Aurovilie

AUGUST 2012, N0.277 Auroville's monthly HEWS magazine since 1988

Psychological challenges \

One of the biggest misconceptions about life in Auroville is that it is
some kind of paradise on earth where people are free to devote them-
selves to their spiritual development because they are insulated from the
cares of the world. Nothing is further from the truth. Auroville brings
people face to face not only with gverg_aspect of the world but also with
themselves. This can be deeply disturbing.

In this issue we explore the psychological tensions of living in
Auroville and the Ashram, and how some dedicated therapists are deal-
ing with these challenges. We also look at how the villagers deal with
psychological difficulties. Of course, there is often a social component
to personal problems, so we also feature the work of an Aurovilian
social worker which aims at uplifting the local population, as well as
solving misunderstandings between Aurovilians and workers through
improving mutual understanding.
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Ultimatel?/,. of course, the solution to personal difficulties in the yoga

— of personal inadequacy, failure, disappointed hopes, _delpresswn ete. —

Llels{ elsewhere, as Sr1 Aurobindo made clear in one of his Ietters to a sad-
ak.

“All who enter the spiritual path have to face the difficulties and
ordeals of the path, those which rise from their own nature and those
which come in from outside. The difficulties in the nature always rise
again and again till you overcome them; they must be faced with both
strength and patience. But the vital part is prone to depression when
ordeals and difficulties rise. This is not peculiar to you, but comes to all
sadhaks — it does not imply an unfitness for the sadhana or justify a
sense of helplessness. But you must train yourself to overcome this reac-
tion of depression, calling in the Mother’s Force to aid you. All who
cleave to the path steadfastly can be sure of their spiritual destiny.”
k (Sri Aurobindo: Letters on Yoga)

Sri Aurobindo 1872 - 1950

“1 work with the Presence”

Barbara is a psychotherapist who has lived in Auroville since 1996.

What are the different resources available in
Auroville for psychological problems?

There are many Aurovilians who offer to
work with all kinds of different methods, which
people can choose from if they want to find out
more about themselves. For special psychologi-
cal problems there are therapists available, and
people will choose with whom they want to
work. Actually, I don’t call myself a psychother-
apist, but rather I do consciousness and energy
work. This can also work for mental health prob-
lems, and occasionally I work with such people.
There is also Siegrun, a Jungian therapist, with
whom [ share the work when needed.

We have an agreement with the Ashram that
if we need help from a psychiatrist, we can refer
to Dr. Alok Pandey. He understands that some-
times things may come up with spiritual working
or opening, and he also knows the kind of pres-
sure under which we live, and that there is not so
much outer security and stability here.

Unfortunately, we do not really have the
facilities yet for people in crisis, in the sense of a
place where people can stay for some time with a
team that knows what to do.

Is it common that there are severe cases?

There is mainly depression and bipolar dis-
order, one could say vital disorders, also in
young people. I think this is a problem every-
where. People normally live in their vital, and
this can become unbalanced in the present time.

Can you tell me more about your approach in
working with people?

My work as a therapist in Auroville is
different from the way I worked before,
because here it is always connected with
the purpose of Auroville and our purpose
for being here. For me, it is Sri Aurobindo
and the Mother who are the guiding Light
and Force: I need their Presence to work.
When I work with the Presence, I look at
how it wants to work, and by that I may
use different approaches depending on the
person and the situation.

I feel easily which energy wants to
come for a person and where the block-
ages and resistances are. The main thing in
the work is getting a grounding in deep
peace — vertically on all levels, and hori-
zontally — and through this the balancing
starts. People learn to open up to the higher,
deeper and vaster dimensions, and by this the
healing potential is activated. It comes through
the Force itself which organizes the process.

I also use flower remedies. Mother gave
very detailed significances of the vibrational
qualities of the flowers on the different levels of
being. The special vibrations can be helpful to
remove blockages and resistances and activate
receptivity and resonance in the different areas.

What are the types of problems and issues peo-

ple come with? Are there certain patterns or
characteristic issues, and are these different
here than elsewhere?

There are Aurovilians who have been here
for quite some time, and now they are stuck. It is
as if nothing works anymore, they do not know
any more what to do. This is now quite common.

Then there is the influence of the collective field,
which is experienced as being interconnected in
a constant growth of chaos.

When T listen to people’s experiences, we
often find out that this is due to egoistic mental
structures which are now dysfunctional. The
power is somewhere else. There is a pressure
that we go into a different practice in our daily
lives and change our conditioned reactive pat-
terns and habits. A progressive surrender into the
Divine Consciousness is the answer. This is a
complex process and will take time. But this is
exactly the condition for living in Auroville
given by the Mother in the Charter. It is a grace
to live and to work here.

If people are getting stuck, do you get stuck too
since you are working with these people?

I don’t feel it is very different if I am

working on myself or on others, because the
boundaries are thinning more and more. That is a
good thing, but it can be difficult and sometimes
confusing. But I know that what I cannot do, the
Presence can do.

It is always the Force and the Light which
essentially work out what has to happen.
Therefore the thing is to become conscious of
how the Force wants to work and to collaborate
with it. That way one can evolve in the way that
is needed.

Actually, this is why I love to work here.
Here we immediately have the karma of our
actions, and we can learn the consequences
quickly. So we can try to get reorganized to
make it better, and find the next steps we need to
take.

You have talked about the new kinds of diffi-
culties you face in your work; do you also see
new kinds of progress?

For many of us, the collective life of inter-
connectedness in ignorance and falsehood
appears to be overwhelming. By living this
impossibility, by experiencing what it is, there is
an intensification of the urgency for a shift into
something else. It is the moment to leave the col-
lapsing separative patterns of the past and to live
in openness and sincere receptivity for what
wants to come. Then something new and fresh
can happen. The only safety lies in living from
within outward — instead of talking. To grow
into unity and creativity we need the true psychic
and soul realization.

From an interview by Larry
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PsycHoLOGICAL ISSUES

Psychological problems and homeopathy

Michael Zelnick is a homeopath.

What are the different problems that
people come to you with?

The range is quite broad. I treat
everything from acute situations such
as injuries, colds and flu’s to psycho-
logical problems of various sorts,
from serious depressions to what I'd
call non-pathological “life problems”.
People call me up and ask if one can
treat this or that homeopathically, and
the answer 1is always “Yes”.
Theoretically I can treat anything
homeopathically. Mind you, that’s
not to say that I can treat every prob-
lem successfully, but I'm generally
willing to try.

Among the types of psychological
issues that come up in your work, are
there patterns or common kinds of
issues?

I wouldn’t say there are “patterns”
though, certainly, some types of prob-
lems occur more frequently than oth-
ers. People looking for help because
they are grieving over the loss of a
loved one are fairly common, as are
people who have been in relationships
that are falling apart, or have broken
up, leaving them feeling lost, con-
fused, or depressed. I see a fair num-
ber of individuals who are having
trouble negotiating a transition point
in their life: they are not satisfied with
their work situation, or they don’t feel
that they are progressing in their spiri-
tual endeavour, or they are just feeling
“stuck” and they are wondering if

there is something that can help
them... It’s a pretty broad spectrum.

What is your initial approach?

In principle, whatever the prob-
lem, the basic approach is always the
same: we sit together and I “take the
case”, which means I try to get the
most complete picture I can, not only
about the particular, “presenting”
issue, but also the individual himself
(or herself), everything he can tell me:
how it feels to be him, how he func-
tions emotionally, mentally, physical-
ly... There’s a being there, mind is
part of it, emotions are part of it, body
is part of it: it’s not like there are pure-
ly mental problems or purely physical
problems... Anyway, at the end of the
process I'm (hopefully) going to have

a something like a 3D picture of
the person and I am going to try to
match it with the picture of a
homeopathic remedy and then
give the patient that remedy. If I
get it right, one will see an amelio-
ration of the patient’s condition.
So, as I said, in principle, the
process is the same whether the
patient has come because he feels
stuck, is grieving for a broken
relationship, a mother who died,
or is bugged because he comes
down with a cold every couple of
months.

In a general sense, how does
homeopathy work to relieve these
difficulties?

The basic principle of homeopa-
thy is that “like cures like”. In practice
that means that something which,
when administered to a healthy indi-
vidual, produces a certain set of
symptoms, will, if administered to
someone displaying those symptoms
as a result of pathology, cure that
pathology. In the course of the past
few centuries, since homeopathy
started, a great many remedies have
been “proven” (that’s homeopathic
jargon for “tested™ — I think the
Materia Medica presently runs to
about 4000 remedies and is constantly
being expanded — though 1 could
probably treat 99.9 percent of patients
that come into my office with 100
remedies, maybe even 50. Anyway, as
I said before, the programme is to

develop a comprehensive picture of
the patient and administer the remedy
with the most similar picture. No one
really knows how it works, but there’s
a great body of compelling experience
indicating that if you get the remedy
choice correct, it does work.

Homeopathy is said to work on the
subtle level. How so?

The process of making a homeo-
pathic remedy involves diluting the
starting material so radically that by
the time you get to what is called the
12th potency, which is rather low in
terms of the potencies most home-
opaths tend to prescribe these days,
you wouldn’t be likely to find a single
molecule of the original substance in
any given sample of the medicine. We
say that the process of raising the rem-
edy to higher and higher potencies
releases ever more subtle ranges of
the energy associated with the original
substance. Is that really what’s going
on? Who knows? It’s as good a
metaphor as another. The most com-
mon potencies [ work with are 30, 200
and 1M — all of them a long way from
12 — there is, to all intents and pur-
poses, nothing there in terms of mate-
rial substance. This is why homeopa-
thy has always driven the straight sci-
entific establishment nuts: everyone
knows you can’t produce a material
effect without a material cause.

Is homeopathy a spiritual healing
method?

Not necessarily. The fact that it
operates on a subtle level doesn’t
make it spiritual. Black magic also
operates on a subtle level. I figure its
spiritual, or non-spiritual, quality has
to do a lot more with the orientation
and intention of the homeopath than
with anything else.

How much does intuition come into
your work?

No doubt, the best results come
when the intuition operates. I’ve been
a devotee of Sri Aurobindo and the
Mother for most of my adult life,
that’s 40+ years now, and I know very
well that when I truly see something
it’s their gift. When I remember
(which, with varying success, I try to
do when I'm taking a case), I ask the
Mother or Sri Auobindo to let me see
what I need to see to help my patient.
It is very rare that after taking a case I
prescribe something for the patient on
the spot. Generally I concentrate as
much as I can during the case-taking,
and then I try not to think about it for
24 - 48 hours. Sometimes during that
period “something will come”. It can
be as definitive as, “That’s the reme-
dy.” or as general as, “Have a look at
it this way.” If it comes like that, it’s
usually pretty reliable. When that
doesn’t happen (which, unfortunately,
is hardly exceptional) I have to sit
down at my computer and “work the
case” the old-fashioned way.

From an interview by Larry

Bringing peace and harmony

Meenakshi is a well-known poet and social worker.

What kinds of activities are you involved with
in assisting the local villagers?

I came to Auroville as a trained professional
social worker, with teaching experience in the
university, mainly in group social work and
community organization. That expertise and the
uniqueness of Auroville gave me the opportuni-
ty and freedom to experiment with bringing
peace and harmony between people. I still enjoy
this work and I share my experience with others.

When Auroville invited me to help create a
bridge between the future city and the existing
native Tamil villages, 1 found divisions in the

“villages because of the strong hold of the caste

system and feudalism. The villages were eco-
nomically-depressed and educationally-back-
ward. There was under-employment, inequality
in land holding, and a lack of commitment for
improving the health and hygiene of the villages.
So with our programmes we started work on
improving the basic infrastructure in the areas of
health and education.

One of my first jobs was to help the villagers
to construct a good school building with better
facilities, supported by Irumbai Panchayat. That
gave a face lift to the whole community. But still
one could see many kids were not going to
school. They were herding the cows and goats,
collecting fodder or firewood, taking care of
younger children or assisting elders in the family
trades as a potential economic unit. I also found
many children from the local villages were not
going to school but instead playing on Auroville
constructions sites. They were drop-outs, bul-
lied-outs by peer groups, stay-outs due to an
unfriendly school atmosphere or pulled-outs by
elders for economic reasons.

I started Ilaignarkal Tree School (a school
under a tree) inside Matrimandir Nursery in
1976 with the objective of making these children
learn joyfully. The next stage was caring for
young workers of Auroville from the neighbour-
ing villages to continue their further learning life
skills, We established a small shelter house for
youth when they were in need of care and pro-
tection. With this approach both the economical
needs of the family and the educational needs of
the youth were addressed.

Ilaignarkal Education Centre is moving
ahead on the same path to create a harmonious
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place with unending edu-
cation for all. Presently
the new Ilaignarkal
Education Centre, north
of Matrimandir, gives
hope to both young men
and women and their chil-
dren to realize their aspi-
rations and feel enriched.
Our students are the best
healers and social change
agents in their village
communities.

[aignarkal publishes
a Tamil Monthly which
bridges Auroville and the
communities around to
enrich the universal cul-
ture of Love and Peace.
We have created group
singing songs, social games, and plays.

Can you say something more about the kinds of
problems that you intervene with in Auroville?

I believe in the co-evolution of people living
in the region and Auroville. The workers of
Auroville who come from the neighbouring vil-
lages make a tremendous contribution to
Auroville’s growth. When there are problems we
help in translation, mediation, and explain things
from their point of view. Because I know Tamil,
I translate and help provide mutual understand-
ing between the various cultures represented
here.

I try to take a neutral and objective position
when I am asked to help find a solution between,
for example, an Auroville resident and a person
employed from a neighbouring village. I am also
often asked to help sort out issues between vil-
lagers or groups.

In most cases there are misunderstandings or
communication gaps. For example, a worker
may all of sudden take leave which is not liked
by the Auroville employer, which is understand-
able as it can disrupt work. But in village life, the
social network is very strong. If a death occurs in
the family, they may need two or three days
leave, or perhaps an advance payment from their
wages. It may be very difficult for an Aurovilian
to understand why so many days are needed for

the death of a cousin or
other distant relative.
But for the worker from
the village it is an essen-
tial thing, a part of their
life because they are a
member of a larger fam-
ily. In the same way,
they may need to make a
contribution to the tem-
ple, or require money to
celebrate a marriage.

Another example is
that, according to the
seasons, the work and
duties of the people in
the village may change.
When it is harvest sea-
son, all the children and
family members will
rush to the field. So this may lead to unplanned
absence and misunderstandings with employers.
These are the kind of things they have to explain
to their employer, but then the language barrier
comes and there is misunderstanding. Then peo-
ple come to me, I make both parties sit together
and explain why she must take so many days
leave, why she needs to get so much money for
celebrating the puberty of the daughter, or cele-
brating the pregnancy of the sister.

From the side of the Western Aurovilians,
they come from a culture where everything
is well-organized and planned, and once the
annual or monthly plans are agreed for workers’
leave they feel it is all settled. But it is not like
that here. Each day is different. If I am a work-
er, you may ask me “will you come tomorrow?”’
I say “yes” but I may mean “maybe” or “no”
because I don’t want to hurt you and will know
for sure only tomorrow. It is in the Tamil lan-
guage itself: the negativity is less; we give a pos-
itive response to almost everything. It doesn’t
mean that we will always do it! It is an intention
and an expression of goodwill. That also takes
some time for the Western mind or the educated
elite to understand. They think everything
should go along with their plan, but here it is
according to the social plan or the divine plan.

What do. Tamil villagers do when they are hav-
ing psychological problems? Where do they go

Jfor heip?

To a temple, to the temple priest. If it is a
joint family, they also have their elders with
whom they share their experience. But normally,
they seek the help of their family deity. Some
may take a yellow cloth, tie a one rupee coin in
it, keep it near the photo or statue of the god, and
ask it to take away the problem. Each person has
a personal god, the family deity, and for the vil-
lage there is the common temple. So normally,
the burden is placed at the feet of the Lord.

Women normally will have a supportive
group near the water pond or the workplace
where they will sit around. Generally there will
be an elderly, experienced or educated person,
and they will pour out their problems to her.
Even when there is a death, they will sit around
and hold each other and cry. The problems are
shared by a sensitive, small group.

When my mother, who is 85, has a problem,
she will take up the ancient scriptures and read.
She will always get an answer in the Ramayana
or the Mahabharata, or Kandapurana, which
have stories about all kinds of human relations,
problems and solutions. She will say the same
thing has happened to so and so in this story, that
they have faced it like that, and they have prayed
to that god.

Doing this work, you must also feel under
strain at times. How do you cope?

Sometimes there is work pressure and then I
listen to soft music, and that changes the mood.
Then I also have my best instrument, which is to
write. So once I finish an article or poem, itis a
big solace, a big relief, and then I can take up
some reading.

So each one has her own way of letting it go,
whether it is small or big. If you don’t have a
shoulder to lean on, you create your own space
and work it out. You go to the plants, and give
water. Or you have a pet. One of my team mem-
bers will always talk to me about her goats. In
the afternoon she takes all her goats out. When
she is very angry about something, she walks for
miles and miles with her goats. Once she has
poured everything out, she comes back quiet.

From an interview by Larry
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“I try to give a holistic understanding”

Dr. Alok Pandey is the Ashram psychiatrist. Before entering the

Are there unique problems that you have
encountered as a psychiatrist in a spiritual
community like the Ashram?

Yes. One problem I often encounter in the
Ashram, and it is perhaps also the case in
Auroville, is that the moment some people enter
a community like this they feel they have
become a very special kind of person, a chosen
one, and that they are immune to certain kinds of
very human tendencies and above the laws of
nature. However, instead of making them
immune it rather opens them to problems due to
a lack of humility.

The second thing I have observed — and it is
connected with this perception of themselves —
is that people here go into denial, they refuse to
look at everything they don’t want to see in their
nature and very often they project it onto others.
Alternatively, they have a “spiritual” explanation
of what is happening which veils the problem.
So if somebody becomes unbalanced in some
way, they may tell you that transformation is
happening in their cells. The problem is that
ofien those around them also get convinced, so it
becomes a shared delusion. They don’t see that
what the patient is doing is very far from yoga.

There are different ways in which people
avoid looking at themselves. One strategy is to
isolate themselves from the rest of the world.
This makes them feel they are special and that
the rest of humanity is inferior. It’s a form of
spiritual arrogance, and this can go to absurd
lengths, like the belief that if you haven’t gone
outside the Ashram for many years at a stretch
you must be an advanced yogi. Or if you do not
speak or smile and remain aloof you must be

Sri Aurobindo on
psychological issues

“It is necessary to observe and know the
wrong movements in you; for they are the
source of your trouble and have to be persis-
tently rejected if you are to be free. But do not
always be thinking of your defects and wrong
movements. Concentrate more upon what you
are to be, on the ideal, with the faith that,
since it is the goal before you, it must and will
come.

To be always observing faults and wrong
movements brings depression and discour-
ages the faith. Turn your eyes more to the
coming light and less to any immediate dark-
ness. Faith, cheerfulness, confidence in the
ultimate victory are the things that help — they
make the progress easier and swifter.

Make more of the good experiences that come
to you; one experience of the kind is more
important than the lapses and failures. When
it ceases, do not repine or allow yourself to be
discouraged, but be quiet within and aspire
for its renewal in a stronger form leading to a
still deeper and fuller experience. Aspire
always, but with more quietude, opening
yourself to the Divine simply and wholly.”

* %k %k

“Difficulties and perplexities can never be got
rid of by the mind brooding on them and try-
ing in that way to get out of them; this habit of
the mind only makes them recur without a
solution and keeps up by brooding the persis-
tent tangle. It is from something above and
outside the perplexities that the solution must
come. The difficulty of the physical mind —
not the true thinking intelligence — is that it
does not want to believe in this larger con-
sciousness outside itself because it is not
aware of it; and it remains shut like a box in
itself, not admitting the light that is all round
it and pressing to get in. It is a subtle law of
the action of consciousness that if you stress
difficulties — you have to observe them, of
course, but not stress them, they will quite
sufficiently do that for themselves — the diffi-
culties tend to stick or even increase; on the
contrary, if you put your whole stress on faith
and aspiration and concentrate steadily on
what you aspire to, that will sooner or later
lead to realisation. It is this change of stress, a
change in the poise and attitude of the mind,
that will be the more helpful process.”

Sri Aurobindo, Letters on Yoga
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Ashram, he served for nearly twen

ti' years in the Indian Air Force in

various capacities, includiniclinica as well as teaching assignments.

Here he talks about the psyc

ological issues experienced by people liv-

ing in an ashram environment and how he deals with them.

having heavenly visions. The Indian mind is
very prone to these conventional stereotypes due
to its past ascetic tendencies. Fortunately, in the
Ashram such cases are rare and the majority are
quite a balanced lot.

Actually, self-deception and cover-ups don’t

work here but it takes a long time for people to

understand this. So when people are confronted
with unpleasant aspects of themselves, they
don’t know how to handle it.

The other tendency, which is more common
in ‘intellectually-prone’ humanity, is that all
impulses and vital tendencies are justified as
being part of the yoga, the argument being that
by allowing them an outlet you are simply
exhausting them.

Another thing I have observed here, in con-
trast to outside, is a big resistance to allopathic
treatment: taking an allopathic drug is often seen
as a sign of inferiority. I’'m not a big fan of
allopathy, I understand its limitations, but I have
seen cases spoilt beyond any help because the
person has got hooked on to some New Age kind
of thing.

The same forces that operate outside basical-
ly operate here but in a much more intense way
and there is this intense pressure of Truth, so the
resistance to change is also felt much more
acutely and the evolutionary conflict experi-
enced in a sharper way. Also the amount of free-
dom that is allowed in the Ashram allows people
to go to extremes very easily, because many of
the facades that we use outside, for example, like
being polite out of self-interest, are gone. So this
brings out a whole subconscious side of nature
which one rarely gets to see outside.

Does this make your work as a psychiatrist
much more difficult?

(Laughs) Sometimes I cherish my pre-
Ashram days because then it was fairly simple.
People would come with a certain problem and
giving them a larger picture would help relieve
much of their suffering. But here, you see,
everybody is a pandit, an expert!

Do people in the Ashram come readily to you
Jfor help?

In India the term ‘psychological disorder”’ is
very pejorative: it is often wrongly construed as
an equivalent of ‘madness’ and saying that
somebody is ‘mad’ is a form of abuse. In fact, of
the many people who come to me for consulta-
tion, very few can be termed as having ‘lost their
head’. But because of this mistaken belief, when
I first came to the Ashram people would resist
coming to see me, or even being seen with me in
case people drew the wrong conclusions! Now
things have changed because over the years peo-
ple have developed trust. Besides, I see general
cases as well as psychiatric ones.

What kinds of psychiatric disorders do you
encounter here?

Well, humanity being the same everywhere
we have a similar pattern of illnesses, though
they take a different hue due to the Ashram
ethos. Most of them present themselves as diffi-
culties in the nature, unusual conflicts, anxieties

and obsessions, depression and unbalanced
behaviour. People have nervous breakdowns and
there are psychotic episodes as well. The pres-
sures of trying to lead a yogic life are often
underestimated by those who have never seri-
ously worked upon themselves.

Is it easy to detect when individuals have prob-
lems?

This can be a problem since things here are
given a certain ‘colouring’, interpretation.
People are always ready to give all kinds of
‘spiritual’ advice (based on books they have
read) without really having a clue about what’s
going on inside an individual. For example, in a
typical ashram community, and I'm sure also in
Auroville, where the value of work is empha-
sized, there is a tendency to feel that somebody
who is working a lot is very sincere in the yoga.
But that person may be driven by a vital energy
which makes them restless, unable to do without
work. So when that person falls into depression,
people are shocked. On the other hand, there are
people who are very quiet, who spend hours
apparently sitting in meditation and who are
looked upon as very yogic. But then they sud-
denly have a breakdown because behind the qui-
etude a storm was brewing inside them.

Another reason people don’t pick these
things up here is because there is such freedom
that if somebody doesn’t come to work for two
months people don’t mind. And even when peo-
ple suspect something may be wrong, they don’t
want to report it because they don’t want to be
seen as jeopardising someone’s stay in the com-
munity.

So how do you treat psychological disorders
here?

I understand the sensitivities, hence I use
certain terms which people find easier to accept.
So it’s better to say their nerves are weak or that
they are very sensitive. In fact, I am against
labelling: it’s like a dark incantation or a black
mantra, it simply creates an adverse formation,
and it is contrary to healing practices in the light
of Mother and Sri Aurobindo. For example, if
somebody is psychotic here, the first tendency
among the Ashram inmates is to say he is
attacked by hostile forces. This may be the case,
but it doesn’t help to keep telling a person this,
you are only strengthening the hostile forces. It
is best is to treat the whole thing as a process, a
working upon nature of certain forces, and see
what best can be done to restore the balance of
nature and, if possible, use the crisis as a means
for evolutionary growth.

Rather than labelling a person, I preferto see
them as a unique spirit which has had a setback
on its spiritual journey. So, rather than telling
them they are schizophrenic or depressive, I try
to give them a holistic understanding of what is
happening inside them. This will differ from
patient to patient depending upon their level of
understanding and the complex play of forces
within and around them. I would start by going
into details of what could be the problem, what
could be the deeper issue, the core conflict from
the evolutionary point of view, and then I try to
give the person a way to come out of it, for
instance, through using guided imagery or a
mantra calling Mother’s help. I also give med-
ication if necessary.

The crucial step is for them to arrive at a
spiritual and psychic understanding and control,
but this is a difficult path which takes time,
patience, courage, faith and, above all, the
Mother’s Grace.

Of course, if I have a difficult case of psy-
chosis I use medication, but I try to use the mini-
mum dose and I use medication to buy time
while I observe the individual. In cases like this,
I don’t begin with spiritual counselling because a
person who has lost touch with the basic realities
has first to be grounded.

Actually, I have two kinds of difficult cases
who come to me. One kind wants only medica-
tion and nothing else. Any attempt to touch
upon the deeper layers meets with resistance. So
I respect the patient’s wishes because I don’t
believe in forcing anything on anyone. The other

type of client doesn’t want any medicine at all
but expects me to heal them by some kind of
magic! Fortunately most lie somewhere in the
middle of these two extremes.

Can anything be done at the community level to
minimise the danger of ifs inmates having psy-
chological problems and to deal with them
when they occur?

From my observations of what happens in
the Ashram, 1 think we should be very careful
here not to take people too young and with too
little experience of life. If individuals have not
faced the world, they have never had a chance
for their ego to be worked upon and certain
things will come out through the process of yoga
which they may not be able to handle. So I think
that one should not be admitted here before the
age of 25, and then they should be introduced to
very practical aspects of yoga through classes on
the writings of Sri Aurobindo and The Mother.

Secondly, I think there has to be some kind
of a boundary line, perhaps very wide and plas-
tic, which marks the limit of what is acceptable
behaviour. If people pass beyond it, they should
be told to leave. Often this helps the person
because they are then less exposed to the pres-
sure of transformation and the normal checks
and balances of life outside keep him in modera-
tion. Without the Mother’s physical presence
you need safeguards like this.

But what about people who have lived in the
community for 30 to 40 years and are having
psychological difficulties? Surely they can’t
Just be sent away?

For these cases there should be a community
support system which involves people who have
proper technical knowledge but who are also
wide and sympathetic and have a deep under-
standing. In addition, there could be a support
group; a group of volunteers willing to work
round the clock with very clear guidelines about
what to do when someone has psychological
problems. One thing is clear: we’re not going to
send someone away from the Ashram just
because they have a breakdown. Many other fac-
tors have to be taken into consideration.

There could also be a special facility in the
community itself where people can go to recov-
er or which can accommodate those who’ve
reached a point of complete breakdown, who are
beyond repair, like burnt-out psychotics. We
don’t have such a facility in the Ashram, so we
accommodate some of these people in the home
for the elderly.

I think that there are a few things which can
act as a safeguard against losing one’s psycho-
logical balance in a place like this. One is to
never let your spiritual goal vanish from your
eyes when you are confronted with obstacles or
temptations, because when a force like strong
ambition or desire is active in us, it tends to veil
that goal. Secondly, and almost paradoxically, it
is to remain firmly grounded rather than enter
into the mists of spiritual romanticism.

Another simple solution that I have found is
to tell people to be in the rhythm of life here.
Every place has its intrinsic law which is
ingrained within its fabric, what is called outside
its ‘work culture’, but here the material organi-
zation has also a spiritual and occult dimension.
So to keep balanced it very much helps to follow
the Ashram rhythm: to work at the allotted place
and time, to go to the Playground, eat in the din-
ing room, attend collective meditations and read
something daily from Their writings etc. I've
seen that one of the first things that happens
when people start to have problems here is that
they withdraw from work or they seclude them-
selves from these activities and they start losing
will and faith. These are very clear indicators
that something is going wrong.

Finally, the idea that one must be trans-
formed in one lifetime — and that the Kingdom of
God can be taken by storm — is very prevalent in
some people and it can lead to a want of balance,
just as the idea of being someone special or some
such vanity can create serious psychological
problems. Like the mythical swan of the Vedas,
one needs to keep one foot on the ground even as
the other is lifted to the skies. We need to under-
stand and have faith that God works with infinite
patience and infinite love and that as long as we
are steadfast in our goal, He will bring us home.

From an interview by Alan
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ON SRI AUROBINDO

enri Cartier-Bresson died on

August 3, 2004, at his home in

Paris, France. He was 95 years

old. Widely respected as one of

the founding fathers of photojour-
nalism and a pioneer in the art of photography,
his pictures are admired for their spontaneity and
mastery of form.

Cartier-Bresson always said his aim was to
capture “the decisive moment,” that is, the
essence of a situation or event that was unfolding
before his eyes. There was certainly a yogic ele-
ment to Cartier-Bresson’s art. He loved perfec-
tion, and his quest as a photographer was to
glimpse eternity in the fleeting instant. Inspired
by the philosophy of Zen Buddhism, he once
said that his photographic method was to use his
open eye to look through the viewfinder upon
the outer scene, while with his other, closed eye
he looked within. It was, perhaps, this inward
gaze that caught the Mother’s attention and led
her to grant him permission to photograph the
Ashram in 1950.

When Cartier-Bresson arrived in Pondic-
herry on April 23, in time for darshan on the
24th, he was in the midst of an extraordinary
series of events. He had just come from Tiru-
vannamalai, where he had photographed Sri
Ramana Maharshi leaving his body, and borne
witness to the fireball that streaked slowly over
Arunachala at 8.47 p.m., the exact minute of the
sage’s absorption into the Self. On the 24th,
Cartier-Bresson was to obtain the only pho-
tographs ever made of Mother and Sri Auro-
bindo together at darshan, and on the 25th he
was destined to shoot the last living photograph
of Sri Aurobindo, thus completing a remarkable
trinity of final statements — Mahatma Gandhi,
Bhagavan Ramana Mabharshi, and Sri Auro-
bindo.

By what Grace or hidden design the Divine
chose Cartier-Bresson to record India’s three
greatest leaders/spiritual figures of the 20th cen-
tury as they stood on the threshold of life and
death, we can only speculate. But clearly the
phenomenon has a profound inner meaning.
When Cartier-Bresson arrived in Pondicherry in
April 1950, Sri Aurobindo had been in retire-
ment for over 20 years, and had repeatedly
declined requests to be photographed. In retro-
spect, we also know that Sri Aurobindo had
already decided to leave the body, and was
deeply engaged in two Herculean tasks: com-
pleting Savitri, and preparing for the first fully
conscious descent into Death in the history of
life. In a very real sense then, Sri Aurobindo was
poised on the edge of his own decisive moment.

Initially, the Mother only gave Cartier-
Bresson permission to photograph the premises
of the Ashram, as well as Ashramites engaged in
their usual activities. However, soon she allowed
him to take shots with Mother in the back-
ground, and as the trust grew, Mother even let
Cartier-Bresson take portraits of herself. Cartier-

" Bresson’s diary shows that he felt the Mother’s

sweetness and kindness, and his photos of her
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The decisive moment

distributing flowers certainly express this
quality.

Yet the greatest photos were still to come.
On the morning of April 25, 1950, the day after
darshan, Cartier-Bresson went to thank the
Mother for the favours granted, and to ask for
one more permission, to photograph Sri
Aurobindo in his private quarters. According to
Cartier-Bresson, he finally persuaded her with
the statement, “I am only photographing the
female aspect of the Divine. What about the
male aspect?” In any case, the Mother consulted
with Sri Aurobindo and — surprisingly — consent
was given.

From the mechanical perspective, the ses-
sion was quick and quiet. Cartier-Bresson took
about 10 minutes, during which time Sri

Aurobindo impressed the photographer with his
complete immobility. In his diary from the time,
Cartier-Bresson wrote “The room was so neat
and tidy and impersonal. Sri Aurobindo did not
wink an eye during the entire ten minutes I was
watching him, he did not seem to belong to that
impersonal setting.” During an interview in
Paris, 40 years later to the day (25 April 1990),
Cartier-Bresson recollected thus: “My impres-
sions of the Mother — a power woman. Sri
Aurobindo was very remote. [ had ‘a tremendous
meditation’ far away.”

From the spiritual perspective, on the other
hand, Cartier-Bresson’s portraits of Sri
Aurobindo sitting in his armchair stand among
the most substantial documents in human histo-
1y. The side shots, in which Sri Aurobindo’s face
is less prominent, are unproblematic, so we shall
review these quickly. What one sees in these
photos is a meditating sage who seems to have

materialized on the film from the future. Sri
Aurobindo barely appears to belong to this time
and place: in the inner eye, one sees him as a bolt
of frozen lightning on the verge of striking, or
perhaps striking so continuously that one can no
longer distinguish rest and motion; outwardly, it
seems as if the chair itself is about to launch for-
ward and fly. Time has ceased, and the Timeless
is radiating out of Sri Aurobindo’s figure with
diamond intensity...

However, the frontal compositions are more
perplexing, especially the head-on portrait, so
we shall dwell on it further. The first and most
obvious feature of Sri Aurobindo’s last portrait
is that he is not smiling. Also, he gives no reveal-
ing gesture or motion of note, and the composi-
tion seems rather static. There is nothing here to
suggest transcendent bliss, not even
that distantly tender smile from the
Beyond that Welling captured in his
famous bust of Sri Ramana Maharshi,
shot only a few years earlier. On the
surface, at least, Sri Aurobindo seems
almost the antithesis of the jivanmauikti
that he was: his face is lined, his
expression serious, and the atmos-
phere grave. This is not the delightful
face of Krishna, rather the physiogno-
my of a warrior who has marched
thousands of miles on foot and has yet,
to borrow Frost’s famous line, miles to
go before he sleeps. Even the Mother
later commented that she was sur-
prised by Sri Aurobindo’s look, for it
was not the ever-patient and sweet vis-
age she had come to know and love.
“He... he let go...” she said poignant-

ly

And yet, I feel, there is a deeper
message and a divine purpose behind
Sri Aurobindo’s solemnity, and artisti-
cally the inner dynamism of this photo
is only accentuated by the composi-
tion’s seemingly static weight. For
what we do see in Sri Aurobindo’s
bare, frank look is the face of the
supramental Avatar preparing to confront Death,
to plunge into the very heart of Darkness and
sow there the first seeds of the Life Divine. Sri
Aurobindo looks grave here because the moment
literally is grave. Make no mistake, this is no
light /ila of a God who does not feel the pain of
human clay, it is the fully conscious surrender of
the Godhead who has become the death-bound
suffering that we are. Truly, this last photograph
of Sri Aurobindo is the modern expression of
Christ on the Cross, only the passion is inner not
outer, and the Lord is dying in order to secure for
us life everlasting on earth, not in some here-
after.

Speaking for myself, 1 feel that Sri
Aurobindo’s last portrait has a tremendous inte-
riority of feeling, as if the whole of humanity is
carried in his soul and aspiring for the Divine. It
is a profoundly serious testament, granted, and
therefore not easy to bear during lighter moods

and more superficial moments. But when I am
down, when I am feeling defeated, when I have
reached the utmost limit of my endurance, then
this photograph comes to me with a unique
power of spiritual healing. Especially it speaks
to me in my absolutely darkest passages, during
those dire and decisive inner moments when it
feels my very soul is on the verge of relinquish-
ing the battle because the world’s burden is too
great and my own failings too recalcitrant.
When I look to Sri Aurobindo’s last portrait in
such times of critical need, then suddenly he
looks different: 1 see that his face is my face, is
every human face, is the Divine who has taken
birth on earthly soil. I feel that his fatigue is my
fatigue, is all human fatigue, is the Divine who
has assumed the burden of human toil. I look
into Sri Aurobindo’s left eye, and am taken in by
the soft, receptive compassion of the divine
Friend who understands my pains and errors
because he shares them, whose sympathy is
boundless because he walks right at my side and
knows intimately every rock and pitfall on the
Path. I look into his right eye, and am met by the
steady gaze of Wisdom that looks dispassionate-
ly upon the labour of ages and fills me with a
calm knowledge that the final fruits of evolution
are as certain as the failures of the moment now
seem. [ look again upon the lined visage of the
great Warrior who has fought so much, endured
so much, and a new resolve enters my soul. I
think “well, since He has borne so much for me,
I must give something small in return. I will go
one more step forward on the path — in honour of
Him.” And so my heart warms again, and my
will returns. I feel the arm of the great Protector
around me, and the grim predator of darkness
that was stalking my soul recedes, banished by a
diamond Light that shines out from behind one
human face.

This, for me, is the significance of Cartier-
Bresson’s final portrait of Sri Aurobindo. It
extends to struggling mortals the helping hand of
an Avatar who otherwise might have remained
forever impersonal and distant to us. For though
Savitri and The Life Divine bring us glowing
intimations from a brighter future, the weaker
parts of us needed something else, too — this

visual reminder that the supramental Avatar was

also human like us. He is not only above and
beyond us, He is also with and inside us, feeling
our feelings, fighting our battles, facing the same
mortality we face. Evidently, Sri Aurobindo
knew exactly what he was getting in Cartier-
Bresson, and he decided the French photograph-
er was the right instrument to convey the
Avatar’s parting gift to a suffering humanity, a
gift made all the greater by its very humanity.
Michael Miovic

(This is a slightly edited version of an article
which first appeared in Collaboration. Michael
Miovic is a psychiatrist based in the U.S. He has
worked closely with colleagues in the Ashram to
develop the field of integral health and con-
sciousness studies.)

Contacting the evolving Auroville

ne of the major unsolved tensions in Auroville today

can be summarised as the opposition between the

‘given’ and the ‘emerging’. While this can be seen

most clearly in different approaches to building the

city, this opposition takes many different guises. It
can even be seen in different ways that people approach and inter-
pret what The Mother has said about Auroville. There are those
who seem to believe that when Mother spoke about the community
she was uttering absolute truths which hold good for eternity.
Others believe that if Mother had been in her body today, she would
have wanted certain things to be done differently, not only because
today’s world is a very different place from the world of 1968, but
also because the spirit of Auroville is in constant evolution.

In fact, the opposition between these points of view is less
absolute than it seems. Those who take the evolutionary standpoint
acknowledge that Mother laid down certain tfundamentals that are
unlikely to change: the Charter is an obvious example. The ‘abso-
lutists’, particularly those who met her, admit that Mother was
always very flexible, so it is very likely that she would have orga-
nized certain things differently today. But, they ask, who is to say
which things she would change, and how? None of us, they
believe, have the required consciousness. Consequently, it’s safer
to stick with what she said.

This attitude seems profoundly unsatisfactory. Not only does it
run counter to their warning not to take their words as holy writ, but
in their own spiritual explorations both Sri Aurobindo and The
Mother are often seen to be reassessing, and sometimes even dis-
carding, what they had previously taken to be fundamental truths.

This is partly due to the fact that the pressure of the Supramental is
reordering those fundamentals: what was true before is not neces-
sarily true now. Yet this also seems part of a natural cosmic
process. As The Mother put it in one of her Prayers and
Meditations, “Every moment, all the unforeseen, the unexpected,
the unknown is before us, every moment the universe is created
anew in its entirety and in every one of its parts.”

In fact, in terms of Auroville Mother had already demonstrated
her flexibility. When she was told that land constraints made it
impossible to begin the construction of Bharat Nivas, she simply
reoriented the zones to solve this problem. (If she hadn’t, some of
us might be arguing today that the original orientation of the zones
had an occult significance which couldn’t be tampered with.) And
even her original conception of the Matrimandir and it surround-
ings which she said she ‘saw’ (“I had a vision of i) is very differ-
ent from the design which she later approved.

So the question is not so much whether she would have
changed anything today, but rather what, and how? Would she, for
example, want us to materialise the original Galaxy Plan in the
minutest detail? Would she still want a ‘vast’ lake around
Matrimandir? Do we still need our own airfield? And what about
all the other issues which exercise us daily? Issues like the difficul-
ty of acquiring all the land needed for the city and greenbelt; of
providing adequate accommodation for all those who wish to live
here; of becoming self-sufficient; of providing high-class further
education and jobs for our young people; and of ensuring that only
the ‘right’ kind of people join the community. On some of these
issues — which were not even dreamed of in the early days of the

community — she gave no specific guidance. Others, like the diffi-
culty of acquiring the land, had been anticipated by The Mother,
but given the present situation her advice then — buy as much as
possible as soon as possible — may require some modification.

So what does Mother want today for Auroville? As far as I can
tell most people don’t ask this question. Either it doesn’t occur to
them, or they don’t see the point (Mother is dead, no?), or they
assume that they already know what Auroville needs. Actually, just
asking the question is already a radical step. For not only is it an
affirmation that her presence continues actively to guide this com-
munity, but to ask such a question sincerely requires humility and
an effort to empty oneself of all one’s preconceptions, to fall very
quiet and listen for a very different kind of note.

To do this individually is good, but to call for Mother’s guid-
ance as a group may be even more powerful. For Christ’s promise,
“Where two or three are gathered together in my Name, there am [
in the midst of them” seems to indicate a universal spiritual law. Of
course, the call has to be absolutely sincere. But I think most us
have been here long enough by now, and we know each other well
enough, to tell when somebody is presenting his or her own views
in the guise of Mother’s. A true communication is likely to have a
completely different quality from that which we have grown used
to in our personal contacts and community meetings.

So are we ready to try it? Are we ready to see that many of our
problems and our disputes stem from the fact that we are not in
contact with the evolving reality of Auroville and of Mother, and
then to put a huge and concerted effort into making that contact?

Or would we prefer to keep quoting the books? Alan
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