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PREFACE

[image: ]

Many ancient human civilizations that flourished on this earth have vanished into history. The Indian civilization, however, has endured—uninterrupted and unbroken. This continuity is not merely historical; it is spiritual. Indian society carries within it a civilizational memory—a deep inner thread of identity and wisdom—that has ensured its survival through centuries of upheaval.

Yet, over the past thousand years, this memory has grown foggy. Centuries of foreign rule—first by Muslim dynasties and later by British colonizers—severely disrupted India’s traditional systems of education and spiritual transmission. The Gurukul system, which once nurtured generations with the teachings of our ancient scriptures, was gradually dismantled. In its place, a Western-style education system was imposed, often dismissive or ignorant of India’s intellectual and spiritual heritage.

As a result, today's Indian youth—bright, capable, and full of potential—often remain unaware of the profound spiritual and philosophical traditions that once shaped this land. A void has been left in our collective psyche. This void cannot be filled by material progress alone. It can only be healed by reconnecting with the roots of our ancient wisdom—our Sanatana Chintan—the timeless contemplation that defines the Indian way of life.

The Hilltop Temple was born from this concern and a hope. It is an attempt to re-seed the modern Indian mind with the spirit of inquiry, self-reflection, and inner seeking that once formed the heart of our civilization.

The story follows a spiritually restless science professor, who, despite his success in the academic world, feels a growing sense of emptiness. Seeking clarity, he takes a sabbatical and retreats to the cool northern foothills of the Himalayas. One fog-laden morning, while walking deep into the forest, he loses his way and stumbles upon an abandoned temple perched on a lonely hilltop. There, in that enchanted silence, he meets the ancient masters—proponents of India’s great philosophical schools.

Through intimate conversations with these sages, he rediscovers truths long buried under layers of modernity. His inner fog begins to lift. The temple, the forest, the mist, and the masters—all become symbols of his journey from confusion to clarity, from knowledge to wisdom.

This book is not a historical account, nor a textbook on Indian philosophy. It is a spiritual allegory - an invitation to the reader to pause, reflect, and perhaps take their own walk through the inner forest.

While this book was going to press, I saw a young monk of Brazil who was being awarded “Padma Shree”, the top civilian honor, by the President of India. Jonas Masetti, renounced his career as a successful engineer, became a Vedanta Acharya and is actively engaged in spreading the message of Vedanta in the West. I requested him to write a foreword to “The Hilltop Temple”, that he very kindly agreed to write. I am very grateful to him for his contribution.

I would like to thank Ms Tannu Chauhan and Mr. Binod Bharti of Zorba Books, for all their help in bringing out this book.

Rajiv Krishna Saxena

July 27, 2025


FOREWORD
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May the blessings of the ancient masters illuminate this path of knowledge, and may their wisdom guide all sincere seekers toward the understanding of Truth.

I write these words from the mountains of Petrópolis, from our Gurukulam, surrounded by peaks that remind me of the Himalayas where so much of this ancient wisdom was first revealed. There is something about mountain air that clarifies the mind and opens the heart to deeper understanding – perhaps this is why the great rishis chose such elevated places for their contemplations.

It is with honor and gratitude that I offer this foreword for "The Hilltop Temple," a work that provides a thoughtful contribution to contemporary philosophical literature. Professor Rajiv K. Saxena presents us, through this engaging narrative, more than a simple fiction: he offers a profound journey through India's philosophical traditions, culminating in a synthesis that reveals the perennial wisdom of Vedanta.

The work narrates the spiritual odyssey of an Indian scientist facing an existential crisis, torn between his Western scientific training and his Eastern cultural roots. This tension, far from being merely personal, reflects a universal dilemma faced by many contemporary intellectuals: how to reconcile modern scientific knowledge with ancient spiritual wisdom? How to find meaning in an era that privileges external investigation over inner contemplation?

What makes this work particularly noteworthy is the lucid and respectful manner in which the author presents the various Indian philosophical schools. From Charvaka's materialism to Shankara's non-dualism, passing through Kapila's dualism, Gautama's logic, Patanjali's methods, Mahaveer's ethics, and the subtleties of Buddhist thought, each tradition is presented with dignity and depth. There is no competition or depreciative hierarchization here, but rather the recognition that these systems represent a natural process of evolution of the human mind in its search for truth.

Vedanta emerges in this narrative not as merely another philosophy among others, but as the culmination of a millennial philosophical structure. As the foundational philosophy of the Vedas, Vedanta offers the final synthesis that reconciles and transcends all apparently contradictory perspectives. The author demonstrates how each philosophical school, while valid at its own level, represents a partial perspective of a broader truth that finds its complete expression in Vedantic non-dualism.

Having spent four years studying with Swami Dayananda Saraswati at Arsha Vidya Gurukulam, I can attest to how these discussions about philosophical schools are often misunderstood in the modern yoga world. There is a tendency to either dismiss these traditions as outdated or to create artificial conflicts between them. Professor Saxena's work makes a valuable contribution by showing how these apparent differences dissolve when viewed from the proper perspective.

It is important to understand that these diverse philosophical systems emerge within an architecture already contained in the collective unconscious due to the illusion of names and forms that characterizes our ordinary experience of the world. The idea of separation between masculine and feminine, the notion that happiness is not possible in this life and that we must seek it in another existence, or even the materialism that denies any transcendent dimension – all these concepts are so deeply rooted in our psyche that philosophical systems end up giving voice to what already resonates within us.

The objective of Vedanta, as illustrated in this work, is to use knowledge (jñāna) to reveal the true nature of being, which transcends our limited human condition and goes beyond the restrictions of body and mind. This process of revelation is so profound and transformative that it requires prior purification of the one who receives the teachings. For this reason, Vedantic teachings are traditionally accompanied by Karma Yoga, sādhanas, and various spiritual practices that aim to prepare the inner ground for the reception of supreme wisdom.

Professor Saxena's literary approach lies in his ability to make complex philosophical concepts accessible through an engaging and symbolically rich narrative. The hilltop temple becomes a fitting metaphor for the spiritual journey: an elevated destination that requires effort, determination, and sometimes the willingness to become lost in the fog of confusion before finding clarity. The mystical encounters with the great masters, rather than being mere literary devices, represent the inner dialogue that every sincere seeker must establish with wisdom traditions.

The work resonates with contemporary challenges. In an era marked by the fragmentation of knowledge and the apparent incompatibility between science and spirituality, "The Hilltop Temple" offers an integrative vision that honors both the precision of scientific investigation and the depth of spiritual contemplation. The protagonist, divided between his identity as a modern scientist and his cultural roots, mirrors the experience of countless intellectuals seeking an authentic synthesis between tradition and modernity.

The author's approach to potentially sensitive issues deserves recognition for its balance and maturity. Critiques of the academic system, reflections on India's contribution to modern sciences, and comparisons between Eastern and Western approaches are presented not as destructive attacks, but as invitations to constructive reflection. This stance exemplifies the very essence of the Vedantic spirit: the search for truth through discernment (viveka) and detachment (vairāgya).

I recommend this work not only to students of Indian philosophy, but to all those who face the tensions inherent in modern life: the search for meaning in a materialistic age, the need to reconcile scientific knowledge with spiritual wisdom, and the challenge of maintaining cultural integrity in a globalized world. "The Hilltop Temple" offers not easy answers, but something much more valuable: a map for the inner journey that each person must undertake.

The Vedantic synthesis presented in this work proves especially relevant for our time. In an era when humanity faces crises that require both scientific rigor and spiritual wisdom – from climate change to questions of artificial intelligence – the non-dual perspective of Vedanta offers a solid foundation for conscious and compassionate action in the world.

I am deeply honored to contribute this foreword to a work of such quality and relevance. May Īśvara bless this book so that it may reach the right people at the right time, transmitting light and guidance on each reader's spiritual path. May this work serve as a bridge between traditions, as a beacon for sincere seekers, and as testimony to the perennial relevance of Vedantic wisdom for contemporary humanity.

May all beings find, through this reading, one more step toward understanding their true nature, which is sat-cit-ānanda – absolute existence, consciousness, and fullness.

Padma Shri Jonas Masetti, Vedanta Ācārya

Ambassador of the Vedic Tradition in the Americas

Director Vedanta Life (https://www.vedanta.life)


CHAPTER 1

TURMOIL

[image: ]

Was it true, or was it an illusion? I cannot decide. I have often returned to that tiny temple on the hilltop, hoping to see the masters again, but it never happened again. An inner voice tells me that events occur only when desperately needed and cannot be reproduced later.

Long after the grand Mahabharata war was fought at Kurukshetra, in which Lord Krishna gave the discourse of Gita to Arjuna, Arjuna asked Lord Krishna to repeat the discourse as he had forgotten most of it. Lord Krishna replied that he had given the discourse in a yogic trance, which could not be repeated. Arjuna’s desperation met its response in the discourse of Gita from the Lord himself. Unlike Arjuna, I do not claim that my despair had any consequence. God pulled Arjuna out of utter confusion by speaking through Lord Krishna. I had no one to turn to.

With extreme restlessness and despair, I took a few weeks off from my profession as a teacher and a research scientist and headed for the hills. Hills and mountains have unique qualities that soothe, heal, and rejuvenate tired bodies and souls. I had felt this on occasions before. This time, however, was exceptional and promised to be a real test of the hills’ prowess.

Restlessness started to take hold of me right from the moment I finished my doctoral degree at a prestigious university in Delhi almost fifteen years ago. Like any other budding scientist, I headed for the United States, the undisputed Mecca for scientists, to pursue my career further.

During my school and college years, I was the perfect son any parent would be proud of. A very bright student totally devoted to studies. God gifted me with a superb analytical mind, which helped me immensely in pursuing basic sciences at university. Year after year, I secured top ranks and accumulated numerous prizes and awards. Concepts in Science came naturally to me with little effort. Mathematical equations solved effortlessly in my hands. My colleagues remained in awe of me, and my professors were full of admiration for my capabilities. I was oblivious to the world around me.

Restlessness started in my mind when I left for the United States for post-doctoral research. I remember very well what had caused it initially. Through my studies in Science, I realized that most modern scientific discoveries were made in the West. My ego was probably bruised by the realization that our forefathers in India contributed relatively little to the growth of natural sciences, the area in which I would make a career.

India made brilliant contributions to Mathematics and astronomy. It had remarkable thinkers who made unparalleled contributed to the knowledge about our planetary system and the nature of the universe. These efforts were, however, seldom directed toward the systematic and analytical study of Nature, which is what Science is. It appeared that even though our forefathers cared about Nature from which they derived their sustenance, even worshipped it, they hardly devoted time and effort to analyzing and understanding Nature scientifically.

This was in marked contrast to the West, which saw massive efforts in developing scientific methodology and research, leading to all-round growth in our understanding of our world. Be it the discovery of a hundred odd elements, their interactions to generate infinite chemical compounds, the discovery of electricity, the development of machines and electronics, or the understanding of the structure and function of living systems, with countless applications in medicine, it was all essentially done in the West.

Science is universal, and we are all free to pursue it whether we live in the East or the West. Yet, there is an essential component of tradition, which, so far as scientific development is concerned, I, as an Indian, felt deprived of. Tradition plays a vital role in achieving excellence in any sphere of activity. Due to a lack of tradition in the sphere of experimental and analytical sciences in India, the efforts made in our country in this area falls well short of the achievements in the West.

The question that bothered me endlessly was why pursuing analytical and experimental sciences did not become a tradition in India. West developed a very healthy and robust tradition of pursuing Science. Now that I was going to the United States for further studies, I felt I would encroach on their heritage. I would work with them and learn from them, and then when I returned to my country as a research biologist, I would be an entity alien to the tradition of the soil. A mathematician, a doctor, a philosopher, an artist, or a musician would not feel that way since they can draw inspiration from local Indian traditions. As a natural scientist, I would forever be forced to look westward for inspiration.

Sometimes, I thought that I was being overly sensitive. It was not that India did not need people like me. There are diseases galore in the country, which cry out for scientific efforts to weed them out. Let’s compare statistics of mortality and morbidity caused by infectious and lifestyle diseases in our country, with those of other countries. We have to hang our heads with shame. Indeed, the situation became worst precisely because we needed a tradition of investigating them and finding solutions.

Even now, while we as a nation sense the urgency of utilizing Science for our society’s benefit, the absence of a local tradition in experimental sciences results in our lack of confidence in tackling these problems ourselves. It would be in such a confused state of affairs that I would return from the USA and do my bit in my country. Would I not be dooming myself to a failure?

The tradition of scientific research in Western countries has generated an appropriate milieu in which an inquiring mind can flourish and be productive. In that milieu, even mediocre minds can be creative and productive. Due to the lack of such a tradition, the milieu needed for scientific inquiry does not exist in our country, and even first-rate minds tend to get bogged down and perish.

Looking back, like most children who grow up in India with a healthy dose of Ramayana, Mahabharata, and grandmother’s stories, I was aware of our great heritage of scripture. This was more so because my mother was a Sanskrit scholar and often told us about ancient Sanskrit literature and its wisdom. I knew of the four Vedas and a hundred odd Upanishads, which have ultimate wisdom. But again, like average Indians, I had only heard about these and was unfamiliar with their contents.

I had often opened and tried to read some of these books in my mother’s library. It was difficult to understand the contents as they were in our ancient language, Sanskrit, and I understood little of it. Even Hindi or English commentaries made little sense to me since my mind, tuned to grasp clear and rational concepts in modern Sciences could not comprehend the language and contents of our ancient scriptures.

There is a popular saying in Hindi, Dhobi ka kutta, na ghar ka na ghat ka. Translated, it means “a washerman’s dog belongs neither to home nor to the riverbank.” A washer-man collects dirty laundry from his clients and takes it to the riverbank to wash. He spends days on the river washing his clothes and returns home for nights only. A washerman’s dog, therefore, cannot relate to either home or the riverbank. Even though I was a born Indian, I was not familiar with our own heritage. Moreover, I was preparing for a career, a tradition for which did not exist in my country. Wouldn’t I be like a washerman’s dog, neither here nor there?

I wanted to know why our forefathers neglected to investigate Nature and natural phenomena, so I asked this question to everyone who could shed some light on this issue.

Once, I voiced my frustrations to my mother.

"Why did we not investigate nature like they did in the West?' I asked, desperation creeping into my voice."
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Why did we not investigate Nature....

“Perhaps we see Nature differently. Our wisdom is in harmony, not dissection,” she replied. Her words lingered and challenged my thinking.

“If Westerners also thought this way, Science would not have evolved. So you think modern Science was not really needed?” I responded.

“If that happened, we would still be using traditional medicines today without understanding the physiology of a healthy body, the mechanism of diseases, and how they could be cured!” I added in frustration.

“Different societies have their own way of thinking. East and West had different priorities. It so happened that the West found meaning in investigating Nature. In contrast, our forefathers found meaning in understanding the Universe by looking inwards at our own essence,” responded my mother slowly, weighing each word.

Some people reacted to this question by telling me that ancient Indians did indeed explore Nature and I was unaware of their contributions. They pointed out Ayurveda, the great ancient Indian treatise of medical sciences, or the iron pillar at Qutab Minar in New Delhi, which has not rusted in a thousand years. Indeed, all these were examples of our scientific achievements.

These arguments never convinced me. A tradition cannot remain hidden from people. All ancient cultures have traditional medicine systems, which gradually developed over generations by observing the healing properties of herbs and other naturally available substances. We also have such a tradition in medicine. However, we never tried to investigate the biological basis of health and disease.

Ayurveda does not talk about the germ theory of diseases. Vata, Pitta, and Kapha are the three humors in the body, which are harmonious in a healthy body, and the body becomes sick if the balance between the three is disturbed. Ayurvedic drugs restore the harmony between the humors and thus cure the body. This explanation may leave a modern scientist scratching his head, yet the drugs work. In any case, the general public is not bothered about the mechanism of action of a drug so long as it is effective. Ayurveda thus represents a tradition in practical medicine but not in natural sciences.

We had brilliant minds in India, but they never considered worthwhile exploring Nature and natural phenomena. Why? We developed effective drugs through observation and empirical techniques in areas like metallurgy. However, unlike in the West, we did not move into a genuinely investigative mode. Why?

Another colleague explained: “We were a captive culture when scientific renascence gripped the Western world in the 15th and 16th centuries. Moguls and English ruled us during that era. Had we been free then, we would have joined the curious Westerners in the quest for scientific knowledge,” he said. This argument had merit, yet I remained skeptic.

“Human curiosity cannot be completely suppressed in captivity. Then again, we were never captive in our entirety. There were numerous large and small kingdoms in India which remained independent. If we had a true zeal for exploration of Nature, surely it would have blossomed in some nooks and crannies of this vast land of ours,” I countered.

Recalling from my studies of the history of Science, I continued, “Science in the West evolved through individual efforts. Benjamin Franklin was a politician who discovered electricity and invented batteries. George Mendel, a priest, discovered laws of inheritance merely by observing cross-pollination in pea plants. Wright brothers were school dropouts but invented flying machines! This zeal, it seems, was missing in our forefathers.”

When I left for the United States, I stumbled upon some books by Swami Vivekanand. Vivekanand, who died at the age of 39 in 1902, was a man of religion who revived and popularized the great heritage of Indian philosophy amongst the general masses. In 1889, his talk at the World Parliament of Religions in Chicago was a watershed in the spread of ancient Indian wisdom in the West. He was one of the most effective communicators India has produced.

Vivekanand’s writings mesmerized me. They provided my first introduction to Indian scripture in a language I could understand. I bought more books by Vivekanand and read them like an intellectually starved person. Finally, I was getting some answers.

Swami Vivekanand wrote that very early in the history of ancient India, our ancestors did worship Nature. They had Gods of all natural phenomena. Indra was the God of rain, Varuna of sea, Surya the Sun God, and Agni the God of fire. Gradually, however, they felt dissatisfied as these Gods appeared under regulations. Thus, the Sun emerged every morning without fail and vanished every night. Seasons occurred in a set sequence and at predictable times. Plants and trees produced flowers and fruits at the correct times. Who regulated all this in Nature?

Initially, these ancient Indians tried to look for answers in Nature. If that trend had continued, we would have made a sustained effort to understand Nature and thus laid down foundations for the study of natural sciences in the subcontinent. Upon these foundations, traditions of scientific research would have developed. However, our forefathers soon realized that answers to their most crucial questions were not to be obtained by exploring Nature.

The logic was simple. Whatever this Universe’s ultimate Truth or essence is, it must pervade through and be a common thread in every object. Therefore, one could pick anything in the Universe and reach its essence through sustained and deep investigations into its Nature. In that case, what could be a better object of investigation than our own selves, as we, too, were a part of Nature?

This conclusion forever changed the direction and future orientation of our culture. Forever, we became a culture in which thinkers looked inward for answers and paid less attention to the outside world. Ancient seers developed meditation techniques to concentrate the mind and contemplate about the true essence of the universe. If they could find this essence within themselves, they would understand the Universe and become genuinely liberated by gaining this supreme knowledge.

There was no need to look elsewhere except within ourselves to gain this knowledge. Therefore, from very early on, eastern thought developed in India, and Western thought, a legacy of ancient Greeks, took opposite directions. We looked inward for the Truth and ignored the outside world. Thinkers in the West ignored the inner self and focused their energies on investigating Nature.

Most of Vivekanand’s writings are transcripts of his public discourses in India, the United States, and other countries. His oratory and rhetoric were scintillating, and his arguments were unmatched. His familiarity with Western thought and modern Science, supplemented with his unique analytical and sharp insight into Indian thought processes and scripture, made him a truly unique personality, unparalleled in history.

He was the greatest of masters, who literally breathed new life into our fatigued nation. He unveiled and re-introduced our ancient heritage to a country reeling under bondage, poverty, and self-doubts. Intellectual renascence that started in India with Vivekanand has continued to this day. I felt deprived of not meeting Swamiji and not being his contemporary. Remarkable teacher that he was, I sorely missed being guided by him. Little did I know then that my deep desire to meet him would be fulfilled one day.


CHAPTER 2

RETURN TO INDIA
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I finally returned to India after spending a decade in the United States. I joined a prestigious University as a professor, and devoted myself to full time research and teaching. I almost forgot about the restlessness I had once felt. Life was good. I was also making a name for myself in my area of research. Research students were eager to find a slot in my laboratory in order to work with me. Government agencies gave me sufficient grant money for research. Other university and institution colleagues recognized my work and invited me to give lectures and participate in research seminars.

At home, I had a lovely wife, a scientist too; we also had two beautiful children who did well in school. With the money I had saved in the United States, I bought a house and some other property; but I still had money left for unforeseen contingencies. By the time I completed four decades of my life, I was quite a model of success. I had achieved all that most people strive to achieve in a lifetime. What more could one ask for? Little did I know that “having everything” constitutes just the right condition for brewing restlessness.

At this most unlikely of times, an inner restlessness started to grip me again. It was as though the seeds of restlessness planted in me long ago were now germinating. Looking back today and thinking about what initiated this resumption of my inner turmoil, I cannot place my finger on any particular factor. There were, in fact, several factors.

The realization that there was the absence of an appropriate milieu in the country to do serious scientific research dawned on me in many ways. I had always been an introvert. So, I concentrated on my work without mingling too much with others in the university. It was not that I never talked with my colleagues in the department, but my interactions were professional and business-like. I considered unnecessary talk or gossip a waste of time. This personality trait is indeed an asset for a dedicated scientist. Yet, it proved to be a severe handicap for me.

One of the most essential prerequisites for success in our country is the ability to go to people and spend time gossiping. If you do not do it, people will brand you as arrogant, and eventually, harm will come your way. A person should have some merit to succeed, but contacting people who matter is far more critical in the climb to fame.

Contacts are made by regularly visiting important people on one pretext or another. Inviting them to events specially organized for this purpose is important. Praising them to the skies even though you know they are worthless, even more so. In short, you must never let them forget you. Therefore, at the crucial juncture when appointments are going to be made in essential committees or awards have to be given, they may just push your name forward. In such a system, a person like me, who would not cultivate contacts and indulge in active public relations, stood little chance of rising.

Once I had established myself scientifically, I gradually realized that I needed to do better on parameters that society uses to assess a person’s success in a position like mine. I had merit, but no one to recommend me. I had spent all my time researching and training students. However, I had ignored the most critical component of success, which was cultivating contacts.

All around me, I saw shameless sycophancy resulting in “grand successes.” A mediocre colleague of mine went to a senior scientist who was a vital selection committee member for a prestigious national award. He literally caught hold of his feet and would not let go till the latter promised to forward his name for the prize. My colleague eventually got the prize.

Some colleagues hardly went to their laboratories. Instead, they spent time making and nurturing valuable contacts. They were the ones who joined government delegations to foreign countries, were included in crucial selection committees, and found places in committees that decided on research grants.

On the face of it, I was not unduly perturbed. Whenever my name was ignored, I rationalized: How does it matter if I did not get it? Has God not given me so much already? What more do I need? I had a good job which I truly enjoyed, a problem-free family, sufficient money for all the necessary comforts of life, and
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