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Religious nationalism and beyond

Sri Aurobindo’s political writings have attracted admirers as well as critics.
Many seem to be more interested in the use they can put his writings to,
than in understanding what he really meant.

t the beginning of February
A]QIO, Sri Aurobindo was the

only important leader of the
“Extremist” or Nationalist party still
active after years of government
repression. British officials called him
“the most dangerous man in India”,
and were trying to get rid of him by
appealing his acquittal in a capital
case, or by prosecuting him for sedi-
tion or, if all else failed, by deporting
him without trial. Thousands of young
men looked to him for direction and
inspiration. His articles were read by
people in all parts of the country, and
commented on abroad. Two weeks
later, he left Calcutta and in April
sailed secretly to Pondicherry. Cutting
off all connections with his party and
his newspaper, he devoted himself to
yogic sadhana. Aurobindo Ghose the
firebrand prophet of freedom was soon
forgotten, replaced in public percep-
tion by Sri Aurobindo, the prophet of
divine life.
just four years, from February 1906 to
February 1910. During this period he
changed the course of Indian politics.
Before he began to publish his views,
the Indian National Congress was an
annual debating society, controlled by
men who believed that a few tepid res-
olutions were going to sway imperial
statesmen in London and Calcutta. By
the time he left the field, the ideal of
political independence had been ham-
mered into the mind of a generation.
Nineteen years later it became the offi-
cial creed of the Congress. Aurobindo
was not alone in bringing about this
change. Lokmanya Tilak declared that
swarqj was his birthright; Bipin
Chandra Pal demanded “complete
autonomy” from Britain. But no one
went as far as Aurobindo in enunciat-
ing the legitimacy and necessity of
political independence:

Traditionally, the August
issue of Auroville Today
has one or more topics
specifically dedicated to
Sri  Aurobindo, whose
birthday on August 15th
coincided with India’'s
Independence Day. In this
issue, we publish articles
of contemporary interest
in the light of Sri
Aurobindo and Mother's
vision and thought. These
are on the topics of nation-
alism, religions and
democracy.

“Political freedom is the life-
breath of a nation; to attempt social
reform, educational reform, industrial
expansion, the moral improvement of
the race without aiming first and fore-
most at political freedom, is the very
height of ignorance and futility. . . The
primary requisite for national progress,
national reform, is the free habit of free
and healthy national thought and
action which is impossible in a state of
servitude.”

Aurobindo became convinced that
India had to be free while still a student
in England. A decade of observing
British politics at close range con-
vinced him that his country had little to
hope from Parliament. His models of

political transformation were the

French and American revolutions and
the Italian Risorgimento. The language
of his political writings echoes
Jefferson’s and Rousseau’s: India
based its claim to freedom on “the
inalienable right of the nation to inde-
pendence”. His study of classical and
European history had shown him that
colonial rulers do not surrender their
possessions on request. They had to be
shown the door. Passive resistance —
boycott of the rulers’ schools, busi-
nesses and courts — was an important
instrument in the revolutionary’s
toolkit; but active resistance, including
armed revolt, was usually needed as
well. With this in mind he spent four
years setting up proto-revolutionary
groups before he entered politics. The
idea was for them to become a disci-
plined armed force that eventually
would engage in guerrilla warfare.
Aurobindo entered the public
political field when he saw that the agi-
tation against the partition of Bengal
had gathered enough force to propel
Extremist politicians like Tilak and Pal
into the leadership of the Congress,
transforming that do-nothing body into
a cenfre of anti-British activism.
Keeping himself in the background, he

" wrote articles for Bande Mataram, a

newspaper of Calcutta that set a new
standard for English-language journal-
ism in India. Most of his pieces high-

light the failure of the “mendicant™

programme of the then-dominant
Moderate party. He also criticised the
British government and its leaders, but
avoided the stridently xenophobic lan-
guage of the popular Bengali press. He
“based his claim for freedom for India
on the inherent right to freedom, not on
any charge of misgovernment or
oppression”, he later wrote. “If he
attacked persons even violently, it was
for their views or political action, not
from any other motive.”

Aurobindo believed that India had
to be free because Britain was sucking
out its life, just as Rome had done to its
imperial possessions two thousand
years earlier. He was well acquainted

with European culture and found lit-
tle in it to be emulated. A decade
before the outbreak of World War I,
he prophesised that Europe’s greed
and competition were pushing it
towards destruction. India, on the
other hand, though fallen into weak-
ness, possessed things that had to be
preserved: arts, languages, litera-
tures, philosophies, religions and,
mostimportant, a system of spiritual
discipline that allowed men and

-women to realise the truths behind

the philosophies and religions.
Aurobindo began the practice of
yoga in 1905, not as a means of
escaping from life and action, but as
a way of getting the strength he
needed to succeed in his political
mission. In 1908, a temporary guru
gave him an opening into the experi-
ence of the inner Self. This marked a
major turning point in his life. From
this point on his outlook was funda-
mentally spiritual even when he was
engaged in political work. He begar
to regard himself as an instrument in
the hands of the Divine and encour-
aged others to do the same: “Have
you got a real faith?” he asked at a
political rally in 1908. “Or is it mere-
ly a political aspiration? Is it merely
a larger kind of selfishness?” The
only “political creed” that could lib-
erate India was dne that came from a
“higher source”. Those who lived
this creed felt that they were “instru-
ments of God to save the light, to
save the spirit of India from lasting
obscuration and abasement”.
Aurobindo called this creed the
“religion of nationalism”. This is the
most misunderstood term in his polit-
ical vocabulary. The passage in
which he introduced this idea has been
quoted again and again, by his admir-
ers as well as his detractors:
“Nationalism is not a mere political
programme; Nationalism is a religion
that has come from God.” This, say
his admirers, shows that Aurobindo
sought his inspiration in India’s
ancient religious tradition, sanatana
dharma. The same passage, say his
critics, shows that he was trying to turn
the national movement into a move-
ment of Hindu revival, with the
inevitable consequence that India’s
Muslims became antagonised and par-
tition became inevitable. As a historian
1 feel obliged to show the falsity of
both these readings. To begin with,
Aurobindo did not connect his “reli-
gion of nationalism” with Hinduism.
Rather it was a movement in which
“the name of the motherland was
invested with divine sacredness and
her service espoused with religious
fervour and enthusiasm”. It was the
British who “menaced the insurgent
religion of patriotism” by raising
Muslim prejudices against what they
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Frontpage of the magazine Bande Mataram, carrying a picture of

Sri Aurobindo made in September 1907, just after his acquittal In the
Bande Mataram Sedition Case.

“declared to be an essentially Hindu
movement”. In a speech of 1909,
delivered at the invitation of a Hindu
group in Uttarpara, he did connect his
religion of nationalism with the
sanatana dharma; but he made it clear
that he did not mean by this any sectar-
ian religion, but the “eternal religion”
that underlay all limited systems of
belief. “A narrow religion, a sectarian

religion, an exclusive religion can only”

live for a limited time and a limited
purpose.” The eternal religion would
live forever because it was based on
the realisation that God “is in all men
and all things”.

In contemporary India, political
parties with different programmes
claim to be inspired by Sri Aurobindo.
One of them places out-of-context
quotations from his works in its mani-
festo; another says it will put his ideals
into practice once it comes to power. A
religio-political pressure group fea-
tures him prominently on its website,
while a journalist asserts that he “was
second to none” in promoting religion-
tainted politics. None of these

exploiters or critics of his legacy show
much familiarity with his works.

The journalist for example draws
most of his quotations from edited
compilations. Mining them for texts
that seem to support his notion that
Aurobindo was responsible for the rise
of communalism, he concludes with
this anachronistic howler: “The
Maharshi [Aurobindo] has turned into
a pamphleteer of the Hindu rashtra
concept without being conscious of it.”
It certainly is regrettable that propo-
nents of a Hindu theocratic state
should appropriate Aurobindo’s works
— particularly since he explicitly stated
that he was opposed to the very idea.
“We do not understand Hindu nation-
alism as a possibility under modern
conditions”, he wrote in 1909. “Under
modern conditions India can only exist
as a whole.” It is equally regrettable
that opponents of Hindu nationalism
should combine out-of-context snip-
pets from Aurobindo’s works in a dis-
torted presentation that excludes key
portions of his thought.

i continued on page 2

e Aurore wins Ashden
Award for
sustdinable energy

page 3

e Morning work in

page 6

¢ Making roofs in

Auroville

page 7

e An aspirant

‘Compagnon du
Devoir’

page 7

e Surfers on the search
e Sporting rugby

page 8



e

INSPIRED BY SRI AUROBINDO'S VISION

Sri Aurobindo on Islam and other religions

“A great thing would be done if all these God-visions could embrace and cast themselves into each other; but intel-
lectual dogma and cult egoism stand in the way."

he Mogul empire was a great
I and magnificent construction
and an immense amount of
political genius and talent was
employed in its creation and mainte-
nance. It was as splendid, powerful
and beneficent and, it may be added,
in spite of Aurangzeb’s fanatical
zeal, infinitely more liberal and tol-
erant in religion than any mediaeval
or contemporary European kingdom
or empire and India under its rule
stood high in military and political
strength, economic opulence and the
brilliance of its art and culture.
The Renaissance in India, p.443)

The Rajputs maintained their inde-
pendence until the time of Akbar and
his successors and it was in the end
partly with the aid of Rajput princes
acting as their generals and ministers
that the Moguls completed their
sway over the east and the south.
And this was again possible because-
a fact too often forgotten — the
Mussulman domination ceased very
rapidly to be a foreign rule. The vast
mass of the Mussulmans in the coun-
try were and are Indians by race,
only a very small admixture of
Pathan, Turkish and Mogul blood
took place, and even the foreign
kings and nobles became almost
immediately wholly Indian in mind,
life and interest.

(The Renaissance in India, p.441)

[We] do not understand Hindu
nationalism as a possibility under
modern conditions. Hindu national-
ism had a meaning in the time of
Shivaji and Ramdas, when the object
of national revival was to overthrow
a Mahomedan domination which,
once tending to Indian unity and tol-
eration, had become oppressive and
disruptive. . . . But under modern
conditions India can only exist as a
whole.

(Karmayogin, 1997 edition, p.304)

...a word too may be saidabout
Indo-Muslim architecture. I am not
concerned to defend any claim for
the purely indigenous origin of its
features. It seems to me that here the
Indian mind has taken in much from
the Arab and Persian imagination
and in certain mosques and tombs I
-seem to find an impress of the robust
and bold Afghan and Moghul tem-
perament.; but it remains clear
enough that it is still on the whole a
typically Indian creation with the
peculiar Indian gift. The richness of
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Temples in Orchha, Madhya Pradesh, built during the Bundela dynasty in an attempt to create a
synthesis between Hindu and Muslim cultures.

decorative skill and imagination has
been turned to the uses of another
style, but it is the same skill which
we find in the northern Hindu tem-
ples, and in the ground we see, how-
ever toned down, something some-
times of the old epic mass and
power, but more often that lyric
grace which we see developing
before the Mahomedan advent in the
indigenous sculpture.

(The Renaissance in India, p.282)

Mahomed’s mission was necessary,
else we might have ended by think-
ing, in the exaggeration of our efforts
at self-purification, that earth was
meant only for the monk and the city
created as a vestibule for the desert.
(Essays Divine and Human, p.444)

It became . . . an established rule for
the learner to observe strict reserve
as to the inner experiences of Yoga
and for the developed Yogin as far as
possible to conceal himself. This has
not prevented treatises and manuals
from being published dealing with
the physical or with the moral and

intellectual sides of Yoga. Nor has it .

prevented great spirits who have
gained their Yoga not by the ordi-
nary careful and scientific methods
but by their own strength and the
special grace of God, from revealing

themselves and their spiritual knowl-
edge to mankind and in their intense
love for humanity imparting some-
thing of their power to the world.
Such  were Buddha, Christ,
Mahomed, Chaitanya, such have
been Ramakrishna and Vivekananda.

(Essays in Philosophy and Yoga,

p.13-14)

Each religion has helped mankind.
Paganism increased in man the light
of beauty, the largeness and height of
his life, his aim at a many-sided per-
fection; Christianity gave him some
vision of divine love and charity;
Buddhism has shown him a noble
way to be wiser, gentler, purer,
Judaism and Islam how to be reli-
giously faithful in action and zeal-
ously devoted to God; Hinduism has
opened to him the largest and pro-
foundest spiritual possibilities. A
great thing would be done if all these
God-visions could embrace and cast
themselves into each other; but intel-
lectual dogma and cult egoism stand
in the way. ' ‘
(Essays in Philosophy and Yoga,

p.211)

All fanaticism is false, because itis a
contradiction of the very nature of
God and of Truth. Truth cannot be
shut up in a single book, Bible or

Religious nationalism and beyond

continued from page 1

On his seventy-fifth birthday, Sri
Aurobindo sketched the five “world-
movements” he had hoped to see ful-
filled in his lifetime. During his
youth, they had seemed to be
“impracticable dreams”. Now they
were “on their way to achievement”.
The first of these dreams was “a rev-
olutionary movement which would
create a free and united India”. This
(he was speaking on 15 August
1947) was now a reality. But his
hopes for a more equitable interna-
tional order extended beyond the
borders of his own country. He
dreamed also of “the resurgence and
liberation of the peoples of Asia”,
and of “a world-union forming the
outer basis of a fairer, brighter and
nobler life for all mankind”. His
nationalism, even while he was
active in Indian politics, was not
coloured by that smug self-flattery
that characterises most modern

2 Auroville Today August 2004

“patriotism”. He noted as early as
1919 that Indians had to have “the
courage to defend our culture against
ignorant occidental criticism and to
maintain it against the gigantic mod-
ern pressure”, but that they also had
to have the “courage to admit not
from any European standpoint but
from our own outlook the errors of
our culture”. Pride in the accom-
plishments of one’s motherland
should not take the form of an
“unthinking cultural Chauvinism
which holds that whatever we have is
good for us because it is Indian or
even that whatever is in India is best,
because it is the creation of the
Rishis”. What India needed was not
an isolated self-glorification, but “a
unity with the rest of mankind, in
which we shall maintain our spiritual
and our outer independence”. He
stressed this point in an interview of
1915: “We Indians should begin to
think seriously what part Indian

thought, Indian intellect, Indian.
nationhood, Indian spirituality,
Indian culture have to fulfil in the
general life of humanity. That
humanity is bound to grow increas-
ingly one. We must necessarily be in
it and of it. Not a spirit of aloofness
or of jealous self-defence, but of gen-
erous emulation and brotherhood
with all men and all nations, justified
by a sense of conscious strength, a
great destiny, a large place in the
human future — this should be the
Indian spirit.”

Sri Aurobindo’s fourth and fifth
dreams stretched beyond national
and international politics into the
realms of cultural and spiritual devel-
opment. During the national move-
ment he often said that one of the
reasons India had to be free was to
enable it to transmit its literary, artis-
tic, and spiritual gifts to the rest of
the world. This, he was happy to
report in 1947, was happening more

Veda or Koran, or in a single reli-
gion. The Divine Being is eternal
and universal and infinite and can-
not be the sole property of the
Mussulmans or of the Semitic reli-
gions only, — those that happened to
be in a line from the Bible and to
have Jewish or Arabian prophets for
their  founders. Hindus and
Confucians and Taoists and all oth-
ers have as much right to enter into
relation with God and find the Truth
in their own way. All religions have
some truth in them, but none has the
whole truth; all are created in time
and finally decline and perish.
Mahomed himself never pretended
that the Koran was the last message
of God and there would be no other.
God and Truth outlast these reli-
gions and manifest themselves
anew in whatever way or form the
Divine Wisdom chooses.

(On Himself, p.483.)

. . . Nor does spirituality mean the
moulding of the whole type of the
national being to suit the limited

dogmas, forms, tenets of a particu--

lar religion, as was often enough
attempted by the old societies, an
idea which still persists in many
minds by the power of old mental
habit and association; clearly such
an attempt would be impossible,

and more. “Amid the disasters of
the time more and more eyes are
turning towards [India] with hope”,
resorting not only “to her teach-
ings,” but to her “psychic and spiri-
tual practice” as well. His final

dream was of another order: “a step -

in evolution which would raise man
to a higher and larger consciousness
and begin the solution of the prob-
lems which have perplexed and
vexed him since he first began to
think and to dream of individual
perfection and a perfect society”. It
was to help fulfil this visionary
dream that he retired from politics
in February 1910.

Peter Heels

This article first appeared, in a
slightly different jform, in Life
Positive Plus (April-June 2004).
Reproduced with the kind permission
of the editors of Life Positive Plus.

even if it were desirable, in a coun-
try full of the most diverse religious
opinions and harbouring too three
such distinct general forms as
Hinduism, Islam and Christianity,
to say nothing of the numerous spe-
cial forms to which each of these
has given birth. Spirituality is much
wider than any particular religion,
and in the larger ideas of it that are
now coming on us even the greatest
religion becomes no more than a
broad sect or branch of the one uni-
versal religion, by which we shall
understand in the future man’s
seeking for the eternal, the divine,
the greater self, the source of unity
and his attempt to arrive at some
equation, some increasing approxi-
mation of the values of human life
with the eternal and the divine val-
ues.

(The Renaissance in India, p.33.)

If we are to make our society per-
fect and the nation is to live again,
then we must revert to the earlier
and fuller truth. We must not make
life a waiting for renunciation, but
renunciation a preparation for life;
instead of running from God in the
town to God in the forest, we must
rather plunge into the mountain
solitude in our own souls for knowl-
edge & joy & spiritual energy to
sustain any part that may be given
to us by the master of the Lila. If we
get that strength, any society we
build up must be full of the instinct
of immortal life . and move
inevitably towards perfection. As to
the precise way in which society
will be reconstructed, we have
hardly yet knowledge enough to
solve the problem. We ought to
know before we act, but we are
rather eager to act violently in the
light of any dim ray of knowledge
that may surprise our unreflecting
intellects, and although God often
uses our haste for great and benefi-
cial purposes, yet that way of doing
things is not the best either for a
man or a nation. One thing seems to
me clear that the future will deny

" that principle of individual selfish-

ness and collective self-interest on
which European society has hither-
to been based and our renovated
systems will be based on the renun-
ciation of individual selfishness and
the organisation of brotherhood, —
principles common to Christianity,
Mahomedanism and Hinduism.
(Essays Divine and Human, p. 58.)
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ENVIRONMENT

Aurore takes home the prestigious
Ashden Award for sustainable energy

Aurore wins the £30,000 Ashden Award for Enterprise for its triumph in acting as a catalyst for small-
scale solar businesses across India. In the words of one of the judges: “These are the guys who make
solar happen.”

In brief

Reconstitution of

the International

Advisory Council

The Ministry of Human Resource
Development, Department of
Secondary & Higher Education,
New Delhi advised the reconsti-
tution of the  Auroville
International Advisory Council
from 31 May 2004 for a period

London - 24 June 2004

The international winners of the prestigious
Ashden Awards for Sustainable - Energy
2004 were announced at the Ashden annu-
al awards ceremony in London. The
Awards, hosted by John Humphrys, saw
finalists gather at the Royal Geographical
Society, London with guest speakers Sir
David Attenborough, Jonathon Porritt, chair
of the UK government's Sustainable
Development Commission, and Andrew
Simms, Policy Director of the New
Economics  Foundation.  Sir  David
_Attenborough, who presented the prizes,
commented: "l have found this evening
both humbling and inspirational. We have
much to learn from these remarkable award
winners. | would like to thank the Ashden
Awards for bringing our attention to this
groundbreaking work."

The Ashden Awards for Sustainable Energy,
now in their fourth year, reward inspira-
tional and innovative renewable energy
projects which both provide social and eco-
nomic benefits to local communities and
contribute towards protecting the environ-
ment by curbing deforestation and reduc-
ing our dependence on fossil fuels — there-
by helping tackle climate change.

PHOTO COURTESY ASHDEN AWARDS

HRH The Prince of Wales congratulates Hemant Lamba

e typical electricity scenario in India is

I that of a deficient supply leading to fre-
quent power-cuts. Those who can afford to

do so purchase diesel or petrol-powered genera-

tors to provide back-up power; the poor go for
cheaper options (which are, relatively, still expen-

Tata-BP Solar, a leading solar company in India;
and the hiring out of solar-powered lanterns to
small trades people with SunMin, a enterprise
promoted on Chennai beach. The latter is a good
example of how an RE project can generate both
profit and employment. The trades people benefit

of four years. Those on the
Council include: Dr. Kireet Joshi
(New Delhi), Dr. Aster Mira Patel
(Auroville), Shri Rajiv Malhotra
(USA), Mr. Doudou Diene
(France), and Dr. Marc Luyck
(Belgium). ‘

The University of
Tomorrow

The Sri Aurobindo Centre for
Advanced Research (SACAR),
Pondicherry is delighted to
announce the launching of the
on-line university “Sri Aurobindo
Darshan; The University of
Tomorrow" .. This virtual univer-
sity is dedicated to studies of Sri
Aurobindo's philosophy, integral
yoga, psychology, socio-political
thought, literature, Indian cul-
ture, education and the vision of
the future.  Check it out:
www.the-university-of-tomror-
row.net

Summer monsoon
The summer monsoon has been
erratic. In the month of May an
unprecedented rainfall of 345.8
mm was recorded; in the month
of June only 1.4 mm and the
month July, 22 mm. The normal
south-west monsoon averages
460 mm in June and July.

AV International

e ] . sive: many poor families spend upto 30% of their ~ because they pay less for their power now, Meeting
Three Awards wer e given in recognition of gross income on energy) or simply endure the  because it is more reliable and the better quality of The 20th annual meeting of
the w ay in which renewable ener gy has power — cuts and the consequences they have in  light provided attracts more customers, while the Auraville  International  took

been used to improve access to food and to
light, and to promote enterprise. In addi-
tion, a Fourth Award, Climate Care, was
given to a project with the potential to play
a significant role in offsetting the carbon
emissions which drive climate change.

The finalists were also personally congratu-
lated by HRH The Prince of Wales at a sepa-
rate ceremony.

PHOTO COURTESY HEMANT

Sir David Attenborough
congratulates Hemant

Auroville Today reported on Aurore and its activities in its

issues of September 2001 # 152, December 2002 # 167, and
May 2004 #184.

terms of reduced employment and educational
opportunities, ;
Traditionally, poverty-alleviation has been
linked to schemes offering food, clothing and
shelter. There is a growing understanding, how-
ever, that poverty can also be alleviated or even
eradicated by providing better and more depend-
able energy, specifically energy provided from
renewable sources. Renewable energy (RE) sys-
tems in India tend to be expensive, not widely
available and, where basic maintenance is

neglected, often unreliable. Nevertheless, a grow-

ing number of people are convinced that renew-
able energy is the way not only for the future but
also for the present: that not only is it by far the
best option environmentally, but also that it can be
a powerful tool for social uplift if creative ways
can be found to provide it reliably and relatively
cheaply to disadvantaged sectors of the popula-
tion. As RE systems tend to be gender-friendly —
as easy to operate by women as by men — they
also contribute to female empowerment.

Aurore was founded in 1998. The promoters
passionately believe that renewable energy repre-
sents the future. Over the years the team and its
collaborators came to understand that one of the
best ways of disseminating RE more widely was
for them to become an Energy Service Provider
which promotes and networks with locally-based
RE enterprises. Some of the advantages of local
energy production over traditional centralized
power generation is that it provides employment
to people from the local community while being
sensitive to their specific needs for power.

Aurore sees itself as the hub of a networked
organization with its various partners as the
nodes. At present it has four partners and it has

executed, or assisted in the execution of, RE pro-

jects in twelve Indian States. Specifically, Aurore
has developed expertise in procuring RE systems
and optimizing their integration, promoting and
incubating new enterprises and obtaining subsi-
dies, credit and soft loans for end-users at both
micro-credit and institutional levels.

The projects it has been involved with, either
directly or in a support capacity, include the
installation of over 1,025 solar PV pumping sys-
tems in 11 states of India working with network
partners Sahjeevan and SELCO and suppliers like
Tata-BP Solar and BHEL; project coordination
for installation of 8,700 solar home systems; the
distribution of 6,000 solar lanterns in Ladakh for

hiring out and maintenance of the lanterns gener-

ates employment for five youngsters who are also

stake-holders in the company.

. Another project where an innovative
approach has brought the benefits of RE systems
to the disadvantaged is based in rural Gujarat.
Here people living on scattered communities
have to pay up to Rs150 a month just to obtain
drinking water, while the local farmers were bare-
ly able to eke out a living. Working with a local
NGO Sahjeevan, Aurore helped to provide tech-
nical and management support obtain the financ-
ing to install solar PV street lights, home-lighting

. kits and pumps. The solar pumps were hired out

to the farmers at less than 30% of the annual cost
they incurred for running their diesel pump-sets.
The result is that the community now has an
assured supply of good drinking water, small
farming has become viable again because of the
saving in costs, and better home lighting has
resulted in extended working hours leading to a
richer cultural life and increased income opportu-
nities.

“It’s clear that India and the world need to
take big steps to effect a radical change in energy
use,” remarks Hemant Lamba, the executive of
Aurore. “Our way of contributing to this is by tak-
ing many small steps-like the setting up local
energy enterprises — which will increase the pen-
etration of RE in India and prepare it for the big
change. After only six years, we are already see-
ing the fruits of such an approach.”

Hemant moved to Auroville in 1991 from
Delhi. He had completed graduate studies in
Economics and Entrepreneurship and Small
Business from Delhi University, but what drew
him to the community was the wish to “partici-
pate in an adventure.” In those days he knew little
about renewable energy, but the first enterprise he
worked with in the community was designing and
assembling RE system components.

“The biggest motivation for me to get
involved in promoting renewable energy is not
only just good ecological and scientific reasons
for doing so but that there are deep spiritual rea-
sons for changing our energy use. The Mother
pointed out that the present form of energy, which
is drawn from beneath the Earth, is not an elevat-
ed form of energy, and that the future lies in draw-
ing energy from above, This remains my guiding
belief”

Alan

place in Brazil in the city of Belo-
Horizonte from June 14-20,
2004. It was attended by twelve
AVI-members from eight coun-
tries, four Aurovilians, and
twelve Brazilian participants. The
first three days were dedicated
to presenting Auroville and its
aims and ideals to the Brazilian
public at the School of Music and
the School of Fine Arts at the
Minas Gerais University.
Lectures and presentations were
given on the philosophy of Sri
Aurobindo and on Auroville. The
youthful audience showed a
genuine interest and came with
many questions. The opening
and welcoming speech was
given by the Director of the
School of Music of the UFMG,
Prof. Lucas Bretas. On the 3rd
day, the Consul of India, Mr.
Elson de Barros Gomes Jr.,
addressed the meeting.

The Board meeting of Auroville
International focused around the
question of how to revitalise the
Auroville International organisa-
tion, which presently seems too
weak to stand up to the chal-
lenges lying ahead. At the end of
the meeting the Brazilians decid-
ed to register an official AVI-cen-
tre Brazil.

Corrections

In our double issue June-July a
number of typos occured. The
article on Usha was written by
Emmanuelle. The correct Latin
name for the tree Mother named
‘Miracle’ in the piece on Father
Mathew is memecylon umbella-
tum, and this article was written
by Alan. The last line in the
Adishakti article should read “If |
hadn't met Her | would have
been a very different person,
nowhere near what | am today."
This work is attributed to Carel.
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INSPIRED BY SRI AUROBINDO’'S VISION-

Sri Aurobindo’s vision of spiritual universalism

If India is to seek a resurgence of its spiritual values and play a leading role in manifesting a divine life on earth, it must
preserve the plurality of its spiritual traditions that by and large have thrived in harmony.

as an ideological concept, has been

defined and redefined over millen-
nia by its inhabitants, by foreigners, and
by shifting political borders. Home to
one of the most ancient civilizations of
the world, India is characterized by the
antiquity, the continuity and the diversi-
ty of her cultures. Hinduism, which is
etymologically identified with the
country, is its dominant religion, and
has its roots in the ancient Vedic civi-
lization, is often evoked to give Indians
anational identity. However, the task of
satisfactorily establishing a common
Indian identity, acceptable to all, has
always proved to be Herculean given
the bewildering profusion of India’s
regional groups with their differing lan-
guages, religions, spiritual traditions,
cultural practices and economic levels.

I study Sri Aurobindo’s thought in
the context of his own spiritual devel-
opment from an active political writer
to a yogi who both envisioned and
embodied a profound transformation
for humankind. Writing as he did, in the
wake of the Bengal nationalist and reli-
gious revival movements of the late
19the century, Sri Aurobindo, more
than any other modern thinker, has pas-
sionately defined India in spiritual
terms and eloquently described the con-
ditions of its resurgence. Unfortunately,
in contemporary times, Sri Aurobindo’s
writings on the resurgence of India have
been compartmentalized and appropri-
ated by religious fundamentalists. This
in turn has elicited even greater criti-
cism by secular and Marxist writers. Sri
Aurobindo’s singular definition of
sanatana dharma and his privileging of
India as “the spiritual leader of humani-
ty” are not ethnocentric, as assumed by
many. Such concepts need to be studied
in the complete context of Sri
Aurobindo’s vision for a supramental-
ized world. Sri Aurobin-do’s work, I
believe, cannot be fully grasped by the
divisive consciousness of the mind but
can only be understood and progres-
sively embodied in the light of a higher
and more integral consciousness.

Sri Aurobindo’s visionary legacy to
India and the world is in danger of
being jeopardized by opposing groups
who emphasize only sections of his
work to serve their own ends. This can
only be remedied by putting into prac-
tice, the discipline of Integral Yoga and

_recognizing how in a supramental
vision of the world, the spiritual great-
ness of India can blossom in a pluralist
and intercultural framework where all
individuals, cultures and races can
freely evolve at their own pace and in
accordance with their nature.

The need for religions

Before we can speak of going
beyond creeds and religions, we need to
understand the crucial role religion has
played and still plays in the evolution of
the human consciousness.
Documenting the eternal search of the
human being for the Divine, Sri
Aurobindo points out that “while it is
difficult for man to believe in some-
thing unseen within himself; it is easy
for him to believe in something which
he can image as extraneous to himself.
The spiritual progress of most human
beings demands an extraneous support,
an object of faith outside us”(1). All
religions and creeds of the world are
born form this intense inner need of the
human being in her precipitous climb
toward the Godhead. They are then col-
lectively shaped into rites, rituals and
creeds by the needs of time and of the
society. Consequently, all religions are
marked by an eternal aspect and a tem-
poral aspect. The eternal aspect of a
religion embodies the aspiration of the
individual and represents a living uni-
versal Truth of the Divine, while the

India, as a geographical country and
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temporal aspect formalizes the collec-
tive aspiration of a society by formulat-
ing codes and conducts, and rites and
rituals of worship. The eternal or uni-
versal aspect of a religion comprises the
mystical or psycho-spiritual experi-
ences of the individual seeker. The tem-
poral aspect of a religion results in a
social organization — a practical, ethical,

- and legal framework — for its practition-

€rS.

Adhyatma-vidya (inner
science) in Indic religions

The proportion between the eternal
aspect and the temporal aspect of a reli-
gion varies in different religions and
within creeds of the same religion. Ina
classification I find useful in the study
of religion, Rajiv Malhotra, a student of
Indology, points out that certain reli-
gions, namely the Abrahamic religions
of Judaism, Islam and Christianity,
have “historicized divine intervention
and viewed it as the primary mode of
knowing about spiritual truth”(2). Thus,
in these religions, the religious text and

mate goal of spiritual practice as a sub-
jective or experiential state, to be
obtained through individual effort or
devotion”(4). Thus when we speak of
going beyond creedal religions, we
essentially speak of breaking free from
the temporal norms and holds of reli-
gion and to be subjectively guided by
the eternal and universal Spirit within
the individual. And in this context, I see
Sri Aurobindo’s Integral Yoga, validat-
ing as it does individual experience, as
the consummating glory of a long,
unbroken spiritual tradition of adhyat-
ma-vidya in India.

The plurality of India

India deserves special attention in
our study for it is the only country that
has emphasized on adhyatma-vidya as
a means to arrive at spiritual truth.
Perhaps because it has kept alive in a
continuous tradition the subjective psy-
cho-spiritual aspect of religion, India
has been regarded by both native and
foreign scholars as being pre-eminently
spiritual.

The interior of the Moti Masjid or Pearl Mosque at Agra with its lofty

arches, 17th century.

the utterances of the prophet or the
founder of the religions have sole and
absolute spiritual authority. The mysti-
cal aspects of these religions that value
experience over historical narratives
survive, but are often marginalized and
persecuted. On the other hand, certain
other religions, namely the various
diverse creeds and spiritual traditions of
Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism,
privileges adhyatma-vidya (inner sci-
ence or esoteric processes) for arriving
at universal spiritual truths. These reli-
gions, says Malhotra, are ahistorical for,
while they acknowledge the authority
of certain religious texts or the utter-
ances of certain historical figures, they
do not proclaim that a historic text or a
historic prophet is the sole way of arriv-
ing at spiritual truth. The religious texts
themselves are open to multiple inter-
pretations. Historic religions give more
value to “insight received through eso-
teric methodologies of transformation
of consciousness”(3). Upholding this,
Peter Heehs, in his anthology of Indian
religions, says that most indigenous
spiritual traditions of India see the “ulti-

Because Sri Aurobindo and The
Mother believed India to be guided by a
natjonal-soul that was “the living ener-
gy of a great spiritual conception,” they
chose it as the ground for their work in
manifesting the new, evolutionary prin-
ciple of Supermind on earth(5). I also
believe that the unique social and reli-
gious characteristics of India hold a
clue to the Supramental manifestation
that Sri Aurobindo speaks about.

The trend of adhyatma-vidya dates
back, estimating conservatively, to the
Vedic civilization of 3,000 BCE. Says
Sri Aurobindo, “the sages of the Veda
and Vedantata relied entirely upon intu-
ition and spiritual experience”(6).
Later, “the age of intuitive knowledge,
represented by the early Vedantic
thinking of the Upanishads, had to give
place to the age of rational knowledge;
inspired Scripture made room for meta-
physical philosophy, even as after-
wards metaphysical philosophy had to
give place to experimental Science”(7).
Also over the years, Vedic-Vedantic
spirituality got codified into religious
edicts. But even so, in most spiritual
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traditions derived from the Vedas, a

form of adhyatma-vidya remained. Itis
this reliance on experience that has
made the Indian mind extremely
catholic and receptive to foreign ideas.
The affirmation of a spiritual truth is
based not on an outer religious con-
struct or reasoning of the mind, but on
insights and the inner experience. It is
necessary to emphasize on this point
for what India exhibits in terms of
receptivity and acceptance of other
forms of worship goes beyond religious
tolerance. Tolerance of other religions
is a mental concept, where the mind,
rationally and ethically accepts the
validity of other concepts. But in India,
particularly in Hinduism(8), the con-
cept of a single Divine Power
expressed in innumerable forms was an
intuitive insight and not a mental con-
struct. Generally speaking, Hinduism
believes that while the Godhead can be
experienced in many different ways, it
cannot be rigidly defined in verbal
terms. Thus, Hinduism encompasses a
bewildering array of opposing doc-
trines, cults, rites and rituals, and
Hindus distinguish themselves from
other religions (or even from other cults
within Hinduism) on the basis of ritual-
istic practices rather than on the basis of
doctrinal beliefs.

This plurality of spiritual traditions
is also matched by the diversity of
India, geographically (by its varied cli-
matic zones), demographically (by the
mix of the races of its peoples), and his-
torically (by its acceptance of different
cultures). India is characterized by a
diversity that is perhaps unsurpassed by
any other country.

Later, India was influenced by the
Mogul culture for several centuries fol-
lowing the stages spelled--out by
Toynbee of recoil, acceptance and syn-
thesis. The British colonization brought
rational, scientific approach of the West
to modernize India, a process that is
still continuing,.

In short, because of all these con-
quests, trade and transmission of ideas,
today, there is “hardly a major school
of thought in the world with which
Indian thought has not entered into a
dialogue at one time or the other,
directly or indirectly”(9). It is a sad fact
that many glorify their Vedic heritage
and believe that the purity of their
ancient values has been sullied by suc-
cessive invasions of their civilization,
first by the Muslims and later by the
Europeans. Such a view of India is sim-
plistic. It ignores the facts that
Buddhism was a tour de force in the
subcontinent for 1,600 years and that
Islam spread primarily not by the
power of the sword, but by the greater
spiritual power of the Sufi saints. A
study of India’s religious history shows
that India’s philosophy has always
been enriched through dialogue and
assimilation of the major religions and
spiritual traditions of the world.
Jainism and Buddhism, which share
certain similar philosophical concepts,
arose partly in revolt to the Vedic
orthodoxy. At the beginning of the
common era, the philosophical schools
of Vedic Hinduism, Buddhism and
Jainism all had a contemporaneous ori-
gin. Consequently, metaphysical for-
mulations of the Hindu schools of
Sankhya and Yoga are found in Jaina
and Buddhist texts, and, Jainism partic-
ularly bears a striking resemblance to
Sankhya. In a later period, Mahayana
Buddhism in India is believed to have
come into being due to the religious
influence of Persia. And, from circa
500 CE, the devotional aspect in
Mahayana Buddhism and the devotion-
al Hindu cult of the Puranas
(Bhagavatas) seem to have mutually
influenced each other.  Similarly
Vajrayana Buddhism or Tantric

Buddhism shows remarkable similari-
ties with the Hindu tantric traditions. In
its heydays from 800-1300 CE,
Tantrism also shaped Jain rituals to a
certain extent. -Advaita Vedanta that
arose in 700 CE owes a great deal to the
Madyamika and Vijnanavada
Buddhism. Later, in circa 850 CE,
non-dual Shaivism arose in Kashmir
due to the influence of Mahayana
Buddhism and the Advaita Vedanta of
Shankaracharya in that region. With
the Muslim conquests leading to the
establishment of a Muslim kingdom in
the thirteenth century, Islam came to
India, primarily in the form of Sufism —
a mystical Islamic tradition that was
influenced by the monistic disciplines
of Buddhism and Advaita Vedanta.

In the period from 10th to the 17th
century, there developed and flourished
along with Sufism, important mystic
regional tantric traditions, namely the
Shaiva siddhas of Tamil Nadu, the
Nath yogis of Maharashtra, the
Vaishnava sahajiyas and the bauls of
Bengal. As all these traditions, includ-
ing other contemporaneous traditions
such as Vajrayana Buddhism and
Advaita Vedanta, gave primary impor-
tance to psycho-spiritual experiences
and to union with the godhead within,
they were open to exchanging knowl-
edge and learning from one another. In
the same token, the Bhakti movement
from the sixth century onwards, regard-
less of religious or regional variances,
shows certain universal aspects that
span different traditions. Sikhism has
its roots in the Bhakti movement and its
holy book, the Adi Granth contains
songs from many Sufi saints.
Evaluating India’s social and religious
history, somewhat hyperbolically, E.P.
Thompson writes, “All the convergent
influences of the world run through this
(Indian) society...there is not a thought
that is being thought in the West or East
that is not active in some Indian
mind”(10). The deeper reason for this
social and religious pluralism of India
perhaps lies in the fact that the Divine,
as described by Sri Aurobindo, has infi-
nite potentiality and thus manifests
itself in infinite forms, each of which,
through the process of evolution, try to
express their essential Divine character.
Says Sri Aurobindo, “This mutuality
founded in unity is the whole secret of
the divine existence in its perfect mani-
festation; it must be the basis of any-
thing to which we can give the name of
a divine life”(11). Also, I believe that
India’s rich and diverse spiritual tradi-
tions each show a path to the Godhead
and as Sri Aurobindo says, in Integral
Yoga, we must, in essence, take up all
these paths, to know the Divine inte-
grally. Thus if India is to seek a resur-
gence of its spiritual values and play a
leading role in manifesting a divine life
on earth, it must preserve the plurality
of its spiritual traditions that by and
large have thrived in harmony.

Bindu
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