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 1. Relgion, God, and
the Mystical Experience

 

Pandit, what is the importance of
religion?

Before we talk about the importance of
religion, perhaps it would be better to say a few words, what is
meant by the word ‘religion’. The reason is that people interpret
the word religion differently. Therefore, it is better to clear
this point first.

Religion means the impulse rooted deep in
human nature to establish one’s relationship with the universe—to
know, ‘Why I am here?’ ‘Who am I?’ ‘What is the cause behind the
universe?’ and ‘What relationship I bear to that cause?’ Religion
also implies a sense of wonder, awe, and respect for the Creator
who has brought us into being, with a longing to pray or worship
Him. This tendency has been in evidence from as far back as the
dawn of human culture. And even prior to that, in a very primitive
form, among the savages.

Now keeping in view this
interpretation of religion, we have now to assess its importance.
Its importance lies in the fact that all our ethical and moral
values have sprung from religion. In the primitive societies, the
first ideas of totem or taboo, as for instance, taboo of marrying
within the family, started from the religious impulse—from the idea
of sacred and the profane—that which belonged to the earth, to this
world, was treated as the profane, and that which was above this
earth, which related to the soul, was treated as the
sacred.

So we find the rudiments of our moral
sense stretching back to the remotest periods in history. People do
not realize it, but even in those countries where they have
materialistic ideologies, the fundamental principles are based on
religion—fraternity, equality, love for fellow human beings. It is
the religious teachers who have promulgated these doctrines. They
could otherwise, in a society struggling for existence, never come
into existence at all. It is the religious impulse that has been at
the base of all moral and ethical progress of mankind. From this
you can see what importance religion has from the ethical point of
view.

The other importance is that man is
unaware about himself. He does not know why for he has come. What
is the purpose of his life? Where he is going, and whether at the
end he would survive, or perish with the body. This is of absolute
importance to him for framing his social and political structures.
If he is a mortal creature, doomed to vanish at the end of life,
his whole attitude towards the world will be different from what it
would be if he comes to know that he is an immortal being and has
to live—even after his death—maybe to pay for his deeds. That would
change his whole ideas about life. That is the second
reason.

The third reason is that man does not
know himself. Through all his life he is like a sleepwalker. He
does not know wherefrom he has come, where he is going, what is his
actual position in this universe. He just works, day and night,
sleeps, eats, drinks, has children, without ever being aware to
what plane he belongs; what is his own real province and territory.
He associates himself with his body, with his senses, with the
world, without knowing who he is in actuality. This is the third
importance of religion—because he has to know himself. Just as
wonder is the source of all philosophy and science. We wonder at
things—how they happen, and then we enquire. As Socrates has said,
that wonder is the father of all philosophy. Similarly, the
religious impulse is implanted by Nature to know ourselves, to know
the first cause behind the universe. So in this lies the paramount
importance of religion.

Did the prophets and the founders
of the world’s great religions actually see God? And if they
didn’t, what’s your explanation?

Here again we need a little clarification.
Now different people have different ideas about God. Some imagine
God as a magnified human being. Some imagine Him as a spirit. Some
imagine Him as pure Consciousness. And some, like Buddha, do not
believe that there is a God, or an eternal cause behind the
universe. I would not say he did not believe, but he never threw
light on this problem. Whenever the question was put to him he
remained silent. Whenever the question was put to him whether the
soul was immortal, he remained silent. Whenever the question was
put whether there was a God he remained silent. But others—the
other prophets—believed in God, or Brahman, or a Universal State of Consciousness.


We have to picture it
this way, that there is a creative power behind the universe which
we can call “the Divine”, which has brought us all into existence
as also all the other planets and suns in space. If we assume this
Power to be the Creator, it will meet the requirements of
everyone–the Brahman of the
Upanishads, the Allah of Islam, or God of Christians. That is, the
Divine Power behind the universe—the Creator. Instead of naming it
God we can name it “The Creator,” and, in fact, it is the Creator
about which all the religious scriptures are teaching us or giving
us information.

Why are there different
descriptions of God given by the different prophets? Why is there
such a difference in the tenants of faith among them?

In actual fact, there is not much difference in
the descriptions given by the various prophets. If we look at it
from the point of view of Divinity, entrance into the realm where
God exists, that is, in the domain of the Spirit, is not an easy
matter. The human mind has to yield place to another sense, to
another faculty, before the unseen realms of the Spirit can become
visible to us. If we go to a new territory, even on the Earth, we
are usually confused at first, because we are not able to adjust
what we see with the things we already know. In the same way, we
can very well imagine that if a prophet is all of a sudden
transported into the presence of a Divine Power, it would be
extremely difficult for him to put the vision in the right
perspective. He would have something of his old human self there to
describe it.

So some have described it as an ocean
of Consciousness. Others as a Divine Being, sitting on a throne.
Others as pure Spirit spread everywhere. But they are unanimous in
certain things. That is, God is glory, God is Spirit, God is
Omnipotent, God is Omnipresent, God is Omniscient, and God is the
Creator of the universe. They may have drawn different pictures at
different levels of their own perception, and their narratives
might be different. But, when we look at it from a very penetrating
point of view, we find that their descriptions tally in the broader
outlines.

So that there are similarities between the
visions of, for instance, Christ and Mohammed, Buddha, the author
of the Bhagavad-Gita and the great prophets?

There are many similarities. In the first
place, there is the sensation of light. In every vision of Divinity
or God, the seer or the prophet finds himself enclothed in
glory–the glory of the God or of the Divinity which he is
perceiving.

The other thing is of immensity of the
vision. He feels that he is in the presence of an all-pervading
Personality or Consciousness. Then there is the certitude that life
is immortal. That I am immortal. That there is a soul in me which
belongs to God. Then again, there is wonder and awe. All the
prophets have expressed this—their wonder and awe at the sight of
God, or the Spirit, or Consciousness, whatever you may call it.
Then again there is emotion. The whole heart goes towards this
Vision. There are tears in the eyes. The heart throbs—palpitates,
and one has a sense of complete and utter surrender and
submission.

So, there are many similarities in the
vision of Divinity experienced by all prophets, to which they have
given expression in their writings. Then there are also
similarities in the Revelations granted to them in that state,
which we can discuss at another place.

So, you would say that there are
basic characteristics of the God-vision or the mystical experience
or enlightenment. Is this vision for people who are especially born
for the experience?

You see, according to the traditional views of
different faiths, those who are granted the Vision are the
recipients of Heavenly Grace. They are chosen for it. For instance,
we believe that all the prophets who came were the chosen envoys of
Almighty God. They were sent to mankind with His Commandments or
His message. This is the traditional belief. In India, the belief
is that they are the incarnations of God, that God Himself
incarnates in the human form, and then becomes a prophet like
Krishna or Rama. And according to Buddha, he was Enlightened. He
realized himself, and then was able to give the wisdom for others
to follow.

So there are different versions of
this experience in different faiths of mankind. But I am putting
another interpretation on it. According to my own experience, and
also, according to the study I have made of the various scriptures,
it appears to me that this experience of God, or Cosmic
Consciousness, is actually an experience of a higher form of
consciousness towards which mankind is evolving at present. In
other words, what I mean to say is that, just as man climbed from
the state of an animal to that of a man, rich with wisdom and
knowledge and ethics, which do not exist in the animal kingdom, he
has to take another leap to reach a higher dimension of
consciousness where he can perceive the creative energies of the
universe.

What would be the characteristics
of a man who had this vision?

What should be the characteristics of a person
who is suddenly transported to Mars, and is able to roam the whole
universe leaving his body on the Earth? It would be a stupendous
experience. It would change his whole concept of the universe. He
would then be a pure spirit, moving here and there at his will,
without any pain, sorrow, suffering or need for food, drink
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