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PREFACE
THREE SANYASIS ON SANYAS
Swami Radha and Sanyas
by Swami Lalitananda



SWAMI RADHA WAS FORTY-FOUR YEARS OLD when she left Canada for India to meet her Guru in person. She had already met Swami Sivananda of Rishikesh in meditation. She had lived in the world and intimately knew its joys and tragedies. She was clear-minded enough to see the impermanence of it all. She had no illusions about human nature after having lived through two wars. Why? What was life all about? These were questions she had asked since she was a child.
She traveled to Swami Sivananda’s ashram with a desire to find the truth. Her Guru responded to her passion to know. He said they had lived and worked together in the past and that he had been waiting for her. He initiated her first into mantra, then into sanyas, and then he sent her back to North America to do the work on her own. It was unprecedented – a woman swami in Canada in 1956.
Her commitment was to put the Divine first. There was no one else to turn to. She followed Swami Sivananda’s orders to live on faith, to trust the Divine, and she developed the humility to accept whatever was given. She also experienced the miracle of the Divine coming through when she most needed it.
Swami Radha was pulled to her path from a deep desire to find meaning in life. She did not decide to become a swami based on theory, philosophy or the history of the tradition. Over the years she sifted essence from cultural context and adapted sanyas to the West. Eventually she initiated others and offered us what she had learned from her experience.
The Supreme Gift
by Swami Sivananda
THE MANUSCRIPT FOR THIS BOOK came from Swami Radha’s notes, files and taped discussions spanning almost forty years. They begin in 1956, when she first returned to the West from India, and end in 1995, the year of her death. When assembled from her archives, there were well over a thousand pages of what she understood from her Guru, Swami Sivananda of Rishikesh, as “the necessity of sanyas.” He gave Swami Radha the challenge of updating the yogic teachings and making them accessible for life in the West. Where to begin? How could this be done with a mystical lineage, mostly unwritten and dating back to the beginning of recorded history?
Unlike any other spiritual master that I know, Swami Radha chronicled the reality of renunciation in practical terms, in everyday life. She revitalized what had become confused within Western spiritual practice. Her foundation started from a strict devotion to her Guru’s instructions and it grew into the realization of how sanyas is, for all of us, the supreme gift.
My work with these documents was spread over three years. It started as a project suggested to me by Swami Radha’s successor, Swami Radhananda, shortly after she initiated me into sanyas. Swami Radha had often asked that this material be pulled together into a small book. And so I started work on the manuscript as part of my morning practice. I often found myself stuck, rereading and resorting sections, picking up themes, discovering new meanings and working with the questions that this was all bringing forward for me.
Some things I understood: many times Swami Radha spoke of the importance of the two initiations taken before sanyas, especially the first, the mantra initiation. I retraced my own process in parallel with the manuscripts. As always, she taught by example, talked about her own life and what was happening with each of us who lived and worked with her. There were heart-opening sections throughout on the central place of gratitude and humility. I read transcripts of the hard confrontations that happen when the reality of what it actually means to live “against the stream” lands in everyday situations. Penetrating illusions is not for the faint-hearted, student or teacher. Sanyas isn’t what most of us imagine. It is both harsher and sweeter.
The mornings turned into months that turned into years. I couldn’t quite get it all together. But when a fellow swami, one of my gurubhais, abruptly left the Ashram and his vows, the pain this caused me crystallized my review. The On Sanyas manuscript became my safe harbour, long into many sleepless nights. I finished organizing the material within a month. It was obvious to me that what Swami Radha was offering is vitally important for all of us, sanyasis as well as others.
Sanyas for Now
by Swami Radhananda
SANYAS IS AN INITIATION into a deeper level of inner spiritual development. It could be called the PhD of spiritual life. Generally it means dying to the worldly view and opening fully to the divine vision. The essential nature of sanyas is a realization of a strong and deep commitment that says, “I am here to live the teachings.” There is a passion to learn and to engage in life.
At Yasodhara Ashram, sanyasis are part of the community. We look after and care for guests; we teach and make space for the student’s insights to arise. We work and eat meals together, and while these simple activities may not look like spiritual life, they are. Each person who takes the initiation into sanyas is teaching through example. As a group of people involved with a lineage, we support, inspire and challenge each other.
When there is an initiation, all the sanyasinis and sanyasins gather together as witnesses to a new commitment to the Divine. In the ceremony, new sanyasis blow out the candle that represents their former life and turn to their spiritual name as a reminder of the path they have chosen and its promise of bliss.
Something very precious happens in an initiation. We invoke a subtle mantric power, call on the forces of Light, and focus it on the person who is being initiated. It is a joyous occasion when another person is open and willing to accept the Light. I don’t know why everyone doesn’t want the initiation! But there are just a few people who actually want it, who come forward and can stick with it. It’s earth-shaking when they do, because as a sanyasi, you take a vow against the worldly view.
Letting go physically, mentally and spiritually is challenging. To take a sanyas initiation, there has to be a readiness, like when a ripe fruit drops from the tree or a full heart opens to its yearning for the Divine. For me, there was a thirst for the Light. I was inspired by how Swami Radha lived her life, a life dedicated to a higher purpose. I knew that her teachings, this lineage, had and would continue to change my life.
With renunciation, my life has expanded and so has my vision. It’s a dynamic process of evolving consciousness. I understand that there is more to renunciation than letting things go. It’s a commitment to facing life and moving forward. It’s a practice of compassion in a time when terrible things are happening in the world. It’s a vow to look to each other and live a life that overcomes emotional turmoil and fear, creating a solid foundation to work with and to bring into the world.







CHAPTER ONE
SANYAS EXPLAINED
THE PURPOSE OF EACH LIFE IS TO EVOLVE. The practice and acceptance of sanyas or swamihood is the most effective tool to obtain liberation.
Swami in Sanskrit means “he or she who is one with the Self.” The Sanskrit word yogi or yogini means “he or she who is yoked or linked with the Divine.” In other words, a yogi or yogini is someone who is liberated or enlightened. The two terms mean generally the same thing. The difference is that swamis are formally organized, whereas yogis are usually solitary and unorganized. Joining the swami order is similar to taking holy orders in the Christian tradition to become a priest or a monk.
The tradition of sanyas is many thousands of years old, and was organized into the form it has today, with ten suborders, by a yogi named Shankara. The lineage of Swami Sivananda of Rishikesh, for example, which I was initiated into, is the suborder of Saraswati, the goddess who symbolizes the power of wisdom and knowledge of the arts.
Why should a person take sanyas? What is the meaning of sanyas? Sanyas is the path of renunciation. According to the Upanishads, sanyasa is the fourth stage of life. It is the life of renunciation. What is renounced? You renounce the physical world, the mental-emotional world and the celestial world –
 all three levels, to reach the fourth level, which is liberation.
There are many yogas. The Bhagavad Gita, in fact, lists eighteen different yogas, the last of which is the Yoga of Renunciation. The eighteenth chapter of the Gita speaks of sanyas and renunciation, explaining that sanyas means to abstain from ambition and selfish desire. To take sanyas means giving up mental and emotional attachment to life in this world and in the celestial world. You renounce attachment to everything – even to heaven. There is one particular passage that can be considered the essence of the Gita: “Perform every action with your heart fixed on God. Renounce attachment to the fruits of your work.” It goes on: “Be even-tempered in success and failure, for it is this evenness of temper, which is meant by yoga. Work done with anxiety about results is far inferior to work done without such anxiety in the calm of
 self-surrender to higher destiny.”
The sanyasi is one who lives the path of renunciation. The renunciation has no end. It will become more subtle, and still more subtle. However, the first step is the renunciation of material things and personal possessions in order to free mental and physical energy. The process of material renunciation gives a clear picture of oneself and an understanding that would be difficult, if not impossible, to obtain in any other way. When, through the renunciation of material possessions, the realization of insecurity has been experienced, a foundation is laid for the next experience – renouncing the gratification of the senses and overcoming the intense attachment to one’s cherished beliefs. In experiences of insecurity on both
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