgrimages. People of all faiths find such journeys help­
ful and always have. Chaucer's fourteenth-century Canter­
bury Tales concern themselves with a group of English pil­
grims on their way to a shrine. Touring the Holy Land, still 
popular, at various times during the past thousand years has 
gained the attention almost of a craze. Streams of pilgrims 
in Mexico daily make their way to Our Lady's church at 
Guadalupe. In Italy thousands go every year to St. Francis' 
Assisi. To the Muslim it is highly satisfying to make his way 
across Arabia, to stand before the black stone of Kaaba in 
the great mosque at Mecca. Devotees from all the lands and 
islands of the Far East aspire to reach the shrines of Bud­
dhism's founder at Budh-Gaya and Sarnath in central India 
and at Kandy in Ceylon. 

The first value of the religious pilgrimage is that it as­
sists one in helping to establish a living relationship with 
God. What is the religious aspirant doing-what is the pur­
pose of contemplation-but this: to get to know, to become 
intimately acquainted with, the Divine in one of his mani­
festations? The main technique of meditation consists in 
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60 On the Value of Pilgrimages 

learning to visualize him vividly and steadily. The pilgrim­
age, through supplying mental pictures, helps with this. Sup­
pose I worship Buddha. I go to Budh-Gaya. As I stand be­
neath the Bodhi Tree I know I am where he once was. Look­
ing at the scene with my own eyes, I can then fit Buddha into 
it. Forever afterwards I can easily bring the place and per­
son back to my mind. I go to Dakshineswar, to Rama­
krishna's room. The couch on which Ramakrishna sat when 
speaking forth his revelation is still there. Whenever in the 
future I read Ramakrishna's Gospel or try to pray to Rama­
krishna, I can recall that room easily and see Ramakrishna 
occupying that couch. As a result of the religious pilgrimage 
thought and memory, usually so distracting, usually so lim­
iting, can be modified to serve a spiritual purpose. 

This occurs at the mental, rational level. In addition, 
something deeper transpires. The Indian word is darshan­
getting good vibrations by being in the presence of good vi­
brations provided by a holy personality. What happens can 
perhaps be compared to becoming magnetized. A holy place 
is like a powerful magnetic field; an aspirant is like suscepti­
ble material. As he enters the field he becomes magnetized. 
The disposition of his molecules shifts. The composition of 
that bundle of habits known as character is modified. There 
is a chemical alteration in the personality. A recipient of 
darshan can never thereafter be quite the same. 

THESE are hvo values of the religious pilgrimage. At least, 
such are hvo effects mine had on me. I believe most pilgrims 
would testify to something similar. 

But there was another outcome, of a less personal nature. 
I dare hope in the book which resulted from my Indian pil­
grimage to have made a souvenir which will add something 
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to the contemporary knowledge of an important work and 
trend. Suppose someone present in the area of the Mediter­
ranean in A.D. 100 had noted down impressions concerning 
the disciples of the disciples of Christ-what they were like, 
their memories of the old times, the concerns that moved 
them. Such information would now be invaluable. My posi­
tion is that these are comparable times and that I have met 
and written in A Yankee and the Swamis of equally signifi­
cant men. Do I grant them too much, and in doing so, do I 
aim too high? In all realism, I think not. Anything we may 
know about these early days of the Ramakrishna Order and 
movement is presently of interest and potentially of extreme 
importance. 
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be; and, second, that the only workable way to make other 
people "do better" is to regard them as the good people 
they too are aspiring to become. 

The principal characteristic of an ignorant man is that 
he does not know he is ignorant. He thinks he is wise. This 
is why ignorance can be so dangerous. It is his false assur­
ance that gives him power to act. Action-even good action 
-stems from blindness and lack. So we may be sure that 
the world's great doers are also the world's great fools. The 
doings of "men of action" are what make the world go on, 
remaining the messy affair it is and always has been. 

But once you become an aspirant you grow provisional. 
Aware of your own struggles to meet the standard of excel­
lence you would attain, you in turn become slow to condemn 
others, and certainly to manipulate people and events. "Who 
am I to criticize or reform anybody?" becomes your attitude. 

And this provisional viewpoint applies to others, in an 
opposite way. One is less quick to evaluate them negatively. 
"In the eye of the lover there is no ugliness." You forbear; 
you withhold judgment; you try to understand and indeed 
admire. This is a kind of love, and it is amazing how prac­
ticing it toward other people helps them to become what you 
would have them be. They start to grow "beautiful" just 
for you. 

As you follow these two attitudes-humility toward 
yourself and positive acceptance of others-a double result 
occurs: you become better than you think you are; and you 
make others better, too. You rise by evaluating yourself too 
modestly, and others are lifted up by being evaluated perhaps 
too highly. 

"If love is right, everything is right." And that right 
love is to love myself a good deal less and my neighbor a 
good deal more. 
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Vedanta teaches that man's reai nature is dii:ine: that it 
is the aim oj man's iije to unjold and mani.iest this dii-in­
ity; and that truth is universal. Vedanta accepts all the 
religions oj the world and rei:eres the great prophets, 
teachers, and sons o.i God, because it recogni=es the same 

divine inspiration in all. 

STUDENT'S 
NOTEBOOK No.18 

At one stage of my life I was a business execu­
tive. On the anniversary of his hiring, I used to 
give a yearly "personnel evaluation interview" to 
each employee. Throughout the previous twelve 
months I had accumulated impressions concern­
ing the worker's strong and weak points. Or; the 
occasion of the annual conference I would inform 
him of these judgments, listing his weaknesses in 
specific detail and urging him to correct them 
during the coming period. 

Now, having been a spiritual aspirant for some 
time, I look back on these activities of mine in 
disbelief. How could I have been so sure? What 
enormous insolence! I feel now as though I would 
be hesitant about even trying to manage a dog or 
cat. And does point,i.ng out another's faults ever 
result in his correcting them? 

For my years of discipline have taught me, 
first, that I am less perfect than I should like to 

Concluded on page 64 




