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Preface

If  The Life Divine is the metaphysics of Integral Yoga,  The Synthesis of Yoga is the path of transformation from human to divine life. That is to say, in  The Life Divine  Sri Aurobindo explains on a rational basis and analyses in depth all human thinking, and all human assumptions and then finally arrives at his conclusion regarding human destiny and the evolutionary destiny of the earth. But in  The Synthesis of Yoga,  he shows us the path leading towards that destiny. So in a way,  The Synthesis  of Yoga  could be taken as something on the individual level, whereas  The Life Divine is a master vision of collective and human evolution. On the personal level,  The Synthesis of Yoga is of greatest help because, here, unlike  The Life Divine – which we need to understand with our higher mental faculties – we need to feel the teachings deep within. Unless and until there is an attempt to follow the basic guidelines given in this book, we may not be able to experience its underlying  rasa. In brief,  The Life Divine is the theory, and  The Synthesis of Yoga is the praxis!

In one of her conversations about this book, the Mother said it “leads you straight to the path”. ( Mother’s Agenda I: 96) She also mentioned that  The Synthesis of Yoga is a perfect book. What exactly did she mean we do not know?

But I am sure we would agree that both  The Life Divine and   The Synthesis of Yoga are perfect from every angle.

Not only in the form, language and methodology followed in these books, but the very substance of these books is incomparable. Sri  Aurobindo has written many books and in each, we feel a different vibration of his consciousness.

He said regarding  The Life Divine, “it is the intellectual side of my contribution to humanity”. So also, we can say that there is a different side to  The Synthesis of Yoga. It is
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga almost a powerful psychic vibration if I can use the phrase.

Constantly, it is our mind that is awakened when we read The Life Divine; we feel a tremendous intensity of thought.

It is that intensity of thought which captures and thrills us when we read it ,  and then we get the  rasa of the mind’s idea and vision. But here, in  The Synthesis of Yoga, there is an altogether different feeling. There is a constant appeal to something within. It is as if something in the inner being is relishing what is written in this book. The Mother gives a beautiful method to read and feel this book: “Understanding The Synthesis of Yoga  is  quite simple: I have only to be silent for a moment, and Sri Aurobindo is here. It’s not this body’s understanding: He is here!” ( Mother’s Agenda 2:1) One can almost feel Sri Aurobindo’s presence when one reads it, one can practically bathe in his consciousness.

This book has been divided into four parts. In Parts One to Three, Sri Aurobindo discusses “The Yoga of Divine Works”,

“The Yoga of Integral Knowledge”, and “The Yoga of Divine Love”. It is not Sri  Aurobindo’s intention here to bring out the essential ideas of old yogas. He intends to see if what has been done in the past can be integrated with the new. That is to say; humanity has taken till now many different paths to the realisation of the Supreme. There could be hundreds, but they all fall into the pattern of the three paths works, knowledge and bhakti. Sri  Aurobindo discusses each of these paths, brings out their essential ideas and leads us to part four “The Yoga of Self-Perfection”. In one of his letters in1936, he wrote:

The Synthesis of Yoga  was not meant to give a method for all to follow. Each side of the Yoga was dealt with separately with all its possibilities, and an indication as to how they meet so that one starting from knowledge could realise karma and bhakti also and so with each path. It
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was intended when the Self-Perfection was finished, to suggest a way in which all could be combined, but this was never written. (CWSA 35: 96)

We may not be able to appreciate the difference between Integral Yoga and other traditional yogas or their offshoots in the contemporary world. We may miss the goalposts of Integral Yoga which brings joy and fulfilment of the transformation of the outer nature of the human being. We may not be able to start with “the Yoga of Self-Perfection”

directly. We need to come to this highway through different routes, smaller roads, by-lanes or bypaths. Sri  Aurobindo tells us that one can take any one of the pathways, depending on one’s  swabhava, depending on one’s situation in life. But how do we go from these pathways towards that Universal Highway called the Yoga of Self-Perfection or, in other words, Integral Yoga? He describes this in detail in  The Synthesis of Yoga. Through the practice of yoga, he knew the details of each path and its relation to other paths. That is the secret of the fullness of his Yoga. By taking any one single path one may reach the Divine but will realise only one aspect of the Divine. In contrast, Sri  Aurobindo knows the details and paves the way for the realisation of the integral element of the Divine.

Keeping this in mind, I studied and enjoyed this great book by Sri Aurobindo. It was as if he was himself taking us on the path of Integral Yoga. All through, the Mother helped me in my efforts to understand this book. It was a sheer joy to be able to read and mentally understand the inspiring chapters of this psychic–book. It was indeed a long and blissful journey of over ten years when I delivered talks on each chapter of  The Synthesis of Yoga. 

Years have passed since I finished giving classes on this
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga book at the Hall of Harmony of Sri  Aurobindo Ashram school. The talks delivered were recorded and transcribed.

Hoping that these recorded talks may come of some use to the future students of Sri Aurobindo’s thought, I decided to publish the edited transcriptions, which cover the entire book of  The Synthesis of Yoga in several volumes. The transcriptions are edited to make thought contiguous and the language flowing, but I have tried to keep the tone and atmosphere of the class. There might be a few repetitions of the ideas as I have tried to explain them differently.

The talks in the present volume were delivered from 20th January to 31st August 2000 at Sri Aurobindo Ashram, Hall of Harmony, Puducherry. As far as possible, the original text from  The Synthesis of Yoga has been quoted in this transcription to facilitate smooth reading. The entire text of this volume has been tallied with Volume 23 of  The Complete Works of Sri Aurobindo (CWSA). Wherever the reference is not mentioned, it is taken from the above volume. All other references have been mentioned after the quote.

Of course, work of this size and expansion could not be done single-handedly. Many hands and minds have supported me in bringing out this Volume. Barbara Gibson transcribed these talks relentlessly, week after week, as the classes progressed month after month, putting in great labour of love, patience, and perseverance. She did this tedious work of transcribing the talks with joy and care and covered almost all the 313 hours of recording the entire book! And once the transcriptions were over, my loving wife Deepshikha, like a keen archivist, kept all the treasure of the documents under her wings of love and care and parted with them only for editorial purposes. Then came the SACAR team to help me make this publication possible.
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Miresh generously released the soft copies with pride and love and collaborated with Shruti Bidwaikar, who took up the editing and chiselling of the language and formatting of the transcriptions. Larry Seidlitz did the final editing, and Monica Gulati and Oeendrila Guha did the meticulous proofreading. Of course, desk-top artist Vipul Kishore came in to present a well-designed book and made it a beautiful and proud product from SACAR. I am thankful to all the people who, in their love for the Mother and Sri Aurobindo, collaborated with me to make this volume worthy of publication.

This book is an offering to Sri Aurobindo on his 150th Birth Anniversary.

V. Ananda Reddy

October 2022


Puducherry
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In the right view both of life and of Yoga all life is either consciously or subconsciously a Yoga. For we mean by this term a methodised effort towards self-perfection by the expression of the secret potentialities latent in the being and—highest condition of victory in that effort—a union of the human individual with the universal and transcendent Existence we see partially expressed in man and in the Cosmos. But all life, when we look behind its appearances, is a vast Yoga of Nature who attempts in the conscious and the subconscious to realise her perfection in an ever-increasing expression of her yet unrealised potentialities and to unite herself with her own divine reality.


Sri Aurobindo

The Synthesis of Yoga

Chapter – I

Life and Yoga

The title of the book,  The Synthesis of Yoga, might suggest that Sri Aurobindo will examine the methods, the ideas and principles of the major schools and systems of yoga and synthesise them. On the contrary, the author-yogi had no such intention because the principal schools of yoga, originated in India, are so very “disparate in their tendencies, so highly specialised and elaborated in their forms,” that it is difficult and even impractical to “arrive at their right union”.

(CWSA 23: 41)

So, what Sri Aurobindo has attempted in this book is to deal separately with the three major trends of yoga — Jnana yoga, Bhakti yoga, Karma yoga—and analyse the common links which connect one system of yoga to another. Each of these three major systems have seen dealt with in the first three parts: “The Yoga of Divine Works”, “The Yoga of Integral Knowledge” and “The Yoga of Divine Love”.

Although each system operates on one “part of the complex human integer”(Ibid.), — on the physical, the mental and the vital, their fundamental aim is to bring about “union of that which has become separated in the play of the universe with its own true self, origin and universality.”(Ibid.: 32) Before investigating each of the systems of yoga, Sri Aurobindo paints the vast canvas of life as connected to yoga. For him all life is ‘a vast Yoga of Nature’ (Ibid.:6), for both Nature and yoga work on some common principles in their attempt to realise union with the Divine. In the first section of “Introduction” he focuses on these basic principles between life and yoga:
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga There are two necessities of Nature’s workings which seem always to intervene in the greater forms of human activity, whether these belong to our ordinary fields of movement or seek those exceptional spheres and fulfillments which appear to us high and divine. Every such form tends towards a harmonised complexity and totality which again breaks apart into various channels of special effort and tendency, only to unite once more in a larger and more puissant synthesis.

The first idea here is that in all her activities, Nature follows two trends or methods: convergence towards unity, and divergence into multiplicity. In Indian philosophy, the concept of unity and multiplicity is associated with the creation of the manifestation of this world. We have seen in  The Life Divine that the One consciousness of Sachchidananda becomes multiplicity when innovation takes place. Similarly, in the entire process of Nature itself, there is a systematic process of unification followed by specialisation or breaking up into divergent multiplicity followed by reunification. We may understand this with the example of the Upanishads. The unifying vision of the Upanishads gave birth to several schools of philosophy. These various streams again found their synthesis in the Bhagavad Gita. The movement is from unity to multiplicity, and then multiples once again unite.

Secondly, development into forms is an imperative rule of practical manifestation; yet all truth and practice too strictly formulated becomes old and loses much, if not all, of its virtue; it must be constantly renovated by fresh streams of the spirit revivifying the dead or dying vehicle and changing it if it is to acquire a new life.

A fundamental principle of creation is the development of forms and the breaking up of those forms. In  The Life 
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Divine, we have seen that the most critical aspect of this manifestation is “form”. We have also analysed the necessity of Matter which creates a definite form. Other elements –

water, air, fire and ether do not create sustainable forms.

Matter alone can give concrete structure, although it may be temporary. It forms the basis of this entire manifestation.

Let us remember the importance of Matter: we may have imaginations, ambitions, projects, ideals, etc., but until and unless we manifest them in material form, the idea is not realised. Sri Aurobindo uses the term “effective manifestation” in the quote above. Many Avatars have given us new states of consciousness, new ideologies, and many new ideas. Still, they have not taken an “effective manifestation” – they could not bring about a substantial change in humanity. Interestingly, the emblem of Sri Aurobindo International Centre of Education (SAICE), Puducherry – with the double symbol of the Mother and Sri  Aurobindo juxtaposed on each other – which was given when this school was inaugurated in 1952, was given the following significance by the Mother: “The effective manifestation of Ishwara and Ishwari in union.”

( Champaklal’s Treasures: 108) This means that the ideals of Sri  Aurobindo regarding education must be effectively manifested in SAICE. We may, therefore, understand the importance of the term “effective manifestation”, as is used by both the Mother and Sri Aurobindo.

“Yet all truth and practice too strictly formulated becomes old and loses much, if not all, of its virtue.” One of the characteristics of form is that it is bound to become old; it decays and decomposes. Any form – a scripture, a computer, a vehicle, a house – loses its virtue and value over time. Such is the paradox of form.

4

Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga Without form, there is no manifestation or realisation, and yet the form is something that does not last; it dies a natural death. We want to rigidly adhere to whatever the scriptures have told us; we want to stick to those “forms” described in the Bible, the Koran, the Gita, and the Upanishads!

But that is where we go wrong because the form can never be permanent. Records are meant to change. Even in our individual human form, conditions do not remain the same

– it changes almost daily. There are only two ways to keep alive a scripture, a thought or a spiritual value: either one throws away the old form lock stock and barrel into the sea and creates a new one or one has to weed out all that is dying or dead in that scripture, thought or spiritual principle. Let me give a few examples. I recently read that  Manusmriti has prescribed women a strict code of conduct. Some people may advocate following it blindly. In modern times, it will not be acceptable to anyone at all. Therefore, if we must continually keep up with the change, the spirit must be kept intact, but the forms must undergo a mutation.

The Mother had a conversation with a few Aurovilians.

In the early days when Auroville had just started, a batch of youngsters from Auroville used to go to the Mother and ask her questions just as some young Ashramites did in the early days in 1949 and 1950 when the Mother had started classes with young girls. Some Aurovilians picked up courage and asked the Mother if they could ask her a few questions.

She consented. Those questions and answers showed the Mother’s modern outlook, flexible and accessible in spirit.

In one of her classes, she once remarked that women are

“the executrix.” She is the executive power of Nature; she is the Shakti aspect. A woman tends to lean upon a man for support, but it is unnecessary. She can do by herself what she has to do. Imagine what Manu would say about the absolute
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independence of women! It may be true for his times but not applicable to modern times. Therefore, there is a need to change the old sufficiently or weed out all that is unwanted.

The idea is to revivify the old in a new form.

Another example could be that of a garden and a beautiful green lawn in it. After a good rain, the lawn vanishes and the weeds come out. We must take out those weeds so the property remains beautiful regularly. Similarly, we need to

“de-weed” every form from time to time. The weeds actually

“kill” the form. It must be “renovated by fresh streams of the spirit revivifying the dead or dying vehicle and changing it if it is to acquire a new life.”

Here is a beautiful sentence: “To be perpetually reborn is the condition of a material immortality.” If the matter has to be immortal, the only way to be so for it is to be reborn perpetually. It has both a surface and a profound meaning.

What does it mean on the outer level? If someone wants to live forever, what do they do? They procreate. A person lives perpetually through his procreation. We have heard a father saying, “I am reborn in my son.” He sees an extension of himself in his son. And then he feels, “well, I will live another 80 years.” Then the son has his son. And the father says, “I am living through the grandson.” So, that is the psychology of people – to be reborn through their children and thus live continuously. In general, that is what humanity has done.

On the individual level, there is also a profound spiritual truth in the statement that to “be perpetually reborn is the condition of a material immortality”. Yoga tells us that to be “immortal” means to be in contact with that “Immortal”

within us. We have to grow in our consciousness. Otherwise, we become victims of a lower consciousness and lower nature; if we cannot come out of our weaknesses, then we die
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At every moment, we are trying to live anew. That is why the Mother would again tell us “not to think of the past, not worry about the future; only to concentrate in the present”

because, in the present time, we have to be at our best consciousness.

We are in an age, full of the throes of travail, when all forms of thought and activity that have in them any strong power of utility or any secret virtue of persistence are being subjected to a supreme test and given their opportunity of rebirth. The world today presents the aspect of a huge cauldron of Media in which all things are being cast, shredded into pieces, experimented on, combined and recombined either to perish and provide the scattered material of new forms or to emerge rejuvenated and changed for a fresh term of existence.

Sri Aurobindo wrote this in 1914, and today, we can see it happening. There are clashes of new ideas. All systems, all religions, all morality, all values, respect for elders, respect for teachers and a whole significant upheaval everywhere.

Everything is being questioned; everything has been put into a kind of cauldron and is being churned to see what lasts, what is essential, what is true, and what is helpful for the future. If someone had read this in 1914, he would have foreseen the changes that could come in and wouldn’t have been disturbed about what was happening in the world then. In the last 20 or 25 years, we have seen the pace with which things are moving: the pell-mell conditions, the chaos, and the children in highly advanced countries shooting at each other. All values have been thrown into the cauldron. Why were they thrown away? It is because from those old things, whatever can withstand the fire of the present change, can be carried to the future. It is as if
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the fire will be taken out of the “nuggets” for the future.

This is precisely the present situation.

Indian Yoga, in its essence a special action or formulation of certain great powers of Nature, itself specialised, divided and variously formulated, is potentially one of these dynamic elements of the future life of humanity.

Sri  Aurobindo has given us this background only to tell us about Indian yoga. In this cauldron, even Indian yoga is thrown. Yoga will survive; it has to stay because it is meant for the future life of humanity. In our previous session, we discussed that yoga is meant for the future. We have analysed the process of Nature’s control, the mind’s control and the Divine’s control! We are indeed moving towards an age of spirituality where yoga is both the path and the system.

Now let us look at it differently, from a different angle.

When a human being evolves, he is, basically to start with, on the animal stage. Let’s remember one thing: when I speak of a human being evolving, that evolution is there very dramatically in each one’s birth process. An embryo in the mother’s womb goes through the entire development of matter. How could the first atom or the first molecule become a human body? Millions of years of history are compressed in those nine months before the baby is born.

Similarly, when we grow up, we go through the same evolutionary stages humans have gone through in the last million years. What is that stage of growth?

Initially, humanity was on the level of animal consciousness. It is a consciousness restricted to the body and vital urges. It may be observed that there are such people and societies even now. They still belong to the physical-vital level. We can identify such animal tendencies in us.

8

Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga The person for whom the body is the sole end of living, the sole aim – when the entire focus of the individual is on the sustenance of the body and nothing else, then we can say he is an animal man. The whole of human society was once on that level. Gradually, there came the development of intellect.

We developed Science, Philosophy, Art, Religion and many varied disciplines. What has this intellectual development done? It has put some kind of control over our vital and physical urges and has given us some kind of a “culture,” as we say.

Man has developed immensely, but it is on the intellectual level. All these forms –Morality, Religion, Philosophy, Art

– are expressions of intellectual development which have controlled to a great extent the vital and physical urges in him. Society plays an essential role in maintaining the lower impulses of man. However, the danger of the development of the intellect alone is immense.

If the intellect alone develops without a parallel development of the other parts of the being, then we may become a more excellent beast than we were in our earlier stages. That is precisely what has happened in these modern times. The intellect has developed immensely, but has put all our innovations at the service of our senses. We have computers and amenities that comfort us, but we also invented automatic guns and suicide bombs. All these are a creation of the mind, and its innovations are put at the services of the unregenerated senses and wild desires. We may say that people in today’s society have become excellent beasts than it was five thousand years ago. We were almost purely animals with the senses of the body. Today, the mind is helping the reasons, which is why there is such big chaos.

However, developing another dimension in our mind can
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play a proper role. It can give us clarity of knowledge to lead us higher.

The development of that other dimension is what Sri  Aurobindo calls the purification of emotions. This purification is done to some extent by Religion, Morality and Culture. The rules laid down by religion, the moral laws and the cultural constraints control the individual’s emotions.

They have designed specific codes of conduct which prevent him from acting impulsively under the influence of the lower nature. People who strike a balance between the clarity of mind and the purification of emotions become, in Gita’s language is, called the sattwic person. Unfortunately, in modern times, we see the intellect ruling our lives and serving the still crude and impure emotions.

In every society, be it West or East, we observe that the mind is at the service of the vital. All the vulgar dances in the movies, on entertainment stages, etc., precisely exemplify that the reason is at the benefit of the unbridled vital.

Although we have an excellent intellect that leads us to Mars and Moon, our life and mind are servants of the vital.

Well, these are the two things that humanity has achieved over the centuries. A few elites have come to a balance between the purification of emotions and clarity of the mind but, that is not sufficient. Sri Aurobindo says that the spirit and the soul must conquer both the feelings and the mind. It is because emotions and intellect cannot always be balanced.

Sometimes emotions may even become so intense that one loses one’s mind and becomes mad. This kind of see-saw between the mind and emotions can best be controlled by the spirit, the soul or the psychic being. This is what is called spiritual life. That is where one can find the fulfilment of
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The path to spiritual life is through yoga. In its future evolutionary march, yoga alone can save us. In one of her messages, the Mother says that India holds the ancient secret of spirituality, and if India cannot keep to its spirituality, if it dies, the world too may die with it. It is not just a blind love for the country; it is the truth of the country and of tomorrow. Maybe four hundred years ago, India was not that important. So, mother Nature allowed the British or the Portuguese to come in. Many mighty conquerors invaded India, and in the past, because that was the time, she needed battering to learn many things. But what of the next century?

Humanity has now come to such a level of evolution that India alone can salvage it. The world needs India. There is a beautiful message given by the Mother – “Auroville, The city the earth needs” (CWM 13: 206). It is a wonderful message: Auroville is needed and is significant for the entire earth, not just India. What she says about Auroville also applies to India. It is the same thing, an “effective manifestation” of Sri Aurobindo’s ideals on a collective basis. This is how we see in a single phrase that yoga is the future life of humanity.

Sri Aurobindo calls this forthcoming yoga as Integral Yoga.

The child of immemorial ages, preserved by its vitality and truth into our modern times, it is now emerging from the secret schools and ascetic retreats in which it had taken refuge and is seeking its place in the future sum of living human powers and utilities.

Till now yoga has been hidden in the caves and secret books. Only a few yogis knew about it. If we go to an ashram in the Himalayas, the sadhaks there would reveal what yoga is, but common humanity doesn’t know about
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it. Sri Aurobindo explains that if yogic powers were given to immature humanity, it would be like putting a gun in a monkey’s hand. But today, when humanity has awakened to a kind of inner life, yoga can be brought back and made public. That is the need of the hour. Sri Aurobindo launched in his journal “Arya”,  The Life Divine,  The Synthesis of Yoga,  The Human Cycle,  The Ideal of Human Unity,  The Future Poetry, etc., to spread yoga to humanity.

The Mother herself had said in 1912 that the ancient wisdom must be recast in a new language. Therefore, in 1914 when she came to Pondicherry for the first time, she persuaded Sri Aurobindo to launch the project of bringing back ancient wisdom in a new language using the “Arya.”

They wanted to revive and put yoga in a new language so that it could find a “place in the future sum of living human powers and utilities.” What are those future human powers? We can imagine that there will be matter but a changed matter; there will not be any religion but there will be a collective illumined consciousness, a harmonious international spirit, etc. These are some of the key ideas of future humanity.

But it has first to rediscover itself, bring to the surface the most profoundest reason of its being in that general truth and that unceasing aim of Nature which it represents, and find by virtue of this new self-knowledge and self-appreciation its own recovered and larger synthesis. Re-organising itself, it will enter more easily and powerfully into the re-organised life of the race which its processes claim to lead within into the most secret penetrable and upward to the highest altitudes of its own existence and personality.

(27th January 2000)

We have discussed that in the cauldron of the present, all

12

Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga the things of the past are being churned and whatever is not helpful to the future is being eliminated. All forms, especially if they are to last or if they are to be helpful in building the future, must change their form. Without changing form, no truth of the past can go into the future. Therefore, amongst all those new ideas, one of the things that will stand in the future is Indian yoga. We have also discussed how Indian yoga is an evolutionary necessity for the future. It is not just one of those ideas which will linger from the present, but an indispensable ingredient of the future of humanity.

In the right view both of life and of Yoga all life is either consciously or subconsciously a Yoga. For we mean by this term a methodised effort towards self-perfection by the expression of the potentialities latent in the being and – highest condition of victory in that effort – a union of the human individual with the universal and transcendent Existence we see partially expressed in man and in the Cosmos.

We have a broad and liberal definition of yoga: it is a methodised effort towards self-perfection. It is not just a random effort; it is a particular method facilitating one’s own self-discovery. It means yoga is not just a one-sided growth of the spiritual tendencies in one’s being; it is a simultaneous expression of all the latent potentialities.

That is where Gita’s idea of fulfilling one’s swabhava gets linked to yoga. Otherwise, it becomes an ascetic life where one moves solely towards union with the Divine.

In the following line, he refers to the old yoga systems

– the “union of the individual with the cosmic and the transcendental.” In the past, the yoga systems emphasised liberation or mukti as the goal. They advocated choosing any path to unite with the Divine to attain mukti. Union with the Divine was the way to mukti, but yoga is not
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only a union with the Divine but also a union that must bring out our potentialities. Then only life becomes interesting; then only life becomes integral. Otherwise, we would all be on the ascetic path. We have to remember this definition of yoga. Usually, we have been told that it is union with the Divine: the union of the lower with, the higher, passing from the lower nature to the higher nature.

All this is fine, but this union should not be at the cost of expressing one’s potential. These potentialities make one’s swabhava, and its expression makes the world a rich place, a rich expression of the Divine. It is an excellent movement if we look at it this way – union with the Divine is the ascent, and the expression of our potentialities is the descent of the Divine. Integral Yoga has two simultaneous movements – the ascent and the descent. Why do we say descent? Because, after all, each expression here in each individual is an expression of the Divine.

Imagine if the world consisted of only poets, artists, engineers, or doctors! Divine does not express himself through any one person or quality. He has many aspects, and we are those different expressions. Therefore, the descent of the Divine and the ascent to the Divine are the essence of the integral Yoga. If it is just the ascent, it is old yoga. In this descent, we have got to develop, fructify, fulfil, and blossom our genius. It is the gift given to each one of us by God. Otherwise, if this gift did not blossom, we would have wasted our lives. We may have gone nearer to the Divine in the ascent, but the meaning of our birth is canceled if we cannot express or manifest our swabhava. This Yoga insists on the Divine being expressed in the world, not in the other world, as many have done.

Sri  Aurobindo and the Gita are interested in that we become the Divine’s channels. What he wants to do

14

Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga through us: that is our swabhava. We have in the Gita the famous verse emphasising that one’s inner truth is better than someone else’s. Another’s truth may be poison for us.

I may be fragile, very incapacitated, but it is me. It doesn’t matter if you are hundred steps ahead of me in music, dancing, or any other faculty, but this is me with my limitations. And this me, given to the Divine in humility, is much more important than a famous singer who, in his ego, sweeps the stage with his enthralling music. That is also an expression, but a term offered to the Divine has a hundred times greater value than just the enlargement of a faculty. Self-perfection means the expression of the potentials latent in us.

But all life, when we look behind its appearances, is a vast Yoga of Nature. She attempts in the conscious and subconscious to realise her perfection in an ever increasing expression of her yet unrealised potentialities and to unite herself with her own divine reality.

Now let us look at this definition–life “is a vast Yoga of Nature” attempting to realise her perfection. So, it is Nature who is doing yoga. And what is Nature trying to do? Perfecting herself in “an ever increasing expression” of her potentialities. Hence, your and my potentiality are part of Nature’s potentiality. It is a massive gathering of Nature’s yoga. Nature is revealing and unravelling herself, trying to discover her genius and perfection. Nature has done that incredibly well. First, it brought out Matter; then it brought out Life; it brought out a million creatures on the earth, and then evolved into this beautiful creature called the human being. It is still working and bringing out her perfection more and more. Let us take an analogy- if today I were a musician and offered my little non-professional songs, I may still be
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in an elementary state. Still, over time it becomes classical singing and becomes an adoration of the Divine, and this adoration leads to purification. There has been a growth in self-expression. On the first day, one cannot become a perfect instrument of the Divine, but slowly, the instrumentation develops. Similarly, Nature through Matter, Life and Humanity is moving toward her self-perfection. What is her ultimate aim? To “unite herself with her own divine Reality”.

We can also apply each of these lines to ourselves and our development. Nature is an outer expression of the Divine himself. It is not something different from the Supreme Divine. It is trying to unite herself with her own supreme Reality.

In man, her thinker, she, for the first time upon this Earth devises self-conscious means and willed arrangements of activity by which this great purpose may be more swiftly and puissantly attained.

What is the reason for human existence? “To fulfil God in life is man’s manhood” (CWSA 21:41). We have been brought upon this earth with the sole purpose of fulfilling Nature’s dream. What is that dream? It may take man in a puissant and swift manner, to the divine Lover, to one’s divine Law.

We are called upon to be a magnificent bridge between Nature and God. We have an immense role to play.

Yoga, as Swami Vivekananda has said, may be regarded as a means of compressing one’s evolution into a single life or a few years or even a few months of bodily existence . 

Swamiji told us that yoga is the compression of one’s evolution in a single life. What does that mean? Is it only the realisation of the psychic being, the Brahman consciousness, or is it some self-perfection? Can it be done in a single life
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga or a few years of bodily existence? How far is it possible for a man to do this in single life? Even to go two or three steps in yoga, I might need many lives. But, he says, in one life, we can compress one’s entire evolution or even in a few years or months! To give an idea of what Swamiji means, I will read some passages from the Mother’s conversations: The supramental world has to be formed or created in us by the Divine Will as the result of a constant expansion and self-perfection.

That is to say, to hope to receive, use and form in oneself a supramental being, and consequently a supramental world, there must, first of all, be an expansion of consciousness and constant personal progress: not to have sudden flights, a little aspiration, a little effort, and then fall back into somnolence. This must be the constant idea of the being, the constant will of the being, the constant effort of the being, the constant preoccupation of the being.

If for five minutes in the day you happen to remember that there is something in the universe like the supramental Force, and that, after all, “it would be nice if it manifested in me”, and then all the rest of the time you are thinking of something else and are busy with other things, there is not much chance that it would come and do any serious work in you. Sri Aurobindo says this quite clearly and precisely. He does not tell you that you will do it; he says it is the Divine Will. So don’t come and say, “Ah! I can’t.” No one is asking you to do it. But there must be enough aspiration and adhesion in the being to make the expansion of the being, the expansion of consciousness possible. For, to tell the truth, everybody is small, small, small, and so small that there is not enough room to put any supramental in! It is so small that it is
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already quite filled up with all the ordinary little human movements. There must be a great widening to make room for the movements of the Supermind.

And then there must also be an aspiration for progress: not to be satisfied with what one is, how one is, what one does, what one knows, or thinks one knows; but to have a constant aspiration for something more, something better, for a greater light, a vaster consciousness, a truer truth and a more universal goodness. And over and above all this, a goodwill which never fails.

That can’t be done in a few days.

Moreover, I believe that I had taken my precautions in this matter and that when I announced that it had been granted to the earth to receive the supramental Force in order to manifest it, this did not mean that the manifestation would be instantaneously apparent, and that everybody would suddenly find himself transported to a peak of light  and of possibilities and realisation, without effort. I even said that it would take quite a long time...

However, there is a very great difference, always, between a kind of mental curiosity which plays with words and ideas and a true aspiration of the being which means that truly, really, it is  that which counts, essentially and nothing else — that aspiration, that inner will because of which nothing has any value except  that, that realisation; nothing counts except  that; there is no other reason for existence, for living, than  that. (CWM 8: 205-207) I suppose we understand the meaning of Swamiji’s utterance now. If one’s life becomes a one-pointed aspiration towards the Divine, if nothing else has any purpose for him, if one lives only for this reason and nothing else matters to him. Such compression and acceleration in one’s yoga is very

18

Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga much possible. And Swamiji himself did it. When we read Swamiji’s life, we observe that the moment he realises that there is this Divinity, he goes mad about it; nothing else is essential to him. For days and nights, he suffered. Living for That exclusively is a kind of suffering; it is tough because life’s energies pull us away from that point. Constantly, we have to fight against the forces – mentally, emotionally, and physically one has to fight. The Mother has made it clear.

She says that the first thing needed is the expansion of consciousness; we must begin with an evolution of mental and emotional consciousness. As she puts it wonderfully, otherwise, our tiny being is so small and filled up with the

“ordinary little human movements” – thoughts and emotions and habits – that there is no room for the Divine. So, we have to empty our being and, at the same time, enlarge it.

Perhaps these stages come automatically if the direction of our life is pointed exclusively towards the Divine. If we can, like Arjuna, who aimed at the eye of the fish and not the fish, if in all our life we aim at the eye or the Divine, I am sure our arrow of aspiration can reach the Divine. That is my understanding of what Swamiji practised and what Sri Aurobindo explained.

Next, Sri Aurobindo writes:

A given system of Yoga, then, can be no more than a selection or a compression, into narrower but more energetic forms of intensity of the general methods which are already being used loosely, largely, in a leisurely movement...

It is like building a dam on a river. This water reservoir is mighty when it is released through controlled sluices.

Yoga is precisely like that dam on the river. Mark every word Sri  Aurobindo says: we have in Nature “general
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methods which are already being used loosely, largely in a leisurely movement.” So, the energies, the fundamentals, the aspiration, and the path are all already present. Through yoga, man only needs to narrow those vast cosmic energies of Nature. Narrowing down is essential because it creates a tremendous force of energy and consciousness, and we can go faster. Otherwise, it will not move fast if left to Nature with a profusion of apparent waste of material and energy.

This is why, perhaps, Nature created human beings after millions of years of experimentation, and in each human being, the energies are concentrated.

The Mother describes in her talks that Nature has eternity in front of her. She is not in any haste to bring the Supermind. She is like a vast cauldron in which she puts all kinds of elements, brings out new forms, plays with them for a while, empties the cauldron and brings in new combinations and new creatures. She goes on experimenting.

She gives the example of a child who, in kindergarten, plays with plasticine. When we give him a lump of plasticine, he moulds it, makes an animal and then, within no time destroys it and brings out a new form. Why does the child do that? It is because he desires to express new things. Similarly, Nature keeps experimenting and what remains from the experiment is only the memory of having created it. The child says, “I have already done the horse, now I will make the elephant, and after the elephant is over, I will create a bird”. What remains in the child is only the memory of the form. So too, the Mother says, what remains in Nature is only a memory; it has no other value. Dinosaurs have come and gone, other species have come and gone, and maybe humanity itself has come and will go; it has no value  per se for Nature. If society does not fulfil the purpose for which it has been created, then Nature may one day choose to empty
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She is not in a hurry; it is left to humanity to hasten this process. If it doesn’t do this, Sri Aurobindo tells us that she may even dump us on the wayside dustbin as a species that has failed.

This view of Yoga can alone form the basis for a sound and rational synthesis of Yogic methods. For the Yoga ceases to appear something mystic and abnormal which has no relation to the normal processes of the World-Energy or the purpose she keeps in view in her two great movements of subjective and objective self-fulfilment; it reveals itself instead as intense and exceptional use of powers that she has already manifested or is progressively organising in her less exalted but more general operations.

Why has Sri Aurobindo explained all of this? It is to tell us that if we understand yoga liberally, we can only take away its sense of aura, its mysticism. We may say that yoga is not for us; it is meant for the sadhaks of the Sri Aurobindo Ashram.

An ordinary person may think that yoga is not for me; I am too ordinary, too familiar; it is meant for sadhaks and is intended for sannyasins. But this is what Sri  Aurobindo is arguing against, that it is not something special for a particular category of people. It is a part of life meant for everyone, wherever one is. It has nothing to do with caste, creed, religion, gender etc. because it is like breathing in oxygen. For our very breath of life, we need oxygen. Similarly, for a complete life, we need yoga. Yoga is a purposeful and concentrated use of powers. He has given us an excellent example in the following paragraph:

Yogic methods have something of the same relation to the customary psychological workings of man as has the scientific handling of the force of electricity or of steam
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to their normal operations in Nature. And they too, like the operations of Science, are formed upon a knowledge developed and confirmed by regular experiment, practical analysis and constant result.

How did we discover electricity? How did we find out the steam engine? They are not discoveries or inventions pulled out from nowhere. The fact is that scientists have made a concentrated use of electricity that is already present in Nature. Man has found a way to channel that electric power and intensify it for our purpose. Because it is concentrated, we can run engines, motors, computers and aeroplanes. By concentrating the forces in Nature, one can go to the Moon, Mars or Jupiter. In the same way, in yoga, by channelising our energies, we can reach great heights of consciousness. So, he says:

All Rajayoga, for instance, depends on this perception and experience that our inner elements, combinations, functions, forces can be separated or dissolved, can be new-combined and set to novel and formerly impossible workings or can be transformed and resolve into a new general synthesis by fixed internal processes. Hathayoga similarly depends on this perception and experience that the vital forces and functions to which our life is normally subjected and whose ordinary operations seem set and indispensable, can be mastered and the operations changed or suspended with results that would otherwise be impossible and that seem miraculous to those who have not seized the rationale of their process.

We will not discuss these yogas now because in the following sections, Sri Aurobindo will give us in much detail the fundamentals of Rajayoga and Hathayoga. The main idea here is that Rajayoga, Hathayoga or any yoga takes up one particular method or aspect of the human personality
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga and focuses its attention on that. The mind is the field of Rajayoga; the body is the field of Hathayoga. For example, there is nothing exceptional about pranayama. Breathing is universal, but by, controlling our breath and channelising the process, the yogis discovered something unique. One can gain emotional holding through the simple process of controlling the breath. So, yoga does not bring in something unnatural or beyond our possibilities. In Rajayoga, the thoughts are purified, and the mind becomes silent. It works on our mind and simply purifies it. These are different methods of yoga. There is nothing unusual about it.

And if in some other of its forms this character of Yoga is less apparent, because they are more intuitive and less mechanical, nearer, like the Yoga of Devotion, to a supernal ecstasy or, like the Yoga of Knowledge, to a supernal infinity of consciousness and being, yet they too start from the use of some principal faculty in us by ways and for ends not contemplated in its everyday spontaneous workings.

Sri  Aurobindo looks at every problem from so many different angles. Rajayoga and Hathayoga, we can understand, but what about Bhakti yoga? What is unique about it? He also says it takes up only the emotional aspect of the human being. We must understand that Rajayoga and Hathayoga have given practices: do’s and don’ts, asana and pranayama, concentrations and meditations, and the eightfold path of Rajayoga, but in Bhakti yoga, there is nothing like that. So, is Bhakti yoga not yoga? On the contrary, it has something of a “supernal ecstasy” or

“supernal infinity”, and it too starts from “the use of some principal faculty in us.” Sri Aurobindo tells us here that each yoga, under whatever name, selects one aspect of the human being and energises it, develops it and makes it ready for
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the path to the Divine. Hathayoga may use outer asanas, Rajayoga may use some mental practices, and Bhakti yoga does not use any do’s and don’ts but has its rules. But they all focus on the body, mind, or heart. We will later see the meaning of devotion, bhakti, and the different layers and kinds of bhakti.

All methods grouped under the common name of Yoga are special psychological processes founded on a fixed truth of Nature and developing out of normal functions, powers and results which were always latent but which her ordinary movements do not easily or do not often manifest . 

Please mark that all yogas “are special psychological processes founded on fixed truths of Nature and developing out of normal functions.” We have analysed the example of breathing. Breathing is a normal human function. But by controlling breath, by a special process of retention and release, one can achieve marvels. Similarly, one can gain significant control over the mind by silencing thoughts. The whole idea is that we live in a dispersed consciousness in ordinary life. On all levels – emotion, body, mind – we are dispersed. Yoga is a gathering in, bringing together, focusing, and concentrating on those dispersions. Getting the distributed functions of our own body into one rhythm, or applying one methodised effort, is Yoga. Sri Aurobindo has concluded that “All life is Yoga.” How life and yoga are not separate and are not separable. It is our misunderstanding of yoga.

I will relate to you a conversation the Mother had with a disciple. She was asked the question, why is it that we want to find the Divine up there?” Sometimes the Mother can give a shocking answer! But what she speaks is the truth of our
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga being. She says something to this effect because you want to push the Divine out there. We want to have the world for ourselves and the Divine up there so that we can do all the nonsense here, and then when we want to go up there, we can go. Philosophically, we know that the Divine is everywhere, but we project Him high above so that we are not required to change. Similarly, we want to push yoga out of our lives, saying that yoga is not meant for us, so we need not make efforts and remain unchanged. In the name of the excuse, “I am a common person, I am an ordinary person, not a Yogi, not a sannyasin, not a sadhak, not a sadhu,” I push yoga out of my life. But Sri Aurobindo reveals the truth and says it is only a perversion of our mind to push yoga out. Yoga is part and parcel of our day-to-day existence.

(3rd February 2000)

In the previous class, we discussed that yoga is the channelisation of all the energies already existent in Nature: in Nature in general and like humanity in particular. If we try to visualise a vast river and the waters are left uncontrolled, un-channelised, we see that the river waters flow into the sea; no doubt it has its utility. But when we construct a dam on the river and make a canal, we can see the effect of controlling it. When we make a dam and a canal, we make them for a specific purpose – for irrigation, for generating electricity or for a particular aim to be achieved. One can achieve it because of that tremendous force has captured.

Similarly, Sri Aurobindo tells us here that each of these yoga systems that was there in were past, Rajayoga, Hathayoga, etc., tried to use Nature’s energies towards one particular aim, starting with one specific aspect of man.

But as in physical knowledge the multiplication of scientific processes has its disadvantages as that tends, for instance, to develop a victorious artificiality which
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overwhelms our natural human life under a load or machinery and to purchase certain forms to freedom and mastery at the price of an increased servitude, so the preoccupation with Yogic processes and their exceptional results may have its disadvantages and losses.

We can understand this because we are ourselves victims of technology. We think that we have freedom and mastery but the reality is that we are slaves to our technology. We believe that by having a television, we have entertainment, relaxation, a variety of music, etc., but we become subservient to it. The programmes on the TV control our daily schedule and even disturb our nights. So, in a way, we have lost peace of mind. We watch the constant battering of advertisements which brainwash our minds. We may be vigilant not to absorb its effects, but children absorb everything. These advertisements constantly impact our subconscious. There have been violence and murder due to the negative impact of TV. However, I may feel free; I can go home, turn on the TV, press the remote button and get entertained. This sense of freedom and mastery is an illusion. We are, on the contrary, becoming greater slaves of our passions, emotions and selfish needs. That is what Sri Aurobindo is pointing out here. Science and technology do have their positive roles, but unfortunately, we surrender ourselves to them. I would say that instead of the notice in the shops, “for sale,” it should be on our bodies. Each of us is up “for sale” – we have sold out our free and signed off release of thought. Similarly, he says that yoga is a science with pros and cons. Yoga has also developed life science through experimentation, proper analyses, and documentation. Just as any scientist would note down experiments, so have the yogis of the past recorded their findings. What we have developed today is an outcome of a long period of experimentation. But just like science, it
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga also has its disadvantages. There is one reason Sri Aurobindo gives here; later, we will see a different version passed by the Mother.

The Yogi tends to draw away from the common existence and lose his hold upon it; he tends to purchase wealth of spirit by an impoverishment of his human activities, the inner freedom by an outer death.

It is the opposite of that in science; there, we have outer freedom and inner death, whereas, in traditional yogas, we have inner space and outer death. In what way is there an

“outer death?” Unfortunately, we have been told that yoga means running away or cutting off from life. We lose the connection with the collectivity:

If he gains God, he loses life, or if he turns his efforts outward to conquer life, he is in danger of losing God.

Therefore we see in India that a sharp incompatibility has been created between life in the world and spiritual growth and perfection, and although the tradition and ideal of a victorious harmony between the inner attraction and outer demand remains, it is little exemplified . 

This is why Sri  Aurobindo has been arguing against this idea in all his works. The term yoga implied that one has to shun this ordinary life and take it to an ascetic life.

In fact, Sri  Aurobindo was quite averse to this idea of an escape from life. He clarifies that yoga and life are not separate; yoga actually is a victorious harmony between the inner and the outer. Ideally, Indian social philosophy had the beautiful system of the four ashrams which define the four dharmas: Brahmacharya, Grihastha, Vanaprastha and Sannyasa. All these are ideal systems. But hardly is there any ideal living example before us to follow now. People get



Life and Yoga 27

stuck in the first two stages of Brahmacharya and Grihastha and do not go further into the search for Truth. As an ideal it is good but where is the example? As an ideal, the ancient system had a balance: four stages of life, two towards the material world and two towards the spiritual world. It was a perfect balance.

In fact, when a man turns his vision and energy inward and enters on the path of Yoga, he is popularly supposed to be lost inevitably to the great stream of our collective existence and the secular effort of humanity. So strongly has the idea prevailed, so much has it been emphasised by prevalent philosophies and religions that to escape from life is now commonly considered as not only the necessary condition, but the general object of Yoga.

This is a common idea. He says, “prevalent philosophies and religions,” of which all the ashrams are sanctuaries, are divisions between the everyday and collective life on one hand and the spiritual life on the other. They are perfect examples of progress from earthly life to spiritual.

Therefore, it is quite a tragedy in India that although intuitively, our rishis were an ideal example of an integral life, India could never attain on a collective scale an ideal society. On the individual level, there might have been a few realised people. But on the collective level, the Indian culture has failed its ideals. It has become a necessary thing that needs to be rectified. The moment I say ‘I want to become spiritual’ implies that I have to reject life. This is the idea that we have been passing on to our children.

Today youngsters are afraid of spirituality because of the wrong definition we have given them, that spirituality means abandoning material life. However, this is not true to the purpose of yoga presented by Sri Aurobindo.

No synthesis of Yoga can be satisfying which does not,
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga in its aim, reunite God and Nature in a liberated and perfected human life or, in its method, not only permit but favour the harmony of our inner and outer activities and experiences in the divine consummation of both.

Here, I would like to take the opportunity to clarify the usage of the word “yoga” in this book’s very title. It refers to a synthesis of the yoga systems. ‘Yoga’ is in the plural sense; otherwise, the title  The Synthesis of Yoga will have no meaning –because a synthesis is of two things or multiple things. That is why the author again writes that “no synthesis of yoga can be satisfying if it does not in its aim, reunite God and Nature in a liberated and perfected human life”. We must emphasise the word “liberated” because many people have tried to harmonise God and Nature on the lower level, that is, religion, or ethics, or on the level of rituals and ceremonies. They tell us to follow our customs, traditions, pujas honestly, and God will be with us. We can do what we want in our life, we can do all the business, work, etc., but as long as we do our rituals in the morning, all will be in our favour! This is a kind of moral synthesis we have had till now. But Sri  Aurobindo gives us a “liberated” and “perfected” synthesis. It is not on the lower level that we need to find; it is on a higher plane that God and Nature have to be synthesised. Then there must be harmony between the inner and the outer.

For man is precisely that term and symbol of a higher Existence descended into the material world in which it is possible for the lower to transfigure itself and put on the nature of the higher and the higher to reveal itself in the forms of the lower.

Here, once again, comes the responsibility of man. A link between the higher and lower was not possible until the coming of man. The animal and the plant world have
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remained on the lower level entirely, whereas humanity is the first bridge between the lower and the higher. That is why we humans, in our position, have a great responsibility.

We must bring down the divinity, heighten the lower nature into the higher, and synthesise the lower and the higher.

This is the role of humanity: we have the possibility of transfiguration.

To avoid the life which is given to him for the realisation of that possibility, can never be either the indispensable condition or the whole and ultimate object of his supreme endeavour or of his most powerful means of self-fulfilment.

We can never reject or neglect this life, which we are supposed to transform, because if we do so, then we are not fulfilling the role we have been given. What is it that can never be the object of our “supreme endeavour or his most powerful means of self-fulfilment?” Life itself is the means of our self-fulfilment. If we leave life and reject life and go away into the forest or the mountains, we reject the opportunity for self-fulfilment. Why? By going away from life, we may fulfil one need, that is, the need to know Brahman or God consciousness, but that is not the ‘fullness’

of man. The ‘fullness’ of man is not just to realise God but also to transform the outer life.

Sri  Aurobindo and the Mother tell us that one grows faster through work and contact with collectivity. The collective contacts always show us our drawbacks in Nature and our inner internal problems; if we analyse ourselves, they can become a means of our progress. But if we reject life, only one part of our being is developed. Therefore, he says, our best means of fulfilment is life and living in collectivity. Our growth can be significant if one can fully
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga see life’s opportunities. The Mother has explained this one-sided growth and its drawbacks beautifully – it is like going on a path and leaving behind some luggage. We think the bag is heavy and so we will leave it here. But after we go a mile, we may need something from that bag, so we have to come back to pick it up. Hence, she says you have wasted your time. Instead of leaving your load behind, it would have been better if you carried the bag for a small distance. This is the integrality of life because when we go a mile ahead, maybe there is something of our heart which remains behind. For example, we may feel that all these emotions, attachments, relations, contacts, etc., are useless. I will leave this world, reject my relationships, sit in meditation, and progress much towards higher consciousness. But, if our heart is caught up in emotions, we cannot move further, even in our meditations. It means our mind cannot go forward, leaving the heart and the feelings behind. When there is a surge of emotions, the mind has to halt and take care of the emotional being.

This is what the Mother spoke about ‘leaving the luggage behind’, thinking it to be a burden. We should take the baggage with us because we never know what is useful or could be needed. It may be the smallest of things, but it is better to carry it and go forward instead of rushing ahead and returning. Then, she says, it is quite a tragedy if, at the end of one’s life one suddenly realises that much baggage was left behind miles away while one moved forward. It implies that only one part of our being has been satisfied till the end of our life. Perhaps our mental or emotional consciousness or maybe a perfect physical body has developed. The rest of everything is left behind. We have not taken care of the other parts of us.

Then she says that such people think that nothing has
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happened in this life. It is quite a tragedy; it is left for the next life. It is a greater tragedy that people want to pass it on to the next life. She says that you can’t leave things behind once you realise that this baggage called the body, life, mind, and psychic form an integral package. So, march slowly and steadily so that all the members of the being can collaborate and walk together in the present life and for lives to come. Otherwise, next life, we may have to come back not only one mile but ten miles because we would have progressed so much that the baggage got lost. And by the time our luggage is found, we would have wasted half of our life. Therefore, it is better to take the integral approach.

Sri Ramakrishna Paramhamsa has given an excellent example in this regard. When we travel on the train, we don’t keep the baggage on our heads because the same train is taking us as well as our luggage. Some people hold their luggage; they want to keep it tight. Why do we have the bags on our heads? The baggage is also carried by the same train, and that train is but the Divine grace. So, let us not think it is a burden that I have to take care of my mind and body are heavy things or that my emotions or my attachments are my burdens. He says, if you can ride in the train of that tremendous grace of the Divine, it will carry our baggage, whether overweight or underweight. Nothing extra is charged, and you can go along safely. That is this integral approach. Thus, Sri Aurobindo says that life is our best means of self-fulfilment. Withdrawal from life can only be a temporary necessity under certain conditions, and this could come to anyone. There are moments in life, there may be weeks and days when one wants to be alone, and that is required. It is a necessary step in yoga; when one suddenly feels the need to withdraw to work out some of our problems. Working out is an inner delving,
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga constantly plucking it out of ourselves. The feeling of “I am taking it out of myself; I am offering it to the Mother” is needed. Maybe our work, daily routine, and contacts may be distracting, so we can take fifteen days off and decide to work out this problem. And we have to take it seriously, not sit in front of the TV or read a novel. That, again, would be missing life. So, if necessary, a temporary withdrawal is permissible in Integral Yoga.

...or a specialised extreme effort imposed on the individual so as to prepare a greater general possibility for the race.

This applies to Sri Aurobindo. He did this when he came to Pondicherry. This kind of seclusion, as he says, was an

“extreme effort” imposed on himself to prepare a greater supramental possibility for the human race. Such a person can withdraw but not from life as such. Sri Aurobindo was always in contact with the world, but he was not required to run around in the political field to give lectures. When he came away to Pondicherry in 1910, he lived in Chettiar House, where for hours on end, he would do meditation under the hot sun. This is where he withdrew exclusively to bring down the Supermind for the general benefit of the human race. For such a purpose, temporary seclusion was permitted.

The true and full object and utility of Yoga can only be accomplished when the conscious Yoga in man becomes, like the subconscious Yoga in Nature, outwardly conterminous with life itself and we can once more, looking out both on the path and the achievement, say, in a more perfect and luminous sense:

“All life is Yoga.”

Let us not quote “All life is Yoga” so glibly. We have to
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remember the meaning behind his saying this; he writes

“in a more perfect and luminous sense” alone “All life is Yoga.” With our life of ignorance, if we say, “All life is Yoga”, that ‘whatever I am doing is part of yoga’, is not correct. Not at all! We have conveniently pulled the truth to our level to justify our weaknesses. But people usually forget these two adjectives, a “more perfect and luminous sense”, before they quote it. In a higher sense, only “All life is Yoga.” Not all actions of life are yoga. When we reach a higher level of consciousness and see divinity in all that we do, in all the people, in everything else, then we can declare, “yes, for me, All life is Yoga” because all life is a march towards the Divine revelation. As he says, it becomes a “conscious Yoga in man” against a “subconscious Yoga in Nature.” Yoga in Nature is subconscious, and in the sadhak, it becomes conscious. When we become aware of the Divine everywhere, only we become eligible to quote this; otherwise, it is often misquoted and misunderstood.

It is a misapplied phrase of Sri Aurobindo: we have taken it so conveniently that even people wanting to satisfy lower desires quote, “All life is Yoga.” One cannot twist it to one’s pleasures and desires and say that doing anything is to do yoga.

(10th February 2000)

Chapter - II

The Three Steps of Nature

An important sentence to remember from the previous chapter is, “No synthesis of Yoga can be satisfying which does not in its aim reunite God and Nature in a liberated and perfected human life or, in its method, not only permit but favour the harmony of our inner and outer activities and experiences in the divine consummation of both . ”

What Sri  Aurobindo emphasises here is the need for a synthesis of all the major parts of the being with the Divine.

A synthesis is not just a clubbing together of different parts. Such a synthesis is quite impossible to achieve, and even if attempted, it would end up in chaos. The method of synthesis that Sri Aurobindo advises is described in this chapter – “The Three Steps of Nature.” Let us read the first sentence:

We recognise then, in the past developments of Yoga, a specialising and separative tendency which, like all things in Nature, had its justifying and even imperative utility and we seek a synthesis of the specialised aims and methods which have, in consequence, come into being.

Since the beginning of human civilisation or, it may be said, since the beginning of the blossoming of the mental consciousness, there have been varied developments in all walks of life, including yoga. Humanity has tried a million ways – some to realise the Divine, others to express the Divine. A multiplicity of expressions has been the way of this mental consciousness till now. All this was justified and had, as says Sri  Aurobindo, an “imperative utility.”
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Humanity’s efforts in religion, psychology, philosophy, art and other fields have been quite diverse and differ from culture to culture. It has been a magnanimous expression of the Divine.

Now, as we move towards a different level of consciousness, mental consciousness will no longer rule this world. As the Mother said many times, the rule of the mind is over; the rule of the spiritual consciousness has to be installed and established. This transfer of rule from the mind to the spiritual consciousness may take some time.

There could be some chaos because we know that when the old king is removed, and the new one is enthroned, there is much resistance from the old king’s supporters.

However, despite the resistance, the new will rule. This is the time when this shift from the mind to the spiritual consciousness is taking place.

This transfer of consciousness would result in a change of attitude towards life. What is this new approach? It is that of synthesis. We have had a separative tendency, a specialisation in the given field. It had its pros and cons.

On one side, it helped us to specialise and focus on one aspect, but on the other, it narrowed our vision. With the coming of the spiritual consciousness, in every field, there has got to be a holistic vision, be it in medicine or social values, education or politics etc. So too, there has to come a holistic vision in yoga. That is to say, we have to consider the different paths of yoga and bring them together into what Sri Aurobindo calls integral Yoga. This is the need and attitude behind his effort towards a synthesis of yoga. He says we have had many specialisations of yoga, but now we have to go towards the synthesis. For that, what do we do?

But in order that we may be wisely guided in our
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In these two lines, he clearly describes the method he will adopt to bring about the synthesis. First, we must find “the general principle and purpose underlying the separative impulse”. That is to say, why have these separate yoga systems developed? What is their underlying truth?

And secondly, what is the particular utility of each system for the synthesis? What are the specific emphasis and aims of Rajayoga, Bhakti, and Jnana yoga? Sri Aurobindo wants to find out the essence of each yoga system so that he can combine their essence. Hence, he says here: For the general principle we must interrogate the universal workings of Nature herself, recognising in her no merely specious and illusive activity of a distorting Maya, but the cosmic energy and working of God Himself in His universal being formulating and inspired by a vast, an infinite and yet a minutely selective Wisdom,  prajnā prasrtā purāni of the Upanishad, Wisdom that went forth from the Eternal since the beginning.

At the outset, he states the general principle clearly by saying that this world is not based on the principle of Maya.

If Maya is the ultimate truth, then there is hardly any use in analysing different yogas. All these yogas would advocate escape from the world! Sri  Aurobindo does not take the path that believes this world is a product of Maya. He says this life is a reality, the world is a reality, and then asks what is the basis of this reality. “God himself in his universal being formulating and inspired by a vast, an infinite and yet a minutely selective Wisdom” – that could be a wonderful
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description for the Supermind. A “minutely selective Wisdom” is nothing but the Supermind. First, he says that Nature is the cosmic energy; that is, it is the Shakti aspect of the Divine that has come forth in Nature. In what way has it come forth? It is the working of God “in His universal being formulating and inspired by a vast, an infinite and yet a minutely selective Wisdom”. That formulating power is the supramental power. That power is minutely selective because it is the nature of the supramental consciousness to plan the universe in its minutest details. We have all three levels: the Divine, the Divine Shakti, and the Supermind.

Although he doesn’t mention it here, it is clear that the general principles Sri Aurobindo will analyse are sat, chit and Supermind. He says that he will accept this as the basis of creation. Next, he says:

For the particular utilities we must cast a penetrative eye on the different methods of Yoga and distinguish among the mass of their details the governing idea which they serve and the radical force which gives birth and energy to their process of effectuation.

The second thing to be done is to see the governing ideas of the different systems of yoga.

Afterwards, we may more easily find the one common principle and the one common power from which all derive their being and tendency, towards which all subconsciously move and in which, therefore, it is possible for all consciously to unite.

The progressive self-manifestation of Nature in man, termed in modern language his evolution, must necessarily depend upon three successive elements.

There is that which is already evolved; there is that which, still imperfect, still partly fluid, is persistently
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga in the stage of conscious evolution; and there is that which is to be evolved and may perhaps be already displayed, if not constantly, then occasionally or with some regularity of recurrence, in primary formations or in others more developed and, it may well be, even in some, however rare, that are near to the highest possible realisation of our present humanity.

First, we have been given the general principle of the Divine as the basis of this world and the process of yoga.

Second, he asks how is the Divine manifesting himself in this process? When the Supermind creates, there are specific steps and a specific pattern. The creation by the Supermind is not done with a magic wand. There is a process. In the language of philosophy, this process is called evolution. In this process of evolution, what we need to study is that which has already evolved, the past, that which is evolving, the present, and that which is yet to evolve, the future. Sri Aurobindo is particularly interested in that which is yet to evolve. What has gone by, everyone knows, and what is there at present we may know, but the larger question is what is going to come in the future? And for that future, what is there in the past and present that can be useful? Sri Aurobindo’s effort is to find those truths from the past and the present that are useful in building the future.

He says that Nature has already given us hints and samples about what is going to come in the future. This is the rhythm and method of Nature. It often reveals the future in some small experiments or revelations. People may not know it, but it doesn’t matter. Nature often experiments and keeps the results in its store. This is the way it always works out for future things to come.
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I will give you one very pertinent example of the Supermind. Nature already brought this truth long back. The Rishis of the Vedas had glimpsed the truth of Supermind and what it meant. But it did not develop after that. It gave a vision or glimpse of that supreme truth of the Supermind and pushed it back into some kind of a storehouse in Nature’s memory. But the earth got a taste of that truth. In the recent past, there was one swami living very close to Puducherry, Swami Ramalingam, who is supposed to have experienced the supramental consciousness in his own body. He got a taste, a touch, a glimpse of the supramental consciousness. Of course, he did not call it by that name. He used another word, the supreme grace or something but Sri  Aurobindo and the Mother confirmed that the supramental consciousness had touched some other individuals before.

Nature, as if, kept the Supermind in store, and with the coming of Sri Aurobindo and the Mother, she brought back from the past those visions of the Vedic rishis. Now it was time to make it a universal property. What existed before was an individual experience of the Supermind. Only a few Rishis saw the Supermind. But now with Sri  Aurobindo and the Mother, the evolutionary time has come when the Supermind, already seen in the past, is becoming a property of the universal consciousness upon the earth.

Next, he says:

For the march of Nature is not drilled to a regular and mechanical forward stepping. She reaches constantly beyond herself even at the cost of subsequent deplorable retreats. She has rushes; she has splendid and mighty outbursts; she has immense realisations. She storms sometimes passionately forward hoping to take the kingdom of heaven by violence. And these self-
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This is the rhythm of Nature. It does not go in the logical manner of one step after the other. It always takes leaps. As we discussed the Supermind as a case in point, it reaches out and then withdraws. A historical incident of the French Revolution is another example. The conquest of Napoleon was a tremendous leap into the future for establishing democracy. Those days, perhaps those, who were conquered and killed on the war field, must have felt terrible about Napoleon, his conquest, and his brutality. But Nature had to bring forth a man, a  vibhuti like Napoleon who could foresee that centuries later democracy would be the principle of all nations. He broke the barriers of the past, of all these small emperors and empires. He took a big leap into the future. Centuries have passed since his death, but we have not yet fully settled down into the principle of democracy which Napoleon had given us long back. This is how Nature often works. It leaps into the future through some of its own  vibhutis and then it takes hundreds of years for that truth to establish itself. It is the same with Leonardo Da Vinci and all that he discovered and invented. Perhaps we have not yet explored all the truths that Leonardo Da Vinci revealed. A single individual gave humanity, Science, and Art for the next hundreds of years. This is how a vibhuti comes to break the past and bring the future closer.

The common humanity takes its time, it struggles through bloodshed and sacrifice, or it simply remains patient to establish one major truth that has been revealed.

This is why Sri Aurobindo says, (Nature) “has rushes; she has splendid and mighty outbursts”, and sometimes there is a “revelation of that in her which is most divine or else
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most diabolical”. Some of the ways that Nature uses are even diabolical. Well, the most diabolical act was that of Hitler. Sometimes, there are such diabolical processes that Nature makes use of but, ultimately each time there is a forward movement.

Now, Sri  Aurobindo will discuss the three steps of Nature. What are the things that Nature has accomplished in its march till now? First, we are going to see the general principle of Nature’s evolution, and then we will take up the details, some of which will be in the next chapter. The first one that Nature has evolved for us and has firmly founded is bodily life.

She has effected a certain combination and harmony of the two inferior but most fundamentally necessary elements of our action and progress upon earth,–

Matter, which, however the too ethereally spiritual may despise it, is our foundation and the first condition of all our energies and realisations, and the Life-Energy which is our means of existence in a material body and the basis there even of our mental and spiritual activities. She has successfully achieved a certain stability of her constant material movement which is at once sufficiently steady and durable and sufficiently pliable and mutable to provide a fit dwelling-place and instrument for the progressively manifesting god in humanity.

What is the first thing that Nature has done? It has at least given us the foundation of physical life. Now, what is big about it? For us, it is so normal to have a bodily existence. We take it for granted that every child that is born despite his circumstances grows physically. So, what is big about it? Well, Sri Aurobindo is not talking about our
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How out of this inert Matter did Nature bring about this prana, this life-energy, and combine so wonderfully matter and life? We have to extend our imagination and try to see how from a stone this body has been developed. Isn’t that great work? Isn’t it a fabulous achievement that a stone becomes a body like ours, a body that is so sensitive, and has multi-tiers of subliminal, subconscious life? This is an immense evolutionary step, from stone to the body. That is why he calls it a stable bodily life. Today, every human child and animal that is born has got a fabulous body. Why do I call it a fabulous body? Because here matter is so much transformed.

The first creation was the development of matter into the human physical body. There has been an evolution from Matter to the human body, and Sri  Aurobindo paves the way from the human body to the supramental body. It is a new step altogether, in fact, a new direction.

The coming of the Supermind is a step as great as that of Nature’s work from the beginning. Nature took a few billion years to transform stone into the human body. So, if the Mother says it may take a few thousand years to transform the human body into the supramental body, why should we grudge? Did we ever grudge that it took Nature a few billion years to turn the stone into the body? Never. Hence, this is the first stable achievement of Nature: this amazing achievement of making the human body.

This is what is meant by the fable in the Aitareya Upanishad which tells us that the gods rejected the animal forms successively offered to them by the Divine Self and only when man was produced, cried out, “This indeed is perfectly made,” and consented to enter in.
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She has effected also a working compromise between the inertia of matter and the active life that lives in and feeds on it, by which not only is vital existence sustained, but the fullest developments of mentality are rendered possible. This equilibrium constitutes the basic status of Nature in man and is termed in the language of Yoga as his gross body composed of the material or food sheath and the nervous system or the vital vehicle.

I would like to read out here what is given in the Aitareya Upanishad. There is a beautiful passage that tells us why this human body is a tremendous achievement of Nature’s progress.

1. Hari OM. In the beginning the Spirit was One and all this (universe) was the Spirit; there was nought else moving. The Spirit thought, “Lo I will make me worlds from out my being.”

2. These were the worlds he made; Ambha, of the ethereal waters, Marichi of light, Mara, of death and mortal things, Apah of the lower waters. Beyond the shining firmament is the ethereal waters and the firmament is their base and resting-place; Space is the world of light; the earth is the world mortal; and below the earth are the lower waters.

3. The Spirit thought, “Lo, these are the worlds; and now will I make me guardians for my worlds.” Therefore he gathered the Purusha out of the waters and gave Him shape and substance.

4. Yea, the Spirit brooded over Him and of Him thus brooded over the mouth broke forth, as when an egg is hatched and breaks; from the mouth brake Speech and of Speech fire was born. The nostrils brake forth and
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The eyes brake forth and from the eyes Sight and of Sight the Sun was born. The ears brake forth and from the ears Hearing and of Hearing the regions were born.

The skin brakes forth and from the skin hairs and from the hairs herbs of healing and all trees and plants were born. The heart brake forth and from the heart Mind and of Mind the moon was born. The navel brake forth and from the navel Apana and of Apana Death was born. The organ of pleasure brake forth and from the organ seed and of seed the waters were born.

1. These were the Gods that He created; they fell into this great Ocean, and Hunger and Thirst leaped upon them. Then they said to Him, “Command unto us an habitation that we may dwell secure and eat of food.”

2. He brought unto them the cow, but they said, “Verily, it is not sufficient for us.” He brought unto them the horse, but they said, “Verily, it is not enough for us.”

3. He brought unto them Man, and they said, “O well fashioned truly! Man indeed is well and beautifully made.” Then the Spirit said unto them, “Enter ye in each according to his habitation.” (CWSA 18: 197-199) Not much is described further. When the human form evolved in Nature, then the gods were happy. They said they will reside in man because now they have a body. They were very happy to use the human body as their habitat.

Here is an important idea that gods rejected the animal forms successively offered to them by the Divine and only when humanity was produced, they said this indeed is perfectly made.

Now I refer to a sentence I read before: “at once
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sufficiently steady and durable and sufficiently pliable and mutable to provide a fit dwelling-place and instrument for the progressively manifesting god in humanity.”

Please mark an important phrase: “for the progressively manifesting god in humanity.” It means that this human body is so well made that it can have a progressive manifestation of the Divine until there is a complete transformation into the Supermind. The Supermind could not have entered the animal, the lion, or the elephant because their bodies are not yet sufficiently mature and conscious enough to allow a progressive manifestation of the Divine. That is why one should not underestimate the human body. We have taken bodily existence for granted.

But when we see the march of evolution, we realise that the human body is an extraordinary achievement.

(2nd March 2000)

In the previous chapter, we discussed the first argument.

In this effort the synthesis of different yogas, Sri Aurobindo proposes a broad methodology and one of the methods is to look into the general principles that are behind the different systems of yoga in India. If we want to really make a synthesis of all the yogas, we must go deep and find their underlying principles. Once we understand those, then we take up each of these yogas individually and see again their essential unique features. He says this is the method he is going to follow. Now, how to find out the general principle? We saw in the introductory chapter that yoga is one of the fundamental features of life itself. It is not something superimposed upon life with the coming of man but is fundamental to existence or creation. Human beings have systemised yoga, brought a rhythm into it, brought specialisations into it, and given it different names, etc. But yoga existed even before human creation.
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga Having explained that yoga is fundamental to life, Sri  Aurobindo takes up the study of the evolutionary process of Nature itself. He says, if we look at Nature’s work we observe that Nature does not actually proceed in sequential order. It does not evolve from one to two and from two to three. However, she has a rhythm, sometimes she rushes in front, goes forward, and then retreats.

Sometimes when she rushes forward she brings out new methods, new ways, new thinking, and new experiments and some of them may succeed. Where she fails she does not hesitate to withdraw, whether it were a species, an animal, or man.

The Mother mentions in her conversations that because Nature has eternity in front of her and has eternal energy in her, she does not feel any wastage or any loss of time. So, she can very well experiment. Failure or success does not matter to her. She goes backward, moves forward, and takes another turn—this is the rhythm of the evolutionary process of Nature. I had given the example of Napoleon’s and Leonardo da Vinci’s work and their contributions to the world. Like that, Nature always brings forth an ideal or a person who is much ahead of his time. As Sri Aurobindo writes in  Savitri,

“A moment sees, the ages toil to express” (Bk III, C 2). Hence, she normally brings forth such individuals whom we call vibhutis. What one vibhuti sees may take decades or centuries to fulfill; so, we can imagine what an Avatar does. What an Avatar envisions may take more than a yuga to manifest. But this is the way Nature works.

With this rhythm of success and failure, Nature has arrived at and fulfilled the stable achievement of bodily life itself, although it has been taken much for granted by all of us. In spite of all its so-called illnesses, weaknesses and
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limitations, this body today is “ready” in a special sense even to manifest the supramental consciousness. Today, the human body, thanks to Sri  Aurobindo’s and the Mother’s work, has awakened to the possibility of transforming itself.

If, then, this inferior equilibrium is the basis and first means of the higher movements which the universal Power contemplates and if it constitutes the vehicle in which the Divine here seeks to reveal Itself, if the Indian saying is true that the body is the instrument provided for the fulfilment of the right law of our nature, then any final recoil from the physical life must be a turning away from the completeness of the divine Wisdom and a renunciation of its aim in earthly manifestation.

Note that Sri  Aurobindo emphasises on bodily life.

Nature has created this great pedestal of stability after millions of years of experimentation. If this is what we have got as stable ground, how can we renounce this physical life, this body? How can we reject it by saying it is something negative, something dark, something illusory, something that is an obstacle? Sri  Aurobindo says if we negate and reject this body, we are rejecting the Divine wisdom itself because we are going against the scheme of the Divine himself. If humanity, out of its one-sided view of achieving the Divine or heaven rejects what is given, it would do the most foolish thing.

Such a refusal may be, owing to some secret law of their development, the right attitude for certain individuals, but never the aim intended for mankind.

It can be, therefore, no integral Yoga which ignores the body or makes its annulment or its rejection indispensable to a perfect spirituality. Rather, the perfecting of the body also should be the last triumph
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We see the tremendous emphasis: to perfect the bodily life must be “God’s final seal upon His work in the universe.”  It is now imperfect, true but it can be perfected.

And that, he says, “should be the last triumph of the Spirit.”

The last victory of God on earth will be the transformation of the body.

The obstacle which the physical presents to the spiritual is no argument for the rejection of the physical; for in the unseen providence of things our greatest difficulties are our best opportunities.

Humanity has always sought an easy way out. Wherever there is a difficulty, we have tried to run away from it and the body was the greatest of the difficulties. Why? Because of its tremendous  tamas, because it is  jada, because of its inner resistance. As we come down the hierarchy of consciousness, the last one being the physical – it has all the defects. And as we go above on the higher levels, these defects become lesser and lesser. So, obviously, the first thing we wanted to reject was the body because it is a bundle of the greatest difficulties. We have been given the ideals of  mukti and heaven, etc., only to dissuade us from perfecting the physical. The saints and the yogis found it difficult to transform the body, so they preferred to leave it. We all hear that after all, the body is mortal, so why bother about it, just maintain it as best as you can. But the statement that the body is mortal, Sri Aurobindo says, is no real argument. The body may be mortal today but it need not be so tomorrow. He says that is no argument to reject the body.

...for in the unseen providence of things our greatest
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difficulties are our best opportunities. A supreme difficulty is Nature’s indication to us of a supreme conquest to be won and an ultimate problem to be solved; it is not a warning of an inextricable snare to be shunned or of an enemy too strong for us from whom we must flee.

This is the great optimist, Sri Aurobindo. He says if there are the greatest of difficulties in it at present, it also gives us the greatest of opportunities to grow. At the bottom of the problem of the body is the greatest promise of fulfilment.

How can it be? We have an example in the Mother’s own attempt and effort towards the transformation of the body. We see that this body, with all its impediments and obstacles, is the secret to humanity’s greatest achievement.

It holds the greatest future possibilities for humanity.

Up until now, we have not fathomed this body because we thought that this physical life is a thing to be rejected.

But Sri  Aurobindo and the Mother have fathomed it and found it in the physical consciousness, in the body’s cellular consciousness, the secret of immortality, the secret of happiness, the secret of peace, and Ananda. The entire secret is there in this cave, in this dark cell of the body.

But we have been looking for peace, joy, and happiness in ephemeral acts, in some practices of yoga, and in the mind’s meditation. But the real peace and the real joy, are hidden deep in the body.

On one side we know that body has tremendous resistance but this very resistance to change becomes a positive thing if one can really put into the body, as he says, the right attitude, and the right vibration. If we can evoke that Divine vibration in the body, what Sri  Aurobindo and the Mother would call a supramental vibration, then the body will hold it as it is holding on to tamas , jada,
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The same tenacity that it has now will become the most positive thing tomorrow when the divinity is awakened in its cells. Illness, death and inertia will vanish because the body refuses to be ill, refuses to be mortal, and because it believes that it is Divine. In simple words, unless the body realises, unless Truth comes and gets hooked to the body, it is not manifested. We have manifested the Truth through the mind, in literature, dance, art, poetry, etc. but it was of an ephemeral nature. It did not get hooked to the physical which alone guarantees any lasting impact. The hook on the earth’s consciousness is the body. The mind does not touch this earth; it is this body, the feet that touch this earth. It is the body that is the direct anchor to the earth’s consciousness. So, he says Truth has to manifest in the body.

The vision of Sri  Aurobindo is that until Truth is brought into the physical and hooked onto the physical consciousness of the earth through the body, no achievement will be permanent upon this earth. Truth on the mental level can lead humanity for hundreds of years but then that Truth will fade off and vanish and will not be effective.

We are aware of the Avatars, the  vibhutis, the saints, the great yogis, thousands of them who have come since the beginning of human civilisation and have tried to implant spiritual consciousness here. But what has happened to us? Why aren’t we any different from those who lived twenty thousand years back? Why are we the same despite technological advancements? The archeologists who find a fossilised body five thousand years old in an Egyptian tomb see no difference between humanity then and now.
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Why hasn’t humanity changed? Because Truth was never established, it was never rooted in the earth; there was always an idea, an inspiration, sometimes a guiding force, sometimes a force that really salvaged human beings from difficulties and dangers but nothing more. The transformation, the change of nature could not and did not take place for lack of this manifestation on the physical plane. This is why he says that our “greatest difficulties are our best opportunities”. He says that a supreme difficulty is an “indication to us of a supreme conquest to be won...”

(Ibid). These are the two things: the body is the supreme difficulty and the body is also the place of the supreme conquest. It is because by conquering the body we can conquer the heavens. But by conquering the heavens we are unable to conquer the body. So, it is the other way around.

Equally, the vital and nervous energies in us are there for a great utility; they too demand the divine realisation of their possibilities in our ultimate fulfilment. The great part assigned to this element in the universal scheme is powerfully emphasised by the catholic wisdom of the Upanishads. “As the spokes of a wheel in its nave, so in the Life-energy is all established, the triple knowledge and the Sacrifice and the power of the strong and the purity of the wise. Under the control of the Life-Energy is all this that is established in the triple heaven.” It is therefore no integral Yoga that kills these nervous energies, forces them into a nerveless quiescence or roots them out as the source of noxious activities. Their purification, not their destruction –

their transformation, control and utilisation is the aim in view with which they have been created and developed in us.

It is doubtful if mankind ever had greater optimists than
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga Sri Aurobindo and the Mother. We see that they are ready to face the greatest challenge, that of the transformation of the body. They are also ready to transform the life energy that is within us, the vital. The importance of the vital can be compared to what the Mundaka Upanishad says,

“Where the nerves are brought close together like the spokes in the nave of a chariot-wheel, this is He that moves within,— there is He manifoldly born”. (CWSA 18: 140) We know that in a wheel all the spokes join at the centre, the hub, and the nave. All the spokes are attached to this single hub. Similarly, the life-energy is the hub of the human being, that nave that connects and holds the entire being.

Onto this life-energy are hooked the spokes of the mind, the spokes of the body, the spokes of the subtle-physical because this is the pranic energy, the life-energy. Without this life energy, all the other parts of human beings cannot function. If this life energy dries up, then the mind and the physical may function but they will not be living, in the sense that they won’t be living creatively. Hence, life-energy is an important element of the human body.

In fact, I remember reading in  The Future Poetry, where he explains that it is not sufficient to have inspiration from the Overmind and the Intuitive mind. All this inspiration can come to a poet but if he doesn’t have this life-energy, any great poetry cannot survive, it will not have a deeper impact. While giving the example of Indian music and Western music, the Mother also brings out this point.

Western music has tremendous life-energy, there is a jubilation of life-energy. In their orchestra, one can feel a tremendous outflow of life-energy. And she says in Indian ragas such life-energy is missing. Certainly, there is something psychic, something more inner, but it lacks the sustaining life energy. The Mother says that Indian
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ragas must imbibe this life energy too. So, we see that this life energy is so very essential to everything. And being so important, Integral Yoga cannot get rid of it, saying, all these are desires and attachments, reject them and abstain from them.

Life energy is creative energy and therefore it needs to be utilised. How do we utilise it? If there is a river and we want to utilise that water for electricity or for the fields, what do we do? We build a dam and with a controlled utility, release that water the way we want. So, this river water can be useful and not be wasted away in the ocean. So too, this life-energy, which is like a vast river that must be controlled and directed towards the spiritual aim of life.

When we were children, we were eager to see movies in the theatres outside. We were not allowed to go and see movies outside. But as youngsters, we had so much vital energy that we wanted to see the movie “Ben Hur” at the Ajanta theatre (that was in 1967 I still remember). Ben Hur had come to the theatre and three of us from our hostel sneaked out just after the Group exercises and managed to change our dress into white shorts and went for the movie. It is not simply a question of sneaking out. Why did the Mother say not to go out? Why are we being shown movies in the Ashram Playground every Saturday? I don’t know of any other institution that shows so many movies so frequently. The Mother introduced watching movies because it was also an expression of the life-energy or vital energy. And it catered to the vital of the children and other sadhaks who watched it in a controlled atmosphere.

The same “Ben Hur” came to the Ashram later and we felt sorry to have wasted our money and energies. There was nothing wrong with the movie. But what was wrong was the
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So, she says, if you go out into these places what you imbibe is harmful. We think we are only watching the movie but we are also absorbing others’ vibrations. This is how we can allow our children certain things but it has got to be a controlled effort. The Mother did not believe in stopping these vital outlets as a moral discipline. She knew that if she stopped them, they would find other ways to fulfill their vital. So, she allowed things in a controlled atmosphere.

If the bodily life is what Nature has firmly evolved for us as her base and first instrument, it is our mental life that she is evolving as her immediate next aim and superior instrument. This in her ordinary exaltations is the lofty preoccupying thought in her; this, except in her periods of exhaustion and recoil into a reposeful and recuperating obscurity, is her constant pursuit wherever she can get free from the trammels of her first vital and physical realisations. For here in man we have a distinction which is of the utmost importance. He has in him not a single mentality, but a double and a triple, the mind material and nervous, the pure intellectual mind which liberates itself from the illusions of the body and the senses, and a divine mind above intellect which in its turn liberates itself from the imperfect modes of the logically discriminative and imaginative reason.

The first achievement is bodily life in combination with the nervous vital pranic energy. Now at present, what is Nature trying to do? It is attempting to bring about the second stabilisation, the second achievement. Nature has not yet completed her second achievement which is the mental life. Well, it may be surprising because we think ourselves to be mentally intellectual creatures. But that is
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not as much stabilized as the body of every human being.

Today the body is perfectly there. But can we say that every human being has an intellectual mind? Not at all! So, he says that after having achieved this body and the vital life, now Nature is trying to establish a mental life. “Mental life”

has to be understood in a particular way. It is not because a human being can think that he has a mental life. Yes, he has a mind but what Sri Aurobindo means by the mind is a three-tiered substance.

The first one is the lowest category, the physical mind or the material mind. What are its characteristics? It is enmeshed with the body and the senses; that means a mind which is fully under the control of the physical senses and desires. This too is the mind but a mind which is of a very low category, which is constantly occupied with the physical consciousness – physical pleasures, physical senses, and with its comforts on the physical level.

Next, is the pure intellectual mind. This mind is the one that goes beyond the senses. It means a mind which really deals with higher things like philosophy, mathematics and higher thinking where the mind does not depend upon the data given by the senses. Otherwise, whenever we speak or think, it is based on the data that the physical senses give us. If I see that there is no light, I would say, please can you switch on the light? It depends on physical data. My physical senses suggests something and my mind automatically reacts.

Now comes the realm of higher aesthetics. Well, it is true that painting and music also depend on the senses. In fact, the Mother would say that in the category of the arts, we have sculpture which makes use of the gross physical; then we have a painting which is much subtler and finally, we
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In   The Life Divine, Sri  Aurobindo calls such a mind, the pure mind. We have seen that in this classification of the physical mind and the pure mind, one is dependent on the senses and one is independent of the senses. In all our studies of  The Life Divine,  Savitri,  etc. we are trying to reach for a while that level of pure intellect. How many human beings are on this level of pure intellect? When we say Nature is trying to achieve that mental life, it has achieved the basic bodily life and the mind which is based on the senses. Every human being has got that but very few have achieved the second level. That is part of the sadhana.

We have to develop that pure intellect in which scientists normally live.

That is why scientists and philosophers are such great failures in the physical mind because they are disconnected from the physical level. We know the famous example of Einstein – he made two holes in his door: one for a big cat and another for a smaller one! So that is the relationship a scientist of pure intellect has with the physical mind!

The third level is the divine mind. It starts with the higher mind up to the supramental level, including the higher ranges of mind at the summit of which stands the Supermind. And where do we stand? Nature has not even established the mental life. We are far from it.

(16th March 2000)

We were in the second part of this chapter and discussed Sri Aurobindo’s description of what Nature has done until
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now. The paragraphs that have been covered tell us how Nature has successfully established a physical body. But it is only now, after securing a solid physical basis, that Nature is trying to establish the mind principle. The mind principle, as such, is a general property of entire humanity but the intellectual mind is not yet possessed by all, although the physical mind has been established.

The mental life thus evolving in man is not, indeed, a common possession. In actual appearance it would seem as if it were only developed to the fullest in individuals and as if there were great numbers and even the majority in whom it is either a small and ill-organised part of their normal nature or not evolved at all or latent and not easily made active. Certainly, the mental life is not a finished evolution of Nature; it is not yet firmly founded in the human animal.

So, we see, it is perhaps only in a few individuals that we can claim the blossoming of the intellectual mind but it is not a common human possession yet.

The sign is that the fine and full equilibrium of vitality and matter, the sane, robust, long-lived human body is ordinarily found only in races or classes of men who reject the effort of thought, its disturbances, its tensions, or think only with the material mind.

It is a very interesting observation. He says we have the fully developed or quite advanced intellect on the individual level only, whereas on a collective level it is not yet so obvious. Classes or races of people who live only in the material mind have still got a very robust physical body. For example, the tribes, these people who do not have a strong intellect, are in fact privileged with a strong body. Why is it so? We will see the explanation
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Until now, we have seen that the body and the vital are developed and they have gained a kind of equilibrium but when the intellect comes in, there is a kind of disturbance.

It is because a new principle is coming up. So, obviously, in what is already settled as physical and vital equilibrium, there is a disturbance.

Civilised man has yet to establish an equilibrium between the fully active mind and the body; he does not yet normally possess it. Indeed, the increasing effort towards a more intense mental life seems to create, frequently, an increasing disequilibrium of the human elements, so that it is possible for eminent scientists to describe genius as a form of insanity, a result of degeneration, a pathological morbidity of Nature.

Whenever the higher intellect comes in, there is “an increasing disequilibrium of the human elements.” In modern times, there has been a very strong “mental life”

and it has disturbed the equilibrium of the body and the vital, so, there are many diseases that are cropping up.

This kind of tension and all its allied diseases that go with it are perhaps a perfect example of this disequilibrium.

One can understand the logic: after millions of years of stability of the physical, when a new capacity comes, there is a disturbance that expresses itself in various ways.

Those people who live close to the physical mind and away from the intellect have a better physical system. When the mind comes in, that system gets disturbed. Because of this general phenomenon, some scientists have argued that



The Three Steps of Nature 59

genius is a kind of pathological morbidity. When there is an extreme working of the mind, there may come a kind of disequilibrium leading to insanity itself but more generally it affects the body. That is the reason why a genius tends to suffer more or less on the physical level. But Sri Aurobindo suggests a different interpretation and says: The phenomena which are used to justify this exaggeration, when taken not separately but in connection with all other relevant data, point to a different truth. Genius is one attempt of the universal Energy to so quicken and intensify our intellectual powers that they shall be prepared for those more puissant, direct and rapid faculties which constitute the play of the supra-intellectual or divine mind. It is not, then, a freak, an inexplicable phenomenon but a perfectly natural next step in the right line of her evolution.

Genius, he says, is actually a sign of what is going to come. It does not mean that everyone is going to be a genius in the next stage of evolution but genius is a kind of a sample in the laboratory of Nature. When a scientist discovers a medicine, he creates certain conditions and experiments for that medicine. Similarly, genius is an experiment in Nature’s laboratory to see if the human mind is able to sustain the pressure of the higher divine mind because this is true that in the future, we are going to have the Divine mind. Did we not see that there are three stages? One is the material mind which is the common property of all; the second is the intellectual mind which is just now being established and what is yet to come is the Divine mind. So, geniuses are those experiments of Nature to see how far the human mind is able to sustain itself. It
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She has harmonised the bodily life with the material mind, she is harmonising it with the play of the intellectual mentality; for that, although it tends to a depression of the full animal and vital vigour, does not or need not produce active disturbances. And she is shooting yet beyond in the attempt to reach a still higher level. Nor are the disturbances created by her process as great as is often represented. Some of them are the crude beginnings of new manifestations; others are an easily corrected movement of disintegration, often fruitful of fresh activities and always a small price to pay for the far-reaching results that she has in view.

We may perhaps, if we consider all the circumstances, come to this conclusion that mental life, far from being a recent appearance in man, is the swift repetition in him of a previous achievement from which the Energy in the race had undergone one of her deplorable recoils.

This paragraph is of immense importance. It changes quite many ideas that we have been holding on to. He comes to the conclusion that mental life is far from being a recent appearance in humanity. The material mind has been there since the beginning of the mental principle itself but even the second step, the intellectual mind, he says has been attempted before and Nature could not manifest it and make it a common property of humanity. It is interesting when he says, that the “Energy in the race had undergone one of her deplorable recoils”:

The savage is perhaps not so much the first forefather of civilised man as the degenerate descendant of a previous civilisation.
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That is an absolutely new idea. Normally, history says that the tribal people developed agriculture and from agriculture, they started developing handicrafts and from handicrafts, they developed culture. But Sri  Aurobindo comes to the conclusion that these tribal or savages did not start the civilisation, they are in fact the descendants of another civilised race which, over time, degenerated because the intellect could not be established. Due to this failure in Nature, humanity degenerated and became the savage tribe. Then once again the experiments started.

It is very interesting to see this new idea because, in one of his writings regarding the Vedas, he brings in the understanding that the Vedas are the end of a human civilisation that was at its peak and it is that civilisation that degenerated. One can imagine that there were pockets of civilisations where Nature experimented with this tremendous spiritual knowledge of the Vedic Rishis. The Vedic Rishis called themselves modern people and they said they have their own forefathers. So those  pitrus belonged to another civilisation. In light of what the Mother explains, they belonged to one of those previous  pralayas. This explains to us why there was a  pralaya itself: because there wasn’t this possibility of establishing the new principle of the intellectual mind. So, Nature withdrew. Withdrawal doesn’t mean the death of every person, it means Nature withdrew its creative activity. And when the tree is not given water, it starts dying— a slow process of degeneration sets in. This is  pralaya: what cannot be taken into the future is destroyed. The Mother says that the present humanity is precisely at that stage when a  pralaya took place in the previous era. Now, if we put all these ideas together, we can understand the importance of the present times.
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga Sri  Aurobindo and the Mother brought the Supermind and gave humanity this help or possibility to bring forth the intellectual mind. With the coming of an Avatar, each time new consciousness is established upon earth. After the material mind and vital mind, the next rung could not be established and so, the whole thing had to withdraw.

With the coming of the Supermind, the next step of the intellectual mind has become a real possibility. Therefore, the Mother says, we have survived a  pralaya. In light of her explanation, we can understand what Sri  Aurobindo says that the savages are only degenerated descendants of a previous civilisation.

The next paragraph is beautiful; it has many new ideas.

It is like in winter during the snowfall the seeds of the trees get buried. Everywhere during the summers, all the grass dries up and one thinks that there is no life in the garden. However, with the first rain, the garden gets filled with beautiful colourful rain Lilies. The Mother has given them the name “Prayer.” The sudden blossoming of these flowers simply indicates that the seeds or the bulbs were hidden under the earth and with the coming of the right conditions, they bloomed. Similarly, during the past civilisations when there was a  pralaya, all of these capacities went into the subconscient of humanity, as if, into hibernation. That is, humanity in general, on the physical-mental level, degenerated into the savage level. But whatever it achieved was shelved or went underground and it waited for the right condition to blossom.

For if the actuality of intellectual achievement is unevenly distributed, the capacity is spread everywhere.

It has been seen that in individual cases even the racial type considered by us the lowest, the negro fresh from the perennial barbarism of Central Africa, is capable,
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without admixture of blood, without waiting for future generations, of the intellectual culture, if not yet of the intellectual accomplishment of the dominant European.

Even in the mass men seem to need, in favourable circumstances, only a few generations to cover ground that ought apparently to be measured in the terms of millenniums.

Since the seeds are under the ground, favourable circumstances would help humanity to develop very fast. Let us take a practical example. When we were teachers at Aspiration School in Auroville, we had, from our neighbouring villages, young students whose village elders, maybe from the past three or four hundred years, didn’t know what education meant. They had never been to school and were leading a village life. For the first time, there was a school and the boys joined it. One of the first things we saw in them was the flowering of their physical capacities. We had given them equal opportunities as we gave the children coming from other countries. The Tamil children excelled in physical education. They also came up wonderfully in the expression of art. And after a few years, we saw that these children caught up very well with the children from the so-called advanced states or countries. Some years later, when we went back to see where our former students were, we saw the same Tamil children being managers of computer centres and other projects. It only exemplifies what Sri Aurobindo says that given favourable circumstances the faculties, the race can flourish. In the context of what he calls the “perennial barbarism of Central Africa,” if the people there are given opportunities, they would have flourished. It may take a few generations, but it is because the seeds are already
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Either, then, man by his privilege as a mental being is exempt from the full burden of the tardy laws of evolution or else he already represents and with helpful conditions and in the right stimulating atmosphere can always display a high level of material capacity for the activities of the intellectual life. It is not mental incapacity, but the long rejection or seclusion from opportunity and withdrawal of the awakening impulse that creates the savage. Barbarism is an intermediate sleep, not an original darkness.

Sri  Aurobindo throws a new light here. He says that barbarism is only a stage of “intermediate sleep” of the creative force. As he puts it beautifully here, it is a “rejection or seclusion from opportunity and a withdrawal of the awakening impulse.” When we see in India this effort being made for the backward classes to impart education, it only means that opportunities are being created for them.

Moreover, the whole trend of modern thought and modern endeavour reveals itself to the observant eye as a large conscious effort of Nature in man to effect a general level of intellectual equipment, capacity and farther possibility by universalising the opportunities which modern civilisation affords for the mental life.

He also gives a new interpretation and meaning of modernity.

We know its drawbacks, and we have seen its problems but Sri  Aurobindo sees every movement from the universal cosmic perspective. This modern technology, because of its machinery, is able to universalise opportunities to the common people. The President of the USA went to Rajasthan and visited a village of which we have not even
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heard; there the government was establishing computers and their idea was that every village Panchayat must have computers in the next three years. What was happening was that modern technology was being brought to the common man at the widest level possible so that opportunities were equal for all. It was such a wonderful sight to see all those women folk in the village proudly reporting how they were participating! The reason why modernism has set in, why technology is being developed so feverishly and opportunities are being given to all is that the intellectual mind is established as a common property of humanity.

You see what a tremendous effort is there from Nature!

No particular country can get the credit for establishing the intellectual mind, for it is Nature herself who is trying different methods to bring and establish this as common property, just as it did with the material mind, the vital, and the body.

We can imagine how long it took to establish this material mind and what a brief time it has taken to establish the intellectual mind! There is a tremendous speed, things are hastening; we are sort of caught up in the speed because Nature seems to be in tremendous haste to establish the intellectual mind. Now with the Supermind coming, Nature has to prepare herself and be ready; and this platform is a strong intellectual mind which is the second level. We can say that this strong intellectual mind has been the property of a few selected people. In fact, Sri  Aurobindo says that sometimes Europeans excelled in that. But Nature doesn’t want only one class of people or one country to have an intellectual mind. Within a few decades, the whole world has come up with this magnificent wave of materialism and thereby, is intellectualising itself.

Even the preoccupation of the European intellect, the
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Sri Aurobindo has almost listed all the activities that today we are doing, and he wrote this so many years ago, By the spread of education, by the advance of the backward races, by the elevation of depressed classes, by the multiplication of labour-saving appliances by the movement towards ideal social and economic conditions, by the labour of Science towards an improved health, longevity and sound physique in civilised humanity, the sense and drift of this vast movement translates itself in easily intelligible signs.

The right or at least the ultimate means may not always be employed, but their aim is the right preliminary aim, – a sound individual and social body and the satisfaction of the legitimate needs and demands of the material mind, sufficient ease, leisure, equal opportunity, so that the whole of mankind and no longer only the favoured race, class or individual may be free to develop the emotional and intellectual being to its full capacity.

This is a wonderful argument, Science had promised us, many decades ago that it will give us leisure, equal opportunities, and sufficient ease so that we can develop.

In a way, this role of Science is inevitable and today, perhaps, it has given us all these but unfortunately, it has added so many other things that it has become a lopsided pursuit. Sri  Aurobindo says that at present the material and economic aims may predominate but always behind their works there is a higher and major impulse.
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How wonderfully he has foreseen all this! At present, the material and economic aims are predominating, no doubt.

In this tremendous struggle, we can now understand what is happening globally. Such is the beauty of reading Sri  Aurobindo that one comes to understand the ways of Nature. We are no more flabbergasted about the happenings around us on earth. He has given us the basic laws of evolution so that we can understand everything.

He says that whatever is happening may not be perfectly alright. All the steps that are taken in religion and politics may not be correct but still it is good because it is in the right direction. As long as Nature and humanity are moving in the right direction, it does not matter what they do.

Nature may stumble, but she is going on. Even this material and economic stress is a part of her play because some higher intelligence is constantly pushing humanity forward.

He accepts what is happening today as an integral part of the growth.

And when the preliminary conditions are satisfied, when the great endeavour has found its base, what will be the nature of that farther possibility which the activities of the intellectual life must serve? If Mind is indeed Nature’s highest term, then the entire development of the rational and imaginative intellect and the harmonious satisfaction of the emotions and sensibilities must be to themselves sufficient. But if, on the contrary, man is more than a reasoning and emotional animal, if beyond that which is being evolved, there is something that has to be evolved, then it may well be that the fullness of the mental life, the suppleness, flexibility and wide capacity of the intellect, the ordered richness of emotion and sensibility may be only a passage towards the development of higher life
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We see that the mind is not the aim or goal of evolution.

He says that there is still a beyond, something more after the intellectual mind is well established on the common level. But I want to go back to one point in the previous paragraph that was missed out. I would like to highlight the phrase, “the whole of mankind and not only the favoured race...” What is happening today is that the whole emphasis is on the establishment of the intellectual mind in humanity. That is very important, otherwise, we may not understand. Wasn’t there the Vedic period, the Upanishadic period? We speak of the Gita and the epic period, the Renaissance, the Reformation, and the great European kings and kingdoms! We had Michelangelo, Leonardo Da Vinci, Shakespeare, and other great  vibhutis! Indeed, all these people represent the peaks of mental development but they were a favoured few. Today it is reaching the whole of mankind, which is very important. It is Sri Aurobindo’s effort and aims to seek salvation for the whole of mankind.

If we forget the phrase “the whole of mankind”, we will not understand him. There have been great solutions given by great yogis in the past. But today, just as materialism is going toward the whole of mankind, so tomorrow, on the spiritual level, there will be so-called salvation for the whole of humanity.

Today’s materialism is a step toward tomorrow’s spirituality. If we want to study in a room together, first we need the physical hall, then only we can pray or meditate
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or have classes but we need this physical space that can accommodate all of us together. Similarly, on the cosmic level, we need the material base so that tomorrow the superstructure of spirituality can be built on it. It is in this light that humanity will have to go beyond the mind and just as the mind utilised the physical body, so too the mind will be utilised by a higher force, by a greater consciousness.

And just as the body has given itself to the service of the mind, the mind too must give itself to the services of the higher force. And what is that higher force, what is the next step? We will get a description in the subsequent paragraphs.

(24th March 2000)

We are in the last part of the chapter where Sri Aurobindo describes the level that is going to come in the future – the level beyond mind. He discusses in detail how Nature is giving universal opportunities through different media, of which one is Science. These opportunities are being given at all levels of humanity so that the faculty of mind becomes common property. Even though we may think ourselves to be on the level of mind, we are not yet established  en masse on the level of the intellectual mind. Nature at present is struggling to make the mind a universal property. It is in this light that we have to understand all of our attempts at educating the backward and the poorer classes, giving them privileges, etc. All this has one aim in the evolution of Nature, which is, to establish the mind. However, this alone is not the aim of Nature’s evolution because beyond the mind there is still another level that is simultaneously the goal and the cause of evolution. That is the third and climactic level.

The assertion of a higher than the mental life is the whole foundation of Indian philosophy and its
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga acquisition and organisation is the veritable object served by the methods of Yoga. Mind is not the last term of evolution, not an ultimate aim but, like body, an instrument. It is even so termed in the language of Yoga, the inner instrument [ antahkārana]. And Indian tradition asserts that this which is to be manifested is not a new term in human experience but has been developed before and has even governed humanity in certain periods of its development.

This is Sri  Aurobindo’s unique thesis. In this thesis, he says that this third level, the level of divine existence, has already been developed by Nature but it starts more like sampling in a laboratory. The  yuga  of this divine existence is at times called the Golden Age. In these  yugas  and ages, the higher consciousness came and experimented with the human mind. This has been developed before and it even governed humanity in certain periods. “In any case, in order to be known, it must at one time have been partly developed.” So, also it is the case with the Supermind.

Sri Aurobindo has brought down the Supermind which was known and partly developed and seen before. It may have been during the Vedic or Upanishadic periods and perhaps the later Rishis knew of it and definitely it is not entirely new for Nature.

And if since then Nature has sunk back from her achievement, the reason must always be found in some unrealised harmony, some insufficiency of the intellectual and material basis to which she has now returned, some over-specialisation of the higher to the detriment of the lower existence.

This is the way Nature keeps moving forward and backward. It takes a few steps forward through individual achievements and then retreats in order to consolidate



The Three Steps of Nature 71

what it has gained through some individuals, groups, or even some nations. Nature’s way of working is that it always tries to universalise all its gains. At the same time, there is a parallel movement of the pioneers – they may be pioneers in Science, Space, Religion, Technology, Occultism, or any other field. Sometimes it chooses even nations or cultures like the Tibetan or Egyptian cultures which are predominantly occult cultures as pioneers. It chooses such cultures in order to experiment and establish like a scientist would establish a formula in his laboratory and once he establishes that medicine, then he brings it out into the market and universalises it for mankind. That is precisely the process of Nature.

To quote again, if “Nature has sunk back from her achievement, the reason must always be found in some unrealised harmony.” If a nation or group or individual achieves much on one level it has to share it with others.

Sri  Aurobindo’s classic example is English culture: what they achieved on the material level had to be shared with the rest of the world, so Nature used the means of conquest. Otherwise, there is no rational argument to explain how a small country like England could conquer almost half the earth and make a huge empire. That a country like India could be conquered by the British was not possible rationally. But it is Nature that wanted to spread what England had gained as a culture. India has gained something in the past but it went so much on the path of asceticism, neglecting and not bringing in harmony on the level of matter, mind, and vital, that it led to a lopsided growth. Nature arrested the spiritual movement and for centuries India was subjugated by a materialistic consciousness, as represented by Europe. This materialistic consciousness was brought to India. But a country like
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga this, in order to absorb a new consciousness, needed a long time. As such, India had become very passive because of its basic attitude of asceticism. It took a long time and when its purpose was over, the British simply left. The independence movement was a kind of play on the outer level but all these things were arranged by Nature. There was a mingling of consciousness, cultures, and achievements. For Nature, there is no country specially bad or good; she focuses only on the forward march or backward movement.

But what then constitutes this higher or highest existence to which our evolution is tending? In order to answer the question we have to deal with a class of supreme experiences, a class of unusual conceptions which it is difficult to represent accurately in any other language than the ancient Sanskrit tongue in which alone they have been to some extent systematised.

We get hints of the future role of India, as seen in the phrase – “this millennium, this century belongs to India”.

It is not the advanced technology that is the future of India. In spite of all the visits of Presidents of the world trying to encourage material and technological growth, it is not in these that India has to lead. I read a beautiful sentence by Sri  Aurobindo: he said that it is a spiritual revolution that we are attempting, not a material one. All of this technology is good in its own way, it is needed for the general harmonisation of the intellect with the spiritual. It is the third level to which humanity, after all the revolutions and problems, is moving and this is the secret that lies with India. Therefore, the world cannot neglect India, in spite of its present condition because the future is with India. We may have to struggle in many ways, as the Mother says, we may have to suffer because of the foolish things we have done in the past. But through this struggle and suffering,
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the deliverance will come because the secret of the future is in the ancient past of India. It is a strange combination

– the future of the world lies in the past of India.

Sri Aurobindo tells us that the future of the world is already there in seed form in ancient Indian wisdom. India was the chosen country to have the blueprint of future development and as he calls them, “a class of supreme experiences.” It is a very unique phrase he has used, that these secrets of the future have been embedded, systemised in the Sanskrit language. Not in the language  per se but in that Sanskrit culture which has really caught and frozen the secrets of the future. So, today, if we are having so much work on the Sanskrit language, it is more or less an attempt to unravel those secrets which the language has kept hidden within itself. Developing the Sanskrit language is not an end in itself, it is only a means to perpetuate the future vision. As English has been a language that has helped humanity in universalising technological knowledge, so too tomorrow’s language is Sanskrit because it is the unfolding of Sanskrit language, texts, and culture that will reveal the secrets of spirituality.

The only approximate terms in the English language have other associations and their use may lead to many and even serious inaccuracies. The terminology of Yoga recognises besides the status of our physical and vital being, termed the gross body and doubly composed of the food-sheath and the vital vehicle, besides the status of our mental being, termed the subtle body and singly composed of the mind-sheath or mental vehicle

[ manah-kosa]...

In Sanskrit, we have these three terms, the first is called the gross body. The words “gross” in English and Sanskrit are absolutely different. What I call a  sthula sarira and a
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But   sthula sarira is not that – it is a combination of food-sheath,  annamaya kosa, and the sheath of the vital pranamaya-kosa. So, there is in this  sthula sarira something else that the English language cannot reach. That is why it is Sanskrit alone that can reveal the intricate aspects of spirituality.

...a third, supreme and divine status of supramental being, termed the causal body and composed of a fourth and a fifth vehicle which are described as those of knowledge and bliss.

What we call the causal body in English, may mean the body which has originated from the Cause but the English word doesn’t carry the meaning that this Causal body is also the  vijnanamayakosa and the  anandamayakosa. If a Sanskrit master is told about this  kārana sarira, he will know exactly that it is also composed of two other bodies, anandamaya and  vijnanamaya, which are described as Knowledge and Bliss.

But this knowledge is not a systematised result of mental questionings and reasoning...

When we say “knowledge” in English, it is to know of a material thing such as science, history, an airplane, or a computer. Again, the words “knowledge” and “jnana” are completely different, even though we do transliterate them that way. Especially  vijnana is certainly beyond this type of knowledge.

...not a temporary arrangement of conclusions and opinions in the terms of the highest probability, but rather a pure self-existent and self-luminous Truth.

So,  vijnanamayakosa   is nothing but the Supramental
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level. And the Supramental knowledge is nothing but a pure self-luminous Truth.

And this bliss is not a supreme pleasure of the heart and sensations with the experience of pain and sorrow as its background...

We translate the word  ananda   as bliss but it is not the same as bliss; it has a different connotation. We may think of material bliss, of pleasure at its highest, such as this place is blissful, it is wonderful. But when we say  ananda, there is an altogether different connotation.  Ananda is that bliss that has nothing to do with sensations; it is irrespective of all sensory inputs. It has no dependence, no contact, or connection with anything on the mental or vital, or physical level. So, the word bliss may not mean the same.

...but a delight also self-existent and independent of objects and particular experiences, a self-delight which is the very nature, the very stuff, as it were, of a transcendent and infinite existence.

As in the term Sachchidananda,  ananda   is that self-existent Delight that is the very stuff of the Divine. The substance of divinity is  ananda. Hence, can bliss or happiness or any other English word come close to it?

Do such psychological conceptions correspond to anything real and possible? All Yoga asserts them as its ultimate experience and supreme aim. They form the governing principles of our highest possible state of consciousness, our widest possible range of existence.

There is, we say, a harmony of supreme faculties, corresponding roughly to the psychological faculties of revelation, inspiration and intuition, yet acting not in the intuitive reason or the divine mind, but on a still higher plane, which see Truth directly face to face,
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Now Sri Aurobindo comes to the third level, the  kārana sarira, the causal body composed of the  vijnanamayakosa and   anandamayakosa. Are they mere philosophical concepts or do they have any psychological reality? If it is just philosophy, it is not interesting and unless or until it is reflected in human beings, it becomes useless. He says Indian yoga asserts them as its ultimate experience and supreme aim. It is not mere philosophy. Yoga has these states of consciousness as its ultimate aim. It is not only an aim but an ultimate experience with the Indian yogis.

When we have something as an aim, it is not something in thin air. For example, Sri Aurobindo kept Supermind as the aim – it is something that he has achieved and experienced and then he has put it forward before humanity. So, did the ancient  rishis. These faculties of the higher level which they experienced, they said humanity can experience them through yoga. These are the truths experienced directly in their being.

And these faculties are the light of a conscious existence superseding the egoistic and itself both cosmic and transcendent, the nature of which is Bliss. These are obviously divine and, as man is at present apparently constituted, superhuman states of consciousness and activity.

These levels of consciousness,  kārana sarira, are transcendent to man now because we are all stationed in the mind. In tomorrow’s evolution, when humanity reaches those levels, it will no more be transcendent, it will be a part of our existence. Today, the mind is not transcendent but several million years back, when it was not developed it was
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transcendent to the animal. For us, today, the Supermind is transcendent. Just as from the animal consciousness we have come to mind and mind has become our normal consciousness, so too tomorrow the Supermind will be our normal consciousness.

A trinity of transcendent existence, self-awareness and self-delight is, indeed, the metaphysical description of the supreme Atman, the self-formulation, to our awakened knowledge, of the Unknowable whether conceived as a pure Impersonality or as a cosmic Personality manifesting the universe. But in Yoga they are regarded also in their psychological aspects as states of subjective existence to which our waking consciousness is now alien, but which dwell in us in a superconscious plane and to which, therefore, we may always ascend.

This paragraph describes the essence of Indian psychology or what Sri  Aurobindo calls integral Yoga Psychology. Beyond the mind, there are many superconscious levels that exist now and are at present in humanity. They are not something that we have to create.

These levels already exist and we can achieve them through yoga. The unique thing about Indian psychology is that Indian yogis have already gone through these levels and made a road map for this ascent. And one of the best maps is in  Savitri. Because they have translated this, they have shared with us all the adventures of those who want to go to those levels. Whenever any individual wants to ascend the levels of consciousness, he can always use these maps, he does not have to rediscover them.

For, as is indicated by the name, causal body ( kārana), as opposed to the two others which are instruments ( kārana), this crowning manifestation is also the source

78

Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga and effective power of all that in the actual evolution has preceded it.

Now, this is the third and last conclusion: that this causal body or the ultimate divine existence is “the source and effective power of all that” has gone before.

Our mental activities are, indeed, a derivation, selection and, so long as they are divided from the truth that is secretly their source, a deformation of the divine knowledge. Our sensations and emotions have the same relation to the Bliss, our nervous forces and actions to the aspect of Will or Force assumed by the divine consciousness, our physical being to the pure essence of that Bliss and Consciousness. The evolution which we observe and of which we are the terrestrial summit may be considered, in a sense, as an inverse manifestation, by which these Powers in their unity and their diversity use, develop and perfect the imperfect substance and activities of Matter, of Life and of Mind so that they may express in mutable relativity an increasing harmony of the divine and eternal states from which they are born.

This third level, the pure being, the supramental level, is the source and the effective power. It is easier to understand that this supramental consciousness is the starting point of this entire creation. And while this entire creation is moving back towards the Supermind, the world is manifesting more and more through the evolutionary process, the aspects and powers of the same Supermind.

On the level of Matter, consciousness is asleep. As it grows up, it develops. Now, we see a difference between plant and matter. Is it only the movement and the motion that is different? No. The plant and the animal have developed faculties that were not there in Matter. We see the development of consciousness in terms of the development



The Three Steps of Nature 79

of faculties to know what is around us. The tree is aware of the other trees beside it but it cannot walk to it and shake hands this faculty of communicating becomes more pronounced in animals. The animal develops those kinds of faculties by which it comes to know its entire group. It begins to have relationships and make differences. One group of monkeys is different from another group. There is “groupism,” a sense of oneness among them. This is the first sense of development which is to know the world. So, the difference between matter, plant life, and animal life are that consciousness develops faculties to know itself and the world.

We see in a little child, the moment it starts crawling it, wants to know things around it. It touches and wants to experience the world around it. That has also been the evolutionary experience of humanity. What science and technology give are nothing but an experience of the world, a horizontal experience. But if both human beings and animals know the world, what is the difference between us and animals? Obviously, in humanity, the same consciousness has developed a different set of faculties by which the human being can not only know what is within himself but also he can know about himself, that is, become an object of observation and analysis.

Therefore, Sri  Aurobindo says, “to fulfil God in life is man’s manhood”. The truth of humanity is not to know the world; that is already the role given to the animal consciousness. The truth of humanity is to connect with the Supreme; we are born to know and manifest the Supreme.

That is why the whole spiritual endeavor has been to awaken to the higher consciousness – that is our path, that is our goal. All the  vibhutis and Avatars and saints and sages
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If humanity has to develop a higher level of consciousness to reach the Divine, it doesn’t mean we have to reject what is below. The Divine Consciousness must be brought down, so there is harmony between animal and man, between the human and the plant and between the human and matter.

This is the climax.

If this be the truth of the universe, then the goal of evolution is also its cause it is that which is immanent in its elements and out of them is liberated. But the liberation is surely imperfect if it is only an escape and there is no return upon the containing substance and activities to exalt and transform them. The immanence itself would have no credible reason for being if it did not end in such a transfiguration.

This sentence is deeply philosophical. What was there essentially, in the beginning, was the Supramental consciousness immanent in Matter. At each level, it liberates itself. For example, at the level of life, a plant transforms the heavy elements of matter, so it is able to make movements. It is as if the Supramental consciousness had a heavy covering in which it could not move in matter.

When it comes to life, it takes off this heaviness and makes an initial movement. Such is the kind of physical liberation.

At each level, it becomes freer of gross matter.

Sri Aurobindo argues here that it is no use if liberation implies that the soul after attaining the Supreme never returns to earth. If that were the liberation, then what was the sense of the Supermind hiding in matter from the beginning? If it hid in the matter, that means it wanted to
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do something with this “house” called matter. The very fact that the higher consciousness has grown from matter to humanity has a meaning; with each step of liberation, it wants to bring that higher consciousness into the lower.

Is it not being unfaithful to material consciousness, by regarding it as a gross consciousness and therefore not useful? The Supermind is not unfaithful to matter. Matter housed it, now the Supermind will transform it and make it a luminous and transformed matter.

But if human mind can become capable of the glories of the divine Light, human emotion and sensibility can be transformed into the mould and assume the measure and movement of the supreme Bliss, human action not only represent but feel itself to be the motion of a divine and non-egoistic Force and the physical substance of our sufficiently partaking of the purity of the supernal essence, sufficiently unify plasticity and durable constancy to support and prolong these highest experiences and agencies, then all the long labour of Nature will end in a crowning justification and her evolutions reveal their profound significance.

Sri  Aurobindo points towards the evolution of the Supermind which will transform the mind, life, and body. It will make the mind the receptacle of Divine Light, emotions capable of receiving Bliss, and the body more plastic, durable, and immortal. For it is the purpose of Nature to reveal the hidden Supermind. If it is left at this stage of imperfection, the purpose of creation itself would fail. So without declaring much, Sri Aurobindo hints at the changes that the descent of the Supermind would bring. He says it is the emergence and the expression of the Supermind alone that will justify Nature’s will and labour. Nature cannot stop at an imperfect and incomplete stage. She has to climb back
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So dazzling is even a glimpse of this supreme existence and so absorbing its attraction that, once seen, we feel readily justified in neglecting all else for its pursuit.

Even, by an opposite exaggeration to that which sees all things in Mind and the mental life as an exclusive ideal, Mind comes to be regarded as an unworthy deformation and a supreme obstacle, the source of an illusory universe, a negation of the Truth and itself to be denied and all its works and results annulled if we desire the final liberation. But this is a half-truth which errs by regarding only the actual limitations of the Mind and ignores its divine intention. The ultimate knowledge is that which perceives and accepts God in the universe as well as beyond the universe; the integral Yoga is that which, having found the Transcendent, can return upon the universe and possess it, retaining the power freely to descend as well as ascend the great stair of existence. For if the eternal Wisdom exists at all, the faculty of Mind also must have some high use and destiny. That use must depend on its place in the ascent and in the return and that destiny must be a fulfillment and transfiguration, not a rooting out or an annulling.

He comes back to the old view to tell us that when one gets a glimpse of the higher consciousness, of bliss, one is tempted to leave this earth. For a person, who might have such an experience, the mind itself becomes an obstacle.

The world of pure ideas is for such a person a distortion
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and deformation of the supreme Idea. Therefore, he tends to become disillusioned and seeks liberation from this mind also. However, Sri  Aurobindo, as we have always noticed, puts everything in an evolutionary perspective. According to him, the mind has had a role and the coming of the Supermind – a consciousness larger than the mind – would not negate the presence and role of the mind but would embrace all its achievements and transform it. He points toward the Advaitins and refutes the idea that the ultimate knowledge is the knowledge of Brahman thereby, rejecting the world as an illusion. Contrary to this, the nature of the Supermind brings true knowledge in which one would see God in this world as well as in the transcendence.

And then we see the master stroke of Sri  Aurobindo, where he not only defines Integral Yoga but contrasts it against the old yoga systems which emphasise and aim at mukti. He also highlights the role of the mind as an important step in the evolutionary process. He says that what we define as Integral Yoga can only be that which, having realised the transcendence, is capable and willing to return to earth to help mind, life and body also to ascend and sublimate and eventually transform. The Mind itself has played an important role in evolution, so to escape from the mind is not the solution and neither is it the aim of Nature’s yoga or of Integral Yoga.

We perceive, then, these three steps in Nature, a bodily life which is the basis of our existence here in the material world, a mental life into which we emerge and by which we raise the bodily to higher uses and enlarge it into a greater completeness, and a divine existence which is at once the goal of the other two and returns upon them to liberate them into their highest possibilities. Regarding none of them as either beyond
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Sri  Aurobindo sums up beautifully the three steps of Nature or Nature’s yoga. Nature aims at perfecting and sublimating body, life and mind and not leaving them behind to seek liberation in the Beyond. Liberation for him is only a step, a stage in yoga, not its aim. Neither are we supposed to leave the lower nature behind nor destroy it. If liberation is to be of any use, it should liberate these three from the shackles of Ignorance and lead them to Light.

That alone could be the purpose of liberation.

(30th March 2000)

Chapter – III

The Threefold Life

In the previous chapter, we have seen the three steps of Nature, the steps that she is struggling to take in her evolutionary path. The first step is an attempt to establish a physical pattern of life. That is the basis upon which she is at present trying to build a mental life. Nature has not yet fully succeeded in it. All our current efforts, including information technology or other scientific advancements, are nothing but Nature’s attempt to bring the mind to the common masses. Otherwise, individuals throughout this evolution’s history have experienced the mind and levels beyond the mind. But, what Nature is interested in is generalising the consciousness of the mind so that the next step of evolution could be established. After it successfully established a physical life, it attempted to establish the mind, and once it succeeds in it, only the way will be paved for the spiritual life. But it doesn’t mean we must wait for the spiritual life to step in. As mental life advances slowly, spiritual life is gradually developing; there is even an overlapping of the two. This is the third level, that of the spiritual life or, in Sri Aurobindo’s terms, the divine life.

To quote from the last paragraph of the previous chapter regarding this spiritualised life, Sri  Aurobindo says, “So dazzling is even a glimpse of this supreme existence and so absorbing its attraction that, once seen, we feel readily justified in neglecting all else for its pursuit.” The third level of life towards which we are moving is such a dazzling experience that those who have had a glimpse of that third level of life are ready to sacrifice everything of the
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Sri Aurobindo says they are, in a way, justified because “the glimpse of the supreme existence” is so brilliant that the present and the past fade away.

In this chapter, Sri Aurobindo explains the physical, mental and spiritual levels in greater detail. Why is Sri Aurobindo emphasising these three levels? We will see that when he calls it a synthesis of yoga, though he is not necessarily trying to bring about the synthesis of all the old yogas. The title and the sub-sections do lead us to think so. It cannot be denied that he does take a few elements from the old yogas, but he is synthesising the three different parts of Nature’s yoga, i.e. physical, mental, and spiritual. He started by saying it is Nature that has been doing yoga in these different ways.

That is, the physical life itself is Nature’s yoga, the mental life is another level, and the spiritual is the third. Sri Aurobindo intends to synthesise these three ways: the physical, the mental, and the spiritual. Taking that as a foundation, he will lead us into the supramental or integral Yoga. Because of that future synthesis, he gives us a detailed account of the three prevalent systems. In this very lucid chapter, he will explain the three paths. It is like making a rope; the three strands are woven together to make a single rope. So, integral Yoga consists of these three strands of Nature’s yoga: the yoga of the physical, the yoga of the mental, and the yoga of the spiritual. Here he gives a detailed description: Nature, then, being an evolution or progressive self-manifestation of an eternal and secret existence, with three successive forms as her three steps of ascent, we have as the condition of all our activities these three mutually interdependent possibilities, the bodily life, the
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mental existence and the veiled spiritual being which is in the involution the cause of the others and in the evolution their result.

The emphasis given by Sri  Aurobindo is on the veiled spiritual being, which is the cause of the evolution of all other stages of consciousness. Involution means that in the creation of this world, the spiritual is the cause of the material. And in the evolutionary process, the spiritual results from the evolution. It is straightforward.

Preserving and perfecting the physical, fulfilling the mental, it is Nature’s aim and it should be ours to unveil in the perfected body and mind the transcendent activities of the Spirit. As the mental life does not abrogate but works for the elevation and better utilisation of the bodily so too the spiritual should not abrogate but transfigure our intellectual, emotional, aesthetic and vital activities.

There are clues by which we should be able to understand Sri Aurobindo’s words. If we know the small interlinks, then it becomes easier. What is it? In evolution, when the physical was prepared and then when life appeared, was matter abrogated, cancelled, or dismissed? No, Matter was never dissolved. On the contrary, when the plant and the animal evolved, matter itself evolved, and it became more conscious.

The dull insensitive Matter has become sensitive in the plant and responsive in the animal. It is the physical itself which is responding. It is a Matter transfigured and transformed in the animal and the plant. Sri Aurobindo says that the lower is not cancelled when we ascend to higher levels. When life was born, it did not cancel matter; when the mind was born, it did not cancel the body. The implication of this explanation is to indicate that physical existence should not be cancelled.

The physical existence or the physical body cannot be
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Matter has given its best: each time a new principle came, it has always collaborated with it—be it a leap from the stone to the plant, to the animal, to the human being! When there was a leap from the mind to the Supermind, Nature absorbed it and did not reject it. In a conversation, the Mother said that Nature has agreed once again to collaborate in the manifestation of the Supermind. This means that matter is again ready to be transformed. Sri  Aurobindo emphasises that at no stage should the lower be cancelled; it should be transformed.

For man, the head of terrestrial Nature, the sole earthly frame in which her full evolution is possible, is a triple birth. He has been given a living frame in which the body is the vessel and life the dynamic means of a divine manifestation. His activity is centred in a progressive mind which aims at perfecting itself as well as the house in which it dwells and the means of life that it uses, and is capable of awaking by a progressive self-realisation to its own true nature as a form of the Spirit. He culminates in what he always really was, the illumined and beatific spirit which is intended at last to irradiate life and mind with its now concealed splendours.

Since this is the plan of the divine Energy in humanity, the whole method and aim of our existence must work through the interaction of these three elements in the being. As a result of their separate formulation in Nature, man has open to him a choice between three kinds of life, the ordinary material existence, a life of mental activity and progress and the unchanging spiritual beatitude.

But he can, as he progresses, combine these three forms, resolve their discords into a harmonious rhythm and so create in himself the whole godhead, the perfect Man.
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Sri  Aurobindo gives a wonderful conclusion to each paragraph. At present we have these three kinds of life – the ordinary, the mental and the spiritual. But they are at present in discord, in disharmony, one not obeying the other. But again Sri  Aurobindo hints that these could be combined, and their differences resolved. And resolved they will be in the integral Yoga and then one could bring about “the perfect Man,” the Superman.

Now, we have paragraphs giving characteristics of each of the three ways of life. This chapter is extremely logical, and well divided into systematic arguments. We have had an introduction to the three levels of life and now the first paragraph is on bodily life:

In ordinary Nature they have each their own characteristic and governing impulse. The characteristic energy of bodily Life is not so much progress as in persistence, not so much in individual self-enlargement as in persistence, not so much in individual self-enlargement as in self-repetition. There is indeed, in physical Nature a progression from type to type, from the vegetable to the animal, from the animal to man; for even in inanimate Matter Mind is at work. But once a type is marked off physically, the chief immediate preoccupation of the terrestrial Mother seems to be to keep it in being by a constant reproduction. For Life always seeks immortality; but since individual form is impermanent and only the idea of a form is permanent in the consciousness that creates the universe, – for there it does not perish, – such constant reproduction is the only possible material immortality. Self-preservation, self-repetition, self-multiplication are necessarily, then, the predominant instincts of all material existence. Material life seems ever to move in a fixed cycle.
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When he says “this bodily life”, it would also mean those who live in this bodily life. What is the principle of bodily life? It is self-repetition and persistence. In other words, for those who live a purely physical life, their aim is nothing more than a kind of stability in life, a kind of persistence and self-reproduction. If you look at life at large, for common people, the common ideal of existence is survival of the physical

– finding a home, family, and job; all these are attempts to have stability in the physical life. We all seek that stability.

And once people get that stability, then the next step is self-reproduction. They have children, and then they get the satisfaction of perpetuating themselves. This is one of the most basic fundamental principles of all existence, be it plant, animal or human being. At the ordinary level, there is no difference. Self-preservation and self-reproduction are the only two principles that are the guiding forces of existence.

Sri Aurobindo’s approach is all-inclusive. He never discards anything, rather he would say that whatever the Supreme does, has a purpose. This self-preservation and self-reproduction are necessary because physical life is seeking immortality. Life is always opposed by death, and so, the life principle is fighting death; it wants to be immortal. In which manner? Not by living in one form forever. It cannot do that now. So, life has found out a beautiful method of staying immortal by reproducing itself. As Sri Aurobindo would say in  The Life Divine, eternal change is immortality for the life principle. Change is the secret of immortality. This is how life has found a way to beat death. Life cannot be stopped for good, and it keeps on reproducing itself. The instinct in man for reproduction is the basic instinct for immortality. To have children is not just for the sake of having a family; the basic principle is for the sake of immortality. Sri  Aurobindo says it is a necessary instinct
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because although the form may die, the ideal of the form is persistent and permanent in the consciousness. Humanity has survived thousands of years. Even if it died, the idea of the form of the human being has never died. This is the way continuity is maintained. There is a base of humanity that is continuous. Self-preservation, self-reproduction and self-multiplication are necessarily the predominant instincts of life.

Once we understand this self-preserving tendency of life, we will not have any grudges or ill-feeling towards other living beings. However, this understanding can only come in a state of peace and calm when there is no negative reaction to people. It brings solace that this too is the face of the Lord.

It is He who is evolving himself through different forms.

This form of material life cannot be looked down upon in any manner as this is the base on which the future is going to be built. This peace and understanding come from reading Sri Aurobindo.

The characteristic energy of pure Mind is change and the more it acquires elevation and organisation, the more this law of Mind assumes the aspect of a continual enlargement, improvement and better arrangement of its gains and so of a continual passage from a smaller and simpler to a larger and more complex perfection. For Mind, unlike bodily life, is infinite in its field, elastic in its expansion, easily variable in its formations. Change, then, self-enlargement and self-improvement are its proper instincts. Its faith is perfectibility, its watchword is progress.

This is the characteristic of the pure mind, the energy of the pure mind. On the level of the physical, it is stability that is important – no change is acceptable because nothing must go beyond control. The physical life does not allow any kind
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Whereas when an individual evolves into a mental life, then it is just the opposite: the person is constantly looking for a change. Routine life becomes boring and uncreative.

The mental person is always looking for self-expansion, enlargement, improvement and better arrangement. This is just the opposite of physical life. In mind, there is a will for progress which is one of the fundamental attitudes behind self-enlargement. If someone is doing a business, they want to expand it to increase their mental creativity. These are all signs of the mind, for as he says, it is “elastic in its expansion, easily variable in its formations.” So, self-enlargement and self-improvement are its characteristics. In the previous principle, we had self-preservation and self-repetition, but for this one, it is self-enlargement and self-improvement.

And now the third one:

The characteristic law of Spirit is self-existent perfection and immutable infinity. It possesses always and in its own right the immortality which is the aim of Life and the perfection which is the goal of Mind. The attainment of the eternal and the realisation of that which is the same in all things and beyond all things, equally blissful in universe and outside it, untouched by the imperfections and limitations of the forms and activities in which it dwells, are the glory of the spiritual life.

Spiritual life combines the two principles of bodily life and mental life. The bodily life seeks immortality but through a very limited process called self-repetition. The mental life seeks progress and perfection. Spiritual life seeks both immortality and self-perfection, but perfection not just on the outside like mental life would establish but of the inner.

It seeks immortality not by the repetition of its own body
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but by immortality that is within. Spiritual life turns the whole axis inward, whereas the body’s repetition and mental progress are on the outside.

In each of these forms Nature acts both individually and collectively; for the Eternal affirms Himself equally in the single form and in the group-existence, whether family, clan and nation or groupings dependent on less physical principles or the supreme group of all, our collective humanity.

This beautiful paragraph reflects a lot on Sri  Aurobindo Ashram’s activities. These three forms of nature– the physical, the mental, and the spiritual – can be simultaneously fulfilled on the individual as well as on the collective levels. A poet has said, “O Lord, let me not speak of thee in such a manner so that others do not understand”. It means that there must be a collective preparation, a collective elevation so that when the advanced individual speaks or gives the message of the Divine, the collective should also be able to understand.

That is how there is a proper balance. The individual advances but the collectivity, that is following behind also must be prepared. If there is too much difference between the individual and the collective then disharmony, atheism and negation follow. At a deeper level, what’s the true relation between the individual and the collective? Sri  Aurobindo draws a beautiful parallel between the soul with the Supreme and the individual with the collective.

Man also may seek his own individual good from any or all of these spheres of activity, or identify himself in them with the collectivity and live for it, or, rising to a truer perception of this complex universe, harmonise the individual realisation with the collective aim. For as it is the right relation of the soul with the Supreme while it is in the universe, neither to assert egoistically
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga its separate being nor to blot itself out in the Indefinable, but to realise its unity with the Divine and the world and unite them in the individual, so the right relation of the individual with the collectivity is neither to pursue egoistically his own material or mental progress or spiritual salvation without regard to his fellows, nor for the sake of the community to suppress or maim his proper development, but to sum up in himself all its best and completest possibilities and pour them out by thought, action and all other means on his surroundings so that the whole race may approach nearer to the attainment of its supreme personalities.

Here, we get new ideas. Sri  Aurobindo always takes us to the root spiritual cause of things. He doesn’t explain the individual and the collective on the modern level or the social level of harmony or activities. He draws a parallel between the spiritual and the material and says that the spiritual is always the fundamental basis; it is the source of all this existence. He is constantly drawing references to the origin of things. In its right relation with the Supreme, the soul does not “assert egoistically its separate being nor blot itself out in the Indefinable.” It wants to “realise its unity with the Divine and the world and unite them in the individual.”

The main purpose of the soul is to realise the Divine and to unite in the individual being the Divine and the world. That is the purpose of the recurring birth of the soul. In each body, in each birth, it is trying to bring the Divine and the collective together in the individual because the individual is both a reflection of the divine transcendent and the divine universal. Metaphysically, that is what an individual is, a drop of that cloud called the universal formation. So, if that is the purpose of the soul, the purpose of the individual must be the same – that is, it is not to run away from life, not to abhor
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life, nor to impose oneself egoistically and selfishly and say only “I” am important. “I” ness must not be there, nor do I escape from this life to the transcendent. Just as the soul tries to unite the Divine and the universal, so too the individual personality must try to unite the collective and the Divine in his life.

What is the best that an individual can do? It is to pour out the best in him in thought, in action and all other means through the best in him which is his swabhava and swadharma. All souls have come with a swabhava, a particular set of qualities and abilities and a swadharma, a particular work or role in fulfilling and one pours out that into the collectivity and the surroundings, so that the whole race may go nearer to the attainment of the supreme Personality.

What we read was just the gist of these four paragraphs. In the third paragraph, at the beginning of the chapter, we are given just the three principles, and they are developed slowly through these three paragraphs. The terms are explained, the essential terms of each principle: self-repetition and self-multiplication, self-enlargement and self-improvement and then self-existent, self-perfection and immutable. After this Sri Aurobindo will again take up each of these characteristics and bring about a synthesis of the systems of yoga. We have to study the language and the thought structure, the logical structure itself. There is an explanation, an expansion followed by an explication.

(13th April 2000)

We have been through a sketch of the three levels of human existence – physical life, mental life and spiritual life. Hence, we repeat, Sri Aurobindo characterises the first level as self-repetition, self-preservation and self-multiplication. This is
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga the main thrust of a physical-vital life. The second level of the mental life is one of self-enlargement. There is a greater suppleness, an attempt to progress in it. It is consciousness, not one of conservation but that of extension, breaking the moulds and going beyond. The third level, the spiritual one, is the attempt to realise that eternal Truth which is beyond change, eternally the same in all things and which is at the same time the source of physical and mental life. This was the first sketch that was given to us in the previous paras. Now he is going to take up each level once again and elaborate upon them.

It follows that the object of the material life must be to fulfill, above all things, the vital aim of Nature. The whole aim of the material man is to live, to pass from birth to death with as much comfort or enjoyment as may be on the way but anyhow to live.

The key word is “anyhow.” It doesn’t matter if there is ambition, aspiration, or any kind of progress; what matters is “anyhow to live.” But how are we living? Today, we have less comfort, so we strive for better comfort. Today, we cannot enjoy or afford certain things in life, so we strive hard to get them. Sri  Aurobindo gives in a nutshell the essence of a physical-vital life which is in pursuit of comfort and enjoyment. This is the stamp of the material physical-vital life.

He can subordinate this aim, but only to physical Nature’s other instincts, the reproduction of the individual and the conservation of the type in the family, class or community.

Adherence to the family, the class, and the community belongs to the physical-vital life. Those of us, who take pride in our community or family, should know that it is purely



The Threefold Life 97

a vital pleasure or a vital attachment. Discrimination based on class and caste or the type of family has no meaning in spiritual life.

Self, domesticity, and the accustomed order of the society and of the nation are the constituents of the material existence.

Note the words “accustomed order of the society.” We in India are especially victims of this “accustomed order of society” or family or even the state we belong to. This chapter opens our eyes and reveals to us where we stand. Let us face the truth – it is only then that we can lead a higher spiritual life. Reading Sri Aurobindo is a great liberation; of the mind at least. To be able to get this kind of liberation in thought is a great benefit.

Its immense importance in the economy of Nature is self-evident, and commensurate is the importance of the human type which represents it. He assures her of the safety of the framework she has made and of the orderly continuance and conservation of her past gains.

Such a community life, such a material existence is of course a necessity in the hierarchy. We are not criticising but trying to recognise where we, the common humanity, stand.

These strata of humanity are necessary in order to have some stability in life. We need a building, a solid structure, which refuses to change. Well, that is a necessity in Nature because on this stable unchanging surface a higher edifice can be built. In Nature, evolution always takes place in a pyramidal manner, the base being the widest. People on the physical-life level are among the greatest number of humanity because they provide the broadest base upon which the mental structure can come.

But by that very utility such men and the life they lead
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These are beautiful adjectives – “irrationally conservative”

– with such people nothing can really change: no reason, no scriptures, no new messages. They stick to  parampara, tradition. They garb their rigid tradition with religion or dogmas. This rigidity is what makes them ‘irrationally conservative.”

The customary routine, the customary institutions, the inherited or habitual forms of thought, – these things are the life-breath of their nostrils. They admit and jealously defend the changes compelled by the progressive mind in the past but combat with equal zeal the changes that are being made by it in the present. For to the material man the living progressive thinker is an ideologue, dreamer or madman. The old Semites who stoned the living prophets and adored their memories when dead, were the very incarnation of this instinctive and unintelligent principle in Nature.

What is beautiful about this category of people is that they resist change, but when the leader, who brought in changes or wants to bring in changes is dead, they are the first to make a statue and garland him. It implies that this change is fossilised. Once a statue is made, the ideals of the leader are forgotten. For example, we have Gandhiji’s statues all across the country, but there are hardly any people who follow his words or act on them. He describes exactly these people, those who “defend the changes compelled by the progress in mind in the past but combat with equal zeal with changes that are being made by it in the present.” For them, all progressive people are dreamers or madmen. They do not accept anything new. The old Semites used to stone the prophets because they didn’t want anything new.
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In the ancient Indian distinction between the once born and the twice born, it is to this material man that the former description can be applied.

The real meaning of the twice-born is not one who wears the Brahmin thread; it is not just wearing the thread that makes one twice-born. It is a stage when one has come out of this material ideology of self-preservation, self-multiplication, this conservatism and this rigid format.

Twice-born is an inner rebirth and not just a ceremony of putting on the Brahmin thread.

He does Nature’s inferior works; he assures the basis for her higher activities, but not to him easily are opened the glories of her second birth.

Yet he admits so much of spirituality as has been enforced on his customary ideas by the great religious outbursts of the past and he makes in his scheme of society a place, venerable though not often effective, for the priest or the learned theologian who can be trusted to provide him with a safe and ordinary spiritual pabulum.

But to the man who would assert for himself the liberty of spiritual experience and the spiritual life, he assigns, if he admits him at all, not the vestment of the priest but the robe of the Sannyasin. Outside society let him exercise his dangerous freedom. So he may even serve as a human lightning-rod receiving the electricity of the Spirit and turning it away from the social edifice.

This stratum of people admits spirituality or a new spiritual seeker only to the extent that he does not disturb the existing status. That is why we see the mushrooming of several gurus.

These gurus speak the language of the common masses, cater to their needs and do not disturb their faith. They narrate some stories from the Mahabharata or the Ramayana, so the
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga followers feel good. They usually do not tell them to come out of lethargy and work on their nature. People adore such spiritual priests. Millions will listen to such a guru. The ego of the common masses feels flattered when the guru speaks to them this way because this is what they want to hear. But if one speaks of Sri Aurobindo, they will say this person is speaking too realistic. It is so because Sri Aurobindo’s yoga essentially wants us to change not superficially but from within and bring change in one’s nature. However, in other cults, at times, the seeker is expected to wear an ochre robe, eat a particular food and behave in a particular manner.

These are changes only on the outer level.

Another important idea prevalent in India is that of sanyasahood. When anyone seeks to follow the spiritual life, he is made to become a sannyasin. He does not belong to society but lives as a recluse in an ashram. In Indian philosophy, in the Indian mind, this sanyasahood has been the greatest of all social inventions. When a sannyasin comes to our door, we give him food and kneel down for his blessings. It was a beautiful system in the old days. But a sannyasin was outside the society. It only implies that we have left spirituality and spiritual masters outside the society.

We have not let them enter our daily life.

Why did the Indian system fail? We have had spiritual ideals, but we did not allow them into our day-to-day life.

We have had spirituality in the name of individuals: a great sannyasin, a great sadhu. It is a beautiful comparison that these spiritual sannyasins are the “lightning rods receiving the electricity of the Spirit.” What does a lightning rod do?

When there is lightning, the rod receives the current and saves the building from getting damaged. These spiritual masters or sannyasins are the lightning rods of society. They
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take the flashes of the Spirit so that society remains the same and is not disturbed. At the most, they deliver a lecture on hearing which we feel elated about but are left to ourselves without any change.

Sri Aurobindo is ruthless in his analysis because if he loves India, he cannot be blind to its defects. He says, that one who comes to change the society has to know its ills also.

He was not blind to the defects or drawbacks of the Indian culture and yet with all this, it was only the Mother and Sri Aurobindo who could say that India is the spiritual Guru of the world. It is not that they were unaware of its future, but also they were not blind to the past.

Now here are the material type of people: Nevertheless it is possible to make the material man and his life moderately progressive by imprinting on the material mind the custom of progress, the habit of conscious change, the fixed idea of progression as a law of life. The creation by this means of progressive societies in Europe is one of the greatest triumphs of Mind over Matter. But the physical Nature has its revenge; for the progress made tends to be of the grosser and more outward kind and its attempts at a higher or a more rapid movement bring about great weariness, swift exhaustions, startling recoils.

Science has brought to humanity this idea of material progress and comfort. This idea of progress has been imposed upon material life giving some ideals of humanism, social service, altruism, philanthropy etc. and all these ideals are followed by common people. Therefore, Sri Aurobindo says that in the West the idea of progress has been more or less of an “outward mind.” In fact, Nature has taken revenge for repressing Matter through Mind: Nature has not given to
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This is a kind of revenge by Nature because of the imposition of this higher ideal upon material life.

It is possible also to give the material man and his life a moderate spirituality by accustoming him to regard in a religious spirit all the institutions of life and its customary activities. The creation of such spiritualised communities in the East has been one of the greatest triumphs of Spirit over Matter. Yet here, too, there is a defect; for this often tends only to the creation of a religious temperament, the most outward form of spirituality.

Now we can better understand the differences between the West and the East. In the West, the imposition of the mind upon “material man” has given birth to Science. In the East, there has been an imposition of spirituality on this material man, and this has given birth to religiosity and an outward form of spirituality. One can see that even spirituality has not sunk in because it cannot be given to a material man, and neither can mental ideals be given to a material man. These are broad trends of the development of the Western and Eastern worlds. This is where Sri Aurobindo is going to draw a synthesis. The West has gone outwardly scientific, and the East has gone outwardly religious, performing ceremonies, etc. Now, where and how do they meet?

Its higher manifestation, even the most splendid and puissant, either merely increase the number of souls drawn out of social life and so impoverish it or disturb the society for a while by a momentary elevation. The truth is that neither the mental effort nor the spiritual impulse can suffice, divorced from each other, to overcome the immense resistance of material Nature. She
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demands their alliance in a complete effort before she will suffer a complete change in humanity. But, usually, these two great agents are unwilling to make to each other the necessary concessions.

The way out cannot be just Mind on Matter or Spirit on Matter; both have to combine, so that Matter, the material life, can change. Until now, the West has remained the West, and the East has remained the East. It is only in Sri Aurobindo that they meet.



***


The mental life concentrates on the aesthetic, the ethical and the intellectual activities. Essential mentality is idealistic and a seeker after perfection. The subtle self, the brilliant Atman, is ever a dreamer. A dream of perfect beauty, perfect conduct, perfect Truth, whether seeking new forms of the Eternal or revitalising the old, is the very soul of pure mentality. But it knows not how to deal with the resistance of Matter.

Now, we are coming to the second category: humanity on the mental level, having a mental ideal which concentrates on aesthetic, ethical and intellectual activities. Of course, the mental person is primarily a dreamer. As he puts it beautifully, our own Atman is an eternal dreamer because it is the Atman “Who dwells in Dream, the inly conscious, the enjoyer of abstractions, the Brilliant” (CWSA 23: 24). It is not a dreamer in the negative sense but in a positive way, as one who hopes, one who thinks of the future possibilities. The mental person is wedded to the future and its possibilities.

He can foresee the immense changes to come. The material-vital person thinks of the past, and the mental person constantly thinks of the future – what can happen, what will happen and what should happen. Mental humanity projects itself in “a dream of perfect beauty, perfect conduct, perfect
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There it is hampered and inefficient, works by bungling experiments and has either to withdraw from the struggle or submit to the grey actuality. Or else, by studying the material life and accepting the conditions of the contest, it may succeed, but only in imposing temporarily some artificial system which infinite Nature either rends and casts aside or disfigures out of recognition or by withdrawing her assent leaves as the corpse of a dead ideal. Few and far between have been those realisations of the dreamer in Man which the world has gladly accepted, looks back to with a fond memory and seeks, in its elements, to cherish.

The mind can dream, but when it wants to implement what it has dreamt, it proves to be inefficient. That is why we often say that philosophy professors are the most impractical people. They only dream because when it comes to the actuality of life, there is resistance to matter.

Usually, there remains a gap between what they want to do in future and what is in the present. When the mind wants to implement any change, the resistance is immense.

It is not the resistance from different people who do not agree with the new idea, but there is resistance from life itself because it doesn’t want any change. It may be good, bad or supremely beautiful. An Avatar may come, but the

“material” humanity is fundamentally resistant to him in its nature. So, the message of a dreamer or an Avatar or a vibhuti meets with resistance because to resist is the material man’s swadharma. There are very few Avatars and  vibhutis or poets that become famous in their own lives. A genuine poet is a great builder of the future and a breaker of the past.

Sri  Aurobindo says that the fortunate are those who are
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recognised by their contemporaries. One glaring example was Tagore. The contemporary world, Bengal of the time, did not recognise his new poetic genius. So, we see the resistance for Rabindranath Tagore in his own lifetime. However, later, he was accepted, and now he has become one of India’s most celebrated poets.

When the gulf between actual life and the temperament of the thinker is too great, we see as the result a sort of withdrawing of the Mind from life in order to act with a greater freedom in its own sphere. The poet living among his brilliant visions, the artist absorbed in his art, the philosopher thinking out the problems of the intellect in his solitary chamber, the scientist, the scholar caring only for their studies and their experiments, were often in former days, are even now not unoften the Sannyasins of the intellect. To the work they have done for humanity, all its past bears record.

It is a beautiful phrase that Sri  Aurobindo has used:

“Sannyasins of the intellect.” There have been sannyasins of the material physical life, sannyasins of the spirit and sannyasins of the intellect. The sannyasins of the intellect are the poets, the philosophers, the artists, and the scientists because the reality that they seize the society cannot accept.

There is much resistance, and so they withdraw into their chambers. A sannyasin of the spirit can leave his town or village and go away. But a person in society – a poet or a scientist – cannot go away from the society, so they are always enclosed in their own chambers, their laboratory, their own rooms. They build and live in their own world because they cannot cope with the world’s resistance. This is the disparity that forces most of these great minds to withdraw. This is the reality but is it the solution? Not for Sri Aurobindo. He has come to turn the tide of thousands of years of thinking,
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But such seclusion is justified only by some special activity. Mind finds fully its force and action only when it casts itself upon life and accepts equally its possibilities and its resistances as the means of a greater self-perfection. In the struggle with the difficulties of the material world the ethical development of the individual is firmly shaped and the great schools of conduct are formed; by contact with the facts of life Art attains to vitality, Thought assures its abstractions, the generalisations of the philosopher base themselves on a stable foundation of science and experience.

The mind gets its fulfilment only when it contacts life. A philosopher, poet or dreamer living in his chamber does not get that creative urge strongly. A creative fervour is activated when they are in contact with life. So, these sannyasins of the intellect need the touch of the life element for them to become more creative.

(20th April 2000)

We are still in the second section describing the mental life which pursues a dream of perfect beauty, perfect conduct, perfect truth, etc. because it cannot find this kind of perfection in life. There is often a big gap between the mental ideal and life as such. Because of this big gap, he calls these idealists “sannyasins of the intellect.” They withdraw into their own world because they meet with resistance in outer life. Due to this, their creative fervour gets affected.

Sri Aurobindo says that there is a possibility of rejuvenating
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life only when the mind comes in contact with life itself. A philosopher or a poet or an artist cannot be as creative unless he has contact with life, society or collectivity. That is where they get their praise and criticism to help them go further; it is feedback from life. Similarly, artists can’t be painting all their life, in isolation, they need a kind of feedback from society too. Contact with people improves their performance, and this makes “mixing” with life an absolute necessity.

Next, Sri Aurobindo says:

This mixing with life may, however, be pursued for the sake of the individual mind and with an entire indifference to the forms of the material existence or the uplifting of the race. This indifference is seen at its highest in the Epicurean discipline and is not entirely absent from the Stoic; and even altruism does the works of compassion more often for its own sake than for the sake of the world it helps. But this too is a limited fulfilment. The progressive mind is seen at its noblest when it strives to elevate the whole race to its own level whether by sowing broadcast the image of its own thought and fulfilment or by changing the material life of the race into fresh forms, religious, intellectual, social or political, intended to represent more nearly that ideal of truth, beauty, justice, righteousness with which the man’s own soul is illumined.

He says that mental life should and could bring to life new forms: “changing the material life of the race into fresh forms, religious, intellectual, social or political.” In this context, it means that sociologists, philosophers and political thinkers have tried to bring into life some kind of new thinking, for example, Communism. A great thinker brought in a new form of political idea. Similarly, the French Revolutionary
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga thinkers brought forth the concept of democracy ‒ Liberty, Equality, Fraternity. There are some great thinkers who were able to give new forms to life. Even in India, new forms of religion were born in the time of the British and the Renaissance period. A great thinker, a philosopher or a political leader can influence life. Then he adds here: Failure in such a field matters little; for the mere attempt is dynamic and creative. The struggle of Mind to elevate life is the promise and condition to the conquest of life by that which is higher even than Mind.

What we see is that these thinkers have been able to change life are very few, but he says it doesn’t matter. Even these few, who have influenced life, are examples of what the mind can do. However, the mind is not fully able to do what it wants to because it does not take the support of the spiritual.

Therefore, there is a necessity for a spiritual life which alone can fulfil what the mental and material man is looking for.

Now, we come to the third stage — the spiritual life. For Sri  Aurobindo, spiritual life is a fulfilment of all the other ideals, may it be mental or physical. In fact, that is the whole purpose of writing  The Synthesis of Yoga, for spirituality is in essence a true fulfilment of all ideals of humanity.

In spiritual life, what does one do? With the contact of the supreme Reality or with our inner being or even with the ideal to pursue a spiritual life, a purification of the lower nature takes place in us. That is the whole secret of the spiritual life, that there is a kind of cleansing, a purification of the lower nature. What we understand by this purification is not in the style of the old yogas – of doing meditations, pujas, and mantras to purify the urges or passions. With Sri  Aurobindo, this purification in simple terms means

“opening oneself to the Mother’s force.” A very clear message
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was given on 24th April – “If you remain open in this way the knowledge and realisation will come to you in due course.”

(CWSA 32: 154) For other people, spirituality may mean something else, but for us, it is to keep ourselves open to the Mother’s force: to think, behave and believe that it is her work that we are doing or it is she who is doing it. If we can remember this mantra and if our mind can be passionately taken up by this thought then the Mother will help us purify.

Once the window is open to the Mother, it is she who works in us for the necessary purification of the lower nature and brings in the knowledge and the experiences. We do not have to strive for psychic or occult experiences. We don’t have to ask for them. They are given when they are needed.

And they will come in a form that is personal to us. Someone may be open in dreams, another person on the work level yet another on the service level.

The concept here is that if we do not keep ourselves open to the Mother’s force, we are automatically keeping ourselves open to the universal forces. It is as clear and simple as that.

Consistently, in every message, we have read: “keep yourself open to the Mother” because if we are not open to her, then we are unconsciously or consciously, subconsciously or mentally open to the universal forces. The universal forces can take the form of anger, jealousy, lower emotions, etc.

They can be the strongest of desires, passions or emotions which are not born in us. Anger is not within us, even desire is not within us. The Mother says that these are all waves upon the ocean of the universal forces. It is not that I am giving birth to anger, quarrels and disharmony; we are like an antenna which catches either the divine force or the devil’s force. Some force has to act or occupy us for we are like an empty vessel or an instrument.
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga The shortest and simplest way is to try to keep ourselves open to the Mother constantly. Otherwise, we are flooded by universal forces. They come from suggestions by friends, relatives, colleagues, elders and youngsters. The wave need not come directly. It can come through our weakest point, the weakest relation and then that occupies us. It captures us, and we think it to be our own desire or idea or anger and some of us may say that it is our weakness. Ultimately, we even possess our weakness and say it is ours. On one hand, we say that nothing is mine and on the other, we want to possess our weaknesses, to the extent that we don’t want to change them.

We are proud of being possessors of our weaknesses. The truth is that there is no weakness. The weakness comes into us, it plays havoc and then it goes to the next person who is open. It is like the tidal wave in the ocean. There is an eternal flow from person to person. Therefore, it is imperative to be open to the Mother alone. This is in simple words the pursuit of the spiritual life for us.

Now, let us see this on the level of philosophy.

Sri Aurobindo explains:

That highest thing, the spiritual existence, is concerned with what is eternal but not therefore entirely aloof from the transient. For the spiritual man the mind’s dream of perfect beauty is realised in an eternal love, beauty and delight that has no dependence and is equal behind all objective appearances; its dream of perfect Truth in the supreme, self-existent, self-apparent and eternal Verity which never varies but explains and is the secret of all variations and the goal of all progress; its dream of perfect action in the omnipotent and self-guiding Law that is inherent forever in all things and translates itself here in the rhythm of the worlds. What is fugitive vision or constant effort of creation in the brilliant Self is an
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eternally existing Reality in the Self that knows and is the Lord.

Spirituality means turning towards the eternal, going towards the Supreme but that is the old definition.

Sri Aurobindo immediately adds, “but not therefore entirely aloof from the transient.” That means spirituality does not mean being cut off from this temporal world. We have always opposed the eternal to the transient. Either we go to the eternal, or we stay with the transient. Sri Aurobindo says that true spirituality embraces both the eternal and the transient.

For the spiritual person, whatever mind has imagined as perfect beauty, love, and justice, gets fulfilled in spirituality.

The fulfiller, the one who fulfils, is not us, it is eternal. We can see how things get arranged here: the physical life, the mental life and the spiritual life, each stage fulfilling the previous one. When it is the individual who is trying to attain and achieve, he cannot go beyond a certain limit. But here the backup force comes from the eternal. It is as if to say in spirituality that the actor is the supreme God himself. We are not the actors, it is He who acts, and it is He who fulfils himself through us.

But if it is often difficult for the mental life to accommodate itself to the dully resistant material activity, how much more difficult must it seem for the spiritual existence to live on in a world that appears full not of the Truth but of every lie and illusion, not of Love and Beauty but of an encompassing discord and ugliness, not of the Law of Truth but of victorious selfishness and sin?

An intellectual person, who could not find his ideal of truth in life, may become a sannyasin of the intellect because of this disparity. But if the intellectual person finds a disparity, what about the spiritual person? For a spiritual person who has seen and experienced the inner light, inner
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Therefore the spiritual life tends easily in the Saint and Sannyasin to withdrawal from the material existence and reject it either wholly and physically or in the spirit.

It sees this world as the kingdom of evil or of ignorance and the eternal and the divine either in far-off heaven or beyond where there is no world and no life. It separates itself inwardly, if not also physically, from the world’s impurities; it asserts the spiritual reality in a spotless isolation. This withdrawal renders an invaluable service to the material life itself by forcing it to regard and even to bow down to something that is the direct negation of its own petty ideals, sordid cares and egoistic self-content.

It is because of this tremendous difference that the sannyasin and the saint reject life, for they do not find it worth living. How can we transform and change these gross things of the body and mind and the vital? So, they reject and leave this impurity and decide to go to heaven and their heaven begins in a forest or a mountaintop, away from society and all the ugliness of common life. Sri Aurobindo’s response is that “this withdrawal renders an invaluable service to the material life itself by forcing it to regard and even to bow down to something that is the direct negation of its own petty ideals.” When we see the ascetic with a beard or ochre or white robes, we immediately bow down to him and pay respect. This obeisance comes because the common man has realised that a sannyasin is a superior being. We know that the sannyasin and the saint are in pursuit of God,
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whereas we are in pursuit of material satisfaction. This is the kind of thinking that has come into us, which is positive. One advantage of the idea of a sannyasin is the recognition that spiritual life is higher than material life. In India, we look up to all these people; although some may be fake still, an ochre robe means a higher being to us. The second advantage of this separation is that we develop matter because we are materialists and are in pursuit of the development of matter.

But whenever a sannyasin goes by we give him his due, we give him some alms, a pranam and deep respect.

But the work in the world of so supreme a power as spiritual force cannot be thus limited. The spiritual life also can return upon the material and use it as a means of its own greater fullness. Refusing to be blinded by the dualities, the appearances, it can seek in all appearances whatsoever the vision of the same Lord, the same eternal Truth, Beauty, Love, Delight. The Vedantic formula of the Self in all things, all things in the Self and all things as becomings of the Self is the key to this richer and all-embracing Yoga.

It is particular to Sri  Aurobindo when he says that the spiritual life can also return upon the material. This word

“returning” typically applies to Sri Aurobindo. The old yoga systems aimed at going towards the Divine by rejecting matter. But here he says we can go to the Divine but then return we must to this material world. We must refuse to be blinded by the dualities because once we return from our journey upwards to the Divine, we realise the dualities more discreetly. We have problems of good and bad, lower and higher nature, love and hate, etc. which are the dualities of life. On our path towards the realisation of God, we have to go through this jungle of dualities. But he says that when we return from the higher consciousness, we do not see
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga the dualities; our consciousness goes beyond hate and love, beyond the dualities of good and evil. This is the stage when we know the truth in its fullness because we have realised the psychic being within ourselves and our whole outlook on life changes. The perception of the world is such that one no more discriminates between good and bad, etc. There is a general acceptance of all because of the enlargement of consciousness. Sri Aurobindo says, in that return from the Supreme, we find a greater fullness. We can see the vision of the same eternal truth in all things. From the Vedas, the ancient truth is that — Brahman is in all things, all things are in Brahman and all things are becomings of the Brahman.

This is the essence of Indian philosophy and spirituality. This is the triune truth. It is this triune truth of the Vedas that is being translated into Integral Yoga. The aim of Integral Yoga is to recapture that Vedic truth. It is the ancient-most truth of the Vedic rishis which after millennia has been brought back by Sri Aurobindo with a new force of manifestation. It is the only solution for the present and the future. Sri Aurobindo does not give us a brand new ideal but an ancient Vedic ideal and is making it relevant to the present time through Integral Yoga.

But the spiritual life, like the mental, may thus make use of this outward existence for the benefit of the individual with a perfect indifference to any collective uplifting of the merely symbolic world which it uses. Since the Eternal is forever the same in all things and all things the same to the Eternal, since the exact mode of action and the result are of no importance compared with the working out in oneself of the one great realisation, this spiritual indifference accepts no matter what environment, no matter what action, dispassionately,
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prepared to retire as soon as its own supreme end is realised.

This is the defect of the old spiritual life. That is, to make use of this outward existence for the benefit of the individual with perfect indifference to any collective uplifting. The old spiritual life gave all its idealism to the liberation of the individual. It didn’t bother about the collective life.

Sri Aurobindo says that the individual person, the sannyasin, the saint or the spiritual person utilised this collectivity, but when they had some realisation they bid goodbye to the world. There has been a kind of selfish motive of the individual. They want ashramas, and they want the society to give them shelter, but when they realise their own inner being, they do not pay their due to society. They use this world, and when they realise their aim, they retire from life.

This is a misrepresentation of the Mother’s message.

It is so that many have understood the ideal of the Gita.

Or else the inner love and bliss may pour itself out on the world in good deeds, in service, in compassion, the inner Truth in the giving of knowledge, without therefore attempting the transformation of a world which must by its inalienable nature remain a battle-field of the dualities, of sin and virtue, of truth and error, of joy and suffering.

What does this sannyasin, this spiritual person do for the world? At the most, he stays on and adds some good deeds: takes classes on spirituality or teaches etc. Or he may have some inner compassion, or choose to guide some families; he may go to a temple and sit in a corner. He serves the society with some altruistic work in return for what he has taken from the people. But such a social service is not sufficient for transformation. The world has remained the same except that we have got a few liberated individuals to count on.

Apart from this, the world just continues as it is.

116

Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga But if Progress also is one of the chief terms of world-existence and a progressive manifestation of the divine the true sense of Nature, this limitation also is invalid.

It is possible for the spiritual life in the world, and it is its real mission, to change the material life into its own image, the image of the Divine. Therefore, besides the great solitaries who have sought and attained their self-liberation, we have the great spiritual teachers who have also liberated others and, supreme of all the great dynamic souls who, feeling themselves stronger in the might of the Spirit than all the forces of the material life banded together, have thrown themselves upon the world, grappled with it in a loving wrestle and striven to compel its consent to its own transfiguration.

Apart from those who sought their own liberation, there have been great dynamic spiritual masters like Swami Vivekananda who grappled with this world, and the problem of the poor and have tried to bring a change in their lives. He is among those few people who have tried to bring in some kind of transformation in society.

Ordinarily, the effort is concentrated on a mental and moral change in humanity but it may extend itself also to the alteration of the forms of our life and its institutions so that they too may be a better mould for the inpourings of the Spirit. These attempts have been the supreme landmarks in the progressive development of human ideals and the divine preparation of the race. Every one of them, whatever its outward results, has left Earth more capable of Heaven and quickened in its tardy movements the evolutionary Yoga of Nature.

These people, it may be Swami Vivekananda, Swami Dayananda Saraswati or social reformers, have tried to bring in some form of change in society and have left their



The Threefold Life 117

landmarks, their imprints. As we have said, individually, there are great landmarks in our society and the world. Those individuals have tried to bring a social change, but still, the collectivity has not really moved forward.

In India, for the last thousand years and more, the spiritual life and the material have existed side by side to the exclusion of the progressive mind. Spirituality has made terms for itself with Matter by renouncing the attempt at general progress. It has obtained from society the right of free spiritual development for all who assume some distinctive symbol, such as the garb of the Sannyasin, the recognition of that life as man’s goal and those who live it as worthy of an absolute reverence, and the casting of society itself into such a religious mould that its most customary acts should be accompanied by a formal reminder of the spiritual symbolism of life and its ultimate destination.

In the eastern world, and especially in India, a compromise has been made between spiritual and material life. Those who follow any one of these need not disturb the other.

However, there is a transaction between them – the material man supports the spiritual man with his material wealth and the spiritual man supposedly takes upon himself all the sins of the material man. He is also responsible for performing a few ceremonies and pujas on certain occasions so that the material man too feels that he is trending the spiritual path.

On the other hand, there was conceded to society the right of inertia and immobile self-conservation. The concession destroyed much of the value of the terms. The religious mould being fixed, the formal reminder tended to become a routine and to lose its living sense. The constant attempts to change the mould by new sects and religions ended only in new routine or a modification of
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This was the sorry state of affairs in India: the material person was given rituals, to the spiritual person was given the garb of the sannyasin, and between them, the dynamic mind that is able to question, or criticise was lost because both the materialists and the spiritualists were comfortable in their homes. This is why we perform pujas without understanding their meaning and method. These people are enjoying their material life. “The material life, handed over to the Ignorance, the purposeless and endless duality, became a leaden and dolorous yoke.” In India, religion is becoming superficial. And the worst thing is that it has become a deception, covering our insincerity and all our corruption.

These days we do business with God. We offer him money and jewellery in return for his help and blessings. We feel that by offering some money, we are free to do what we want.

What has religion done to India? Has it not supported our own corruption, our mental inability? Sri  Aurobindo will explain, more ruthlessly how India has fallen from its ideals.

(27th April 2000)

We are now in the last part of chapter three. Sri Aurobindo starts with a description of the material life, followed by the mental life and finally describes the spiritual life. We have seen that in India for several thousand years spirituality has been a dominating factor. Unfortunately, spirituality has not grappled with material life, it has made a kind of compromise. There has been this kind of separation. Even though the ideals have been high, they have not reached the base.
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The schools of Indian Yoga lent themselves to the compromise. Individual perfection or liberation was made the aim, seclusion of some kind from the ordinary activities the condition, the renunciation of life the culmination. The teacher gave his knowledge only to a small circle of disciples. Or if a wider movement was attempted, it was still the release of the individual soul that remained the aim. The pact with an immobile society was, for the most part observed.

This is the concluding paragraph of what we have been discussing till now. It concludes that Indian yoga has more or less concentrated on the individual. Indian spirituality too has been a guideline only for individual salvation. Even knowledge and yoga were for the selected ones, for the Brahmins. Incidentally, the progressive mind was excluded.

It means that the critical individualistic mind was never encouraged because of the heavy burden of religious practices in the name of Brahminism. The individual never revolted because revolt meant to walk the way of the sannyasin. An individual was not allowed to break the social framework. If you were not happy with society, there was an escape window called the sannyasahood. So, this has been a safe system. That is why perhaps both Indian yoga and the Indian social structure have lived as individual and independent organisations and have lasted for millennia.

But, unfortunately, this becomes stagnant at some point.

Therefore, perhaps, there was a necessity to break the social structure.

The utility of the compromise in the then actual state of the world cannot be doubted. It secured in India a society which lent itself to the preservation and the worship of spirituality, a country apart in which as in a fortress the highest spiritual ideal could maintain itself in its most
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In reading this, we understand how spirituality was practised in the isolated tower while material life remained at the base. He says that this kind of compromise was useful in those times. The world has for it a time-limited use, a contextual utility. At that time this kind of compromise was perhaps necessary and useful for the social structure.

Spirituality was allowed to develop to its great heights and was not pulled down by the social structure. It is like a scientist who is allowed to work in the laboratory twenty hours a day; he is not required to attend to his daily chores.

He is allowed exclusive concentration. Indian spirituality needed that exclusivity and got it. Therefore, it reached tremendous heights of spiritual realisation. Even though those heights were achieved by individuals, it was necessary because it is always the individual who has to carve the path. This kind of exclusive concentration was the need of the hour, and this system worked well in India. But we must remember that it was only useful at a particular time; now its time is over. Whatever individual heights of spiritual consciousness were realised, now they must be brought down and shared with the common masses. Such is the period now.

Sri  Aurobindo, as if, comes to make an epochal synthesis; what the ancients realised on the heights, now he wants to bring them to the common man.

We may note a beautiful cosmic rhythm in this entire universe. The material growth and the technological advancements that we witness are an attempt to establish
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primarily a kind of oneness or commonality of sharing. This is being established on the material level through sharing on the basis of the economy, technology, computer science, etc.


Today, we see oneness, not in the psychological sense but at least a sharing of common technology. In this sharing, if we can instil the spiritual truth, humanity is bound to move towards that oneness of consciousness. What materialism is doing now is the most positive step towards the building up of the future. It is not negative. Of course, in everything, there is a drawback that cannot be avoided because in every movement there is the pull of the unconscious, but the movement is positive. Let us not criticise materialism. The unification of humanity is taking place, and Sri Aurobindo is using this tempo towards unification by instilling in it his spiritual vision and force. If he had come two centuries ago, his movement would not have been as successful because there was this need for material sharing first. Had he come yet earlier, he would have been another great rishi being worshipped or made into a religion or creed, and we would have had one more great spiritual master. But today, thanks to the material oneness, spirituality is also being shared.

Because of this tendency, we have the need for synthesis.

Through all these examples, we are trying to understand the need for synthesis. The present times need it. Therefore, he says that this was a utility that was necessary.

Therefore, in the divine Providence the country of the Yogins and the Sannyasins has been forced into a strict and imperative contact with the very element it had rejected, the element of the progressive Mind, so that it might recover what was now wanting to it.

This is an important sentence. It reveals almost the essence of human unity and the growth of human society when he describes how India had to be under the foreign
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga rule. It was not a chance of history; it was a calculated move of Providence that India was ruled by the British. What the West brought to India was a “progressive Mind”. In the previous paragraph, he said, “In India, for the last thousand years and more the spiritual life and the material have existed side by side to the exclusion of the progressive mind.” It had excluded a practical, critical mind. However, it does not mean that India had no scientists and poets. The higher mind has always been there. India has achieved higher levels beyond the mind, but it is the pragmatic, practical mind that it has avoided. Therefore, he says that the country of the yogins and sannyasins was forced to learn about this progressive mind through foreign conquest. By rejecting this progressive mind, India had been quite comfortable. No one criticised or made demands on spirituality or social customs.

In   The Human Cycle,  Sri  Aurobindo writes that under the foreign rule India has gained a progressive mind. In  Bande Mataram, he said that India’s poverty is not material poverty; it is poverty of the critical mind. It has not learned to self-criticise and be analytical. He says time and again in the Bande Mataram  articles, that we have to learn to think for ourselves and not to imitate the West in their thinking. This was more or less the focus of the  Bande Mataram articles: he led us to know that we have enough resources to think for ourselves, to think in our own context, and develop our own future. Unfortunately, it had to be this historical necessity of foreign conquest that brought in this “progressive Mind”.

We have to recognise once more that the individual exists not in himself alone but in the collectivity and that individual perfection and liberation are not the whole sense of God’s intention in the world. The free use of our liberty includes also the liberation of others and of mankind; the perfect utility of our perfection is, having
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realised in ourselves the divine symbol, to reproduce, multiply and ultimately universalise it in others.

What a grand idea! Individual perfection, greatness, comfort, riches, etc. are not the intention of the Divine. For the Divine, an Einstein or a scientist in a school laboratory are the same. He doesn’t want only great geniuses to have the wealth of the universal consciousness. Even if it were higher levels of intuition or the Overmind, the intention of the Divine is that perfection should reach the entire mankind. Sri Aurobindo puts it beautifully that this perfection should reproduce, multiply and ultimately universalise from the individual to the collective. Therefore, we see this sharing in the world on the material level. America cannot live alone; however rich and powerful it may be, it has to share its achievements with other countries of the world.

Therefore from a concrete view of human life in its threefold potentialities we come to the same conclusion that we had drawn from an observation of Nature in her general workings and the three steps of her evolution.

And we begin to perceive a complete aim for our synthesis of Yoga.

Spirit is the crown of universal existence; Matter is its basis; Mind is the link between the two. Spirit is that which is eternal; Mind and Matter are its workings. Spirit is that which is concealed and has to be revealed; mind and body are the means by which it seeks to reveal itself.

Spirit is the image of the Lord of the Yoga; mind and body are the means He has provided for reproducing that image in phenomenal existence. All Nature is an attempt at a progressive revelation of the concealed Truth, a more and more successful reproduction of the divine image.

This paragraph is the crux of the philosophy behind
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga The Synthesis of Yoga, behind Integral Yoga. It is a simple philosophy but dynamic and integral. It says that this mind and body are forms of the Spirit. Without this external form the Spirit cannot manifest itself and these forms, of course, are revealed progressively. That means we should not take any form to be the final form of the Spirit, definitely not the human form as it is today. He says, these forms are also evolving and at each stage, they are revealing more of the spiritual consciousness of the original spirit or Brahman.

If we want to quote what is Integral Yoga or what is its philosophy, this paragraph should be sufficient; it contains the entire thesis of physical transformation. The Spirit is the essence which is manifesting progressively in an ever-progressive body. That is the integral philosophy.

But what Nature aims at for the mass in a slow evolution, Yoga affects the individual by a rapid revolution. It works by a quickening of all her energies, a sublimation of all her faculties. While she develops the spiritual life with difficulty and has constantly to fall back from it for the sake of her lower realisations, the sublimated force, the concentrated method of Yoga can attain directly and carry with it the perfection of the mind and even, if she will, the perfection of the body. Nature seeks the Divine in her own symbols: Yoga goes beyond nature to the Lord of Nature, beyond universe to the Transcendent and can return with the transcendent light and power, with the fiat of the Omnipotent.

What he says is that basically, yoga is the evolution of consciousness. In the first chapter, we see “All life is Yoga”

in the sense that Nature itself is doing yoga. But this cosmic movement moves forward in millions and thousands of years, because Nature is taking along the entire creation, not just humanity but all from matter to life to humanity and
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is pushing it forward. However, within Nature’s yoga, the individual can take up the integral Yoga and make quick and rapid progress. It can cut short this long period of Nature’s evolution. If Nature takes thousand years to achieve a certain thing, the individual can take fewer years to achieve the same thing because the individual is not burdened with collectivity. Sri  Aurobindo says, “yoga goes beyond Nature to the Lord of Nature,” it goes into the Transcendent. The individual has the privilege of moving so fast that he can reach the Transcendent. Sri  Aurobindo would say a man cannot only reach it but also bring back the transcendental light and power to the earth.

But their aim is one in the end. The generalisation of Yoga in humanity must be the last victory of Nature over her own delays and concealment.

What a prophetic sentence! He says the crown of Nature’s yoga and Nature’s evolution will be when yoga becomes the common property of all humanity. We can see how in this millennium if it is to succeed, yoga has to spread wide.

Just as technology and computer sciences have unified humanity on the material level, yoga will do so on the spiritual level therefore, if we have accepted computerisation and materialisation so naturally, tomorrow’s world will also accept yoga as natural. Then only will we move in the right direction. Now, we can see the advantage of yoga – there is no religion in it, no creed, and no individual worship.

Even as now by the progressive mind in Science she seeks to make all mankind fit for the full development of the mental life, so by Yoga must she inevitably seek to make all mankind fit for the higher evolution, the second birth, the spiritual existence.

We have seen how science has come to humanity, not
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga just to give us technological comforts – those are in a way the side products – but the main intention of science and technology is to universalise the intellectual mind. It is a novel and beautiful interpretation. Science has made the mind a common faculty of humanity. This is what he means by mental life; it is not just a facility to entertain each other. That is not the mental life; that is the lower mind, the practical mind. Sri  Aurobindo says that Nature has used science and technology to bring humanity to higher mental consciousness. Similarly, it uses yoga as the second birth, a rebirth of humanity into a spiritual existence which is the highest rung of existence.

And as the mental life uses and perfects the material, so will the spiritual use and perfect the material and the mental existence as the instruments of a divine self-expression. The ages when that is accomplished, are the legendary Satya or Krita Yugas, the ages of the Truth manifested in the symbol, of the great work done when Nature in mankind, illumined, satisfied and blissful, rests in the culmination of her endeavour.

One can almost see Sri  Aurobindo looking towards the acme of human evolution or even Nature’s evolution. We can review this entire material development from a new angle. First, science has come as an instrument which is being used by Nature to bring a higher mental consciousness to all humanity. Second, this science, when it is being used as an instrument, also improves Matter, and awakens it to respond to the Spirit. Look at computer technology: it is an awakening of Matter. It is not just a facility for sending an e-mail which reaches New York instantly. It is not just about satellite connectivity. It is a question of Matter responding to the mind and the Spirit. So, Sri Aurobindo says that spiritual life will not only use the mind for a higher purpose, but it



The Threefold Life 127

will also transform matter. He says, in a way, that is the highest culmination, the highest aim of Nature.

We are aware from ancient times of the concept of yuga:

“Satya means Truth; Krita, effected or completed.” (CWSA 23: 30) The Satya Yuga perhaps was the beginning when there was the spiritual age of the Vedas. In the future, what we are going to get is the Krita Yuga. Krita means effected or completed, the manifested Yuga; the spiritual truths will be manifested. In the beginning, in the Satya Yuga, this manifestation or effectuation was not there; there was only the vision and the concept and the inspiration and the realisation. But after having gone through this entire curve of evolution which touched the node of materialism, when it comes back, there will be the complete effectuation of the spiritual vision. So, the Satya Yuga in the future will be the Krita Yuga, which means a Yuga in which spiritual vision has been integrally manifested.

It is for man to know her meaning, no longer misunderstanding, vilifying or misusing the universal Mother, and to aspire always by her mightiest means to her highest ideal.

This is the effort that humanity has to make. We have seen a beautiful analysis of the threefold life: the material, the mental and the spiritual. We should always try to get these structural links; they give us a greater understanding of Sri Aurobindo. Why has he brought in this structure of the three different patterns of life? He started by saying “All life is Yoga”, Nature herself is doing yoga. From that broad perspective of Nature, he has analysed again three different levels of Nature’s consciousness. He narrowed down the scope gradually. The first chapter was about the universal concept of Nature. Then in the second and the third he
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga again brought in further analyses of the three levels. And now in the fourth chapter, “The systems of yoga”, he will tell us how these three basic levels of humanity are reflected in three different systems of yoga. We observe a beautiful logical connection: the universal, the segmental and the particular. He is going to tell us now about Hathayoga, Rajayoga and the triune path. Already we can see his line of argument: the material life gets focused in Hathayoga; the mental life gets focused in Rajayoga, and the spiritual life gets focused in the triune path of the Gita. Such is the structural link that Sri Aurobindo brings in to connect this chapter to the next one.

(4th May 2000)

Chapter – IV

The Systems of Yoga

Let us start with chapter four, “The Systems of Yoga” from the first section:

These relations between the different psychological divisions of the human being and these various utilities and objects of effort founded on them, such as we have seen them in our brief survey of the natural evolution, we shall find repeated in the fundamental principles and methods of the different schools of Yoga. And if we seek to combine and harmonise their central practices and their predominant aims, we shall find that the basis provided by Nature is still our natural basis and the condition of their synthesis.

Sri Aurobindo starts by summarising the previous chapter.

He reminds us again and again that Integral Yoga is Nature’s yoga; it follows the rhythm of Nature. It is only by utilising the principles of Nature that we shall progress. In the previous chapter, he elaborated on the stages of evolution from Matter to Life to Mind and explained the necessity to realise the essential gains and principles of each stage. He says that in yoga we have to “combine and harmonise” the principles of Nature for the synthesis to take place.

In one respect Yoga exceeds the normal operation of cosmic Nature and climbs beyond her. For the aim of the Universal Mother is to embrace the Divine in her own play and creations and there to realise It. But in the highest flights of Yoga she reaches beyond herself and realises the Divine in Itself exceeding the universe and even standing apart from the cosmic play. Therefore by
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Sri  Aurobindo gives yoga an edge over Nature. Both are following the same line of evolution, but Yoga is an accelerated and concentrated effort, whereas Nature is at ease and may take an eternity to reach the Divine. In this accelerated effort, the yogi can attain great heights of consciousness of which Nature has yet little idea. Therefore, the yogi, at those heights, seems to exceed Nature by centuries. Going beyond Nature is often considered the real object of yoga. As a result of this view, people like the Buddha and Adi Shankaracharya have made this the primary aim of their yogas, that is, to exceed Nature and unite with the transcendent Divine beyond manifested Nature.

Yet it is always through something which she has formed in her evolution that Nature thus overpasses her evolution. It is the individual heart that by sublimating its highest and purest emotions attains to the transcendent Bliss or the ineffable Nirvana, the individual mind that by converting its ordinary functionings into a knowledge beyond mentality knows its oneness with the Ineffable and merges its separate existence in that transcendent unity. And always it is the individual, the Self conditioned in its experience by Nature and working through her formations, that attains to the Self unconditioned, free and transcendent.

However, Sri  Aurobindo does not discredit Nature completely. He tells us that by using her own instruments of heart, mind and body, Nature tries to connect to the Divine.

The heart becomes the receptacle of bliss, the mind of the supreme knowledge and the body, a temple of service to the Divine through works. He, thus, convinces us that Nature is
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not to be shunned, that it too can and does collaborate with her instruments and helps in evolution.

Till now we have seen the slow march of Nature’s evolution through the different stages of material-physical humanity, material-vital humanity, mental humanity and yet to come, spiritual humanity. This does not mean that we do not have spiritual people or highly intellectual people existing among us. What we mean is that there must be a universalisation of different evolutionary stages. Physical humanity is now universalised. Nature, through different means, is trying to bring the universal mind and those different means include science and technology and to an extent even religion. But as it is trying to universalise the mind, there are already seed attempts to bring in the new stage of spirituality. Well, one may say spirituality and spiritual people already exist!

It is true, but all the spiritual people who have become rishis or saints or sannyasins or spiritual gurus are only precursors to the coming of the universal spiritual age.

Our next evolutionary step is that of the universalisation of spiritual humanity. Just as Nature took the help of science to bring the intellectual mind to the common man, so is yoga the instrument for bringing in spirituality to the general masses. Yoga will be the science of the future. As science and technology have helped humanity to become more mentalised, yoga will be the inevitable instrument for the future spiritualisation of humanity. Sri Aurobindo declares:

“The generalisation of Yoga in humanity must be the last victory.” Therefore, a generalisation of yoga has to take place. We have already had serious, in-depth explorations of different yoga systems because there is always a seed idea that is prepared in the laboratory of human history. And when the right time comes, this seed idea bursts forth and becomes a general utilitarian instrument.
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga Rationalism or the scientific spirit is not something new to the modern age. Ancient Indians had found it and were utilising it. Even ancient Greek philosophers and scientists had imbibed the scientific spirit. But that was again a kind of seed preparation which now in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries burst forth because Nature had already prepared this technique of the scientific spirit. It is as if a doctor finds a medicine for a disease and when the epidemic comes, he prescribes it to the general masses. This is the way Nature always works. She works out the theory, the solution, long before the real situation comes – in the evolutionary sense, not in the sense of disease. So too, she has already worked out systems of yoga because tomorrow’s world, which is going to be the spiritual world, would need these systems of yoga. It is in this sense that especially in India we have founded different systems of yoga. It is perhaps because of this very important inner secret that India, as Sri Aurobindo says, holds the key to the future of humanity. The future of humanity will need this key, but it has now become rusted as it has been there for millennia. It has to be re-polished and conditioned, but it is the key to the future. In this context, Sri Aurobindo is going to take up and give us a very broad outline of the systems of yoga in India. It is only in Part One, Two and Three of the book that he goes into the details of the different systems of yoga. We shall also restrict ourselves and not get into much discussion here because he will later explain the different systems of Yoga in detail.

In practice three conceptions are necessary before there can be any possibility of Yoga; there must be, as it were, three consenting parties to the effort, – God, Nature and the human soul or, in more abstract language, the Transcendental, the Universal and the Individual. If the individual and Nature are left to themselves, the one is
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bound to the other and unable to exceed appreciably her lingering march. Something transcendent is needed, free from her and greater, which will act upon us and her, attracting us upward to Itself and securing from her by good grace or by force her consent to the individual ascension.

This is a common idea that we all can understand, that any system of yoga must have these three entities: God, Nature and the individual human soul. This is the triangle of any yoga. If yoga is left to the individual and Nature, the problem would be that the individual would never be able to go fast because Nature, the cosmic and universal Nature, is a slow mass movement and the individual would be obstructed by it. If the individual wants to progress rapidly in spirituality, he needs some superior higher strength, that of God. God must be put at the apex of the triangle. It is the Divine who can attract the individual straight to him, and it is again the same Divine who can hasten up the collective progress of humanity and earth. It is well-balanced because the Divine is at the apex. If anyone wants to go straight to the Divine, one can, but if anyone wants to go through the collectivity and help the collectivity also to go to the Divine, one can do that.

It is in this sense that he would say that it is the Divine who helps the individual as well as Nature to move upward.

It is this truth which makes necessary to every philosophy of Yoga the conception of the Ishwara, Lord, supreme soul or supreme Self, towards whom the effort is directed and who gives the illuminating touch and the strength to attain. Equally true is the complementary idea so often enforced by the Yoga of devotion that as the Transcendent is necessary to the individual and sought after by him so also the individual is necessary in a sense to the Transcendent and sought after by It. If the Bhakta
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In India, it is a well-known fact that both the individual and the transcendent need each other. As he puts it: “If the Bhakta seeks and yearns after Bhagavan, Bhagavan also seeks and yearns after the Bhakta.” It is very easy to understand that the human being needs God but how does God need the human being, the Bhakta? We will see in these coming lines.

There can be no Yoga of knowledge without a human seeker of the knowledge, the supreme subject of knowledge and the divine use by the individual of the universal faculties of knowledge; no Yoga of devotion without the human God-lover, the supreme object of love and delight and the divine use by the individual of the universal faculties of spiritual, emotional and aesthetic enjoyment; no Yoga of works without the human worker, the supreme Will, Master of all works and sacrifices and the divine use by the individual of the universal faculties of power and action. However Monistic may be our intellectual conception of the highest truth of things, in practice we are compelled to accept this omnipresent Trinity.

Here, Sri Aurobindo explains the need for the individual, the universal and the transcendent in each of the yogas.

If we understand this for one path, it will become clear for the other paths also. “There can be no Yoga of knowledge without a human seeker of the knowledge, the supreme subject of knowledge and the divine use by the individual of the universal faculties of knowledge”. This example can also be applied to bhaktiyoga and karmayoga. In the general sense, he says that there cannot be any yoga of knowledge without the individual. Why is it so? If the meaning of yoga, as we know, is a yoke or a union, then there must be
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an individual to seek or search or aspire for knowledge.

There is a seeker, there is also the object of knowledge, and there are the instruments of knowledge – study, meditation, concentration, etc. – which are the links between the seeker and the sought. Similarly, there is a link between the bhakta and Bhagavan. The bhakta is the seeker, Bhagavan, Divine, is the sought and bhakti or devotion is the link. In a broad sense, we can also see how the Divine needs man. It is not just a question of the bhakta needing Bhagavan but in the larger sense, God also needs the devotee because the devotee is that individual through whom the Divine can manifest his aspects of love, surrender, delight and so on.

Knowledge, Love, willed Action and Perfection are the four aspects of the Divine. So, if the Divine wants to manifest these aspects, he needs the individual person. It is in that sense that we can say that the Bhagavan needs the bhakta because it is the bhakta who fulfils that sense of harmony, love and beauty – each of which is the major aspect of the Divine. Similarly, a man of knowledge is also needed by God because one of the major aspects of the Divine is wisdom represented by Maheshwari. So, if Maheshwari is to fulfil herself in this world, she also needs people who seek knowledge. If there is an aspect of the Divine represented by Mahasaraswati, the goddess of perfection, then she also needs people who work with great perfection. Perfection, again in our Ashram context, especially in work, is not something that is done for other human beings; it is done for the Divine.

As a simple example, if we are working in any place, we must remember that our work is not for anyone; it is for the Mother or the Divine. It is for her aspect of Mahasaraswati, her aspect of perfection that we work. Then what happens
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga is that we are no more conditioned; it is no more ordinary life. Our life turns spiritual, the moment we say we are doing this for the Mother. It cannot be only a mental mantra. If we really believe that it is for her, then we will see that our life turns spiritual. Otherwise, on the human level, we can always justify ourselves, when we find faults with others. We are then focused on others’ actions. Instead of being spiritual ourselves, the other person’s wrong example will affect us.

So, let us constantly connect ourselves to the Mother and not look around us to find faults with others. Now, the next question one may ask is why I should bother to work so much. This is a normal human tendency that we see in the world, especially in government offices. There, we usually find people who vile away their time in the office. Even when a new person joins and he intends to work, he is either not allowed to work or seeing the general attitude of others, he also stops working. That is the human way, the egoistic way but if we can work for the Mother, such degradation may not come in. If someone misbehaves, it doesn’t mean I should also do the same. I must always remember that my work, thoughts and act are for her. This is the way in which each one of us can manifest an aspect of the Mother.

It is in that sense that the Divine needs all different patterns and kinds of human beings because the multifaceted Divine manifests his own aspects through us. It is in this sense that the Divine needs human beings.

For the contact of the human and individual consciousness with the divine is the very essence of Yoga. Yoga is the union of that which has become separated in the play of the universe with its own true self, origin and universality. The contact may take place at any point of the complex and intricately organised consciousness which we call our personality. It may be effected in the
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physical through the body; in the vital through the action of those functionings which determine the state and the experiences of our nervous being; through the mentality, whether by means of the emotional heart, the active will or the understanding mind, or more largely by a general conversion of the mental consciousness in all its activities. It may equally be accomplished through a direct awakening to the universal or transcendent Truth and Bliss by the conversion of the central ego in the mind. And according to the point of contact that we choose will be the type of Yoga that we practise.

The essence of Yoga is to facilitate the island ego to join the continent, as it is said in  Savitri. We are all island egos separated from the continent, the continent being the Divine.

When this island ego joins itself with the continent, the Divine, then the real meaning of yoga is revealed. A common person would not understand this philosophy because if we think that we are individuals by ourselves, if we do not realise we are separated from the continent, then we will never feel the necessity of yoga. Yoga can come into our life as a necessity, not as a philosophy or a classroom teaching. Only when we feel deep within us that we are a small island ego, that we have originally come from somewhere else and that we can go back to that home, that yoga becomes meaningful.

It is when we start feeling that this world is like a ‘Home Stay’ where we have come for a short stay, but our real home is somewhere else; only then do we turn to yoga. Until and unless we feel that unease, we may spend much time in the entertainment given in the ‘Home Stay’ arrangements. This unease has to be felt, and it can be felt on different levels, the mental, the physical, the vital or the emotional. Or, as he puts it here, it can begin in “the central ego in the mind,”

though perhaps breaking the ego-sense in the mind is the
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga most difficult. Sometimes, one may feel emotionally the need to go to the Mother, to reach her or to feel her presence but it is more difficult to remove the barrier of the mind’s ego because it thinks it is an individual personality with certain achievements and background. The mind’s ego is the most crystallised and the hardest one to break. But still, Sri Aurobindo says that one can start yoga anywhere. One can start on the physical level and take up Hathayoga or start on the mental intellectual level and take up Rajayoga or start on the emotional level and take up Bhaktiyoga. Depending on which level we start yoga, the path will be decided and followed.

In this paragraph, Sri Aurobindo will introduce the order in which yoga is arranged –physical, mental and spiritual.

For if, leaving aside the complexities of their particular processes, we fix our regard on the central principle of the chief schools of Yoga still prevalent in India, we find that they arrange themselves in an ascending order which starts from the lowest rung of the ladder, the body, and ascends to the direct contact between the individual soul and the transcendent and universal Self.

Hathayoga selects the body and the vital functioning’s as its instruments of perfection and realisation; its concern is with the gross body. Rajayoga selects the mental being in its different parts as its lever-power; it concentrates on the subtle body. The triple Path of Works, of Love, and of Knowledge uses some part of the mental being, will, heart or intellect as a starting-point and seeks by its conversion to arrive at the liberating Truth, Beatitude and Infinity which are the nature of the spiritual life. Its method is direct commerce between the human Purusha in the individual body and the divine Purusha who dwells in everybody and yet transcends all form and name.



The Systems of Yoga 139

I would like to highlight the idea that the path of Works, Love and Knowledge is essentially commerce between the

“human Purusha” and the “divine Purusha.” The key word is

“commerce.” Commerce in the context of the material world is a kind of give-and-take. But on the spiritual level, there is a commerce between the individual soul and the divine Soul who dwells in everybody and yet transcends it. Rajayoga and Hathayoga are entirely different. Hathayoga starts with the body and heightens the faculties of the body. Rajayoga starts with the mind and takes the mind to a supreme silence, but they do not contact the inner divine. It is this  trimarga of Love, Works and Knowledge that starts with the inner, the psychic being. Integral Yoga also starts with it. That means the starting point is the inner Divine. Of course, it utilises the mind, the body and the vital but we start with the psychic contact with the Mother. In Hathayoga and Rajayoga, the starting point is the outer being. Their approach is to go from the outer to the inner being. However, integral Yoga has the realisation of the psychic as its first step, and then with its help, the perfection of the outer nature is attempted.

Depending on our swabhava and capabilities, the psychic may influence the mind or the heart or the body of the individual. We may not know which part of us is more transparent and receptive to the psychic touch. However, at a certain point, we do come to know that part of us which is open to the psychic being. If ever we realise it, we should support it and open more and more to the psychic touch.

Suppose, it is the mind that gets the support of the psychic being; we can encourage it by reading, through clarifications, through mental silence and trying to see if the mind gets guidance from the psychic being. In this process, the mind absorbs the psychic light, which may eventually influence the
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga vital or control the physical. If someone’s heart or emotion is open to the psychic, then one should encourage that. If you are a singer, a painter, a dancer, etc., and if there is an emotional fervour that keeps coming out in tears of joy when you think of the Mother, then encourage that. Then the emotional contact with the psychic being overflows into the mind and the physical. Whichever part of our nature gets joy and makes the instrument more receptive to the Divine, one must keep that and absorb the psychic vibrations, hence, that part can overflow and influence the other parts of our nature.

Each one of the beings would influence the other. There is a communion between the individual and the Divine and we will see ultimately that it is that which is important for us.

Now, we will take up three or four paragraphs on Hathayoga. This will be only on the essential features of Hathayoga and their effects:

Hathayoga aims at the conquest of the life and the body whose combination in the food sheath and the vital vehicle constitutes, as we have seen, the gross body and whose equilibrium is the foundation of all Nature’s workings in the human being. The equilibrium established by Nature is sufficient for the normal egoistic life; The body we have been given, the energies that it has got, good and bad, is good enough for us to last a life span of our own individual egoistic life, the common life. It is a very balanced thing.

...it is insufficient for the purpose of the Hathayogin.

For it is calculated on the amount of vital or dynamic force necessary to drive the physical engine during the normal span of human life and to perform more or less adequately the various workings demanded of it by the individual life inhabiting this frame and the world-
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environment by which it is conditioned. Hathayoga, therefore, seeks to rectify Nature and establish another equilibrium by which the physical frame will be able to sustain the inrush of an increasingly vital or dynamic force of Prana indefinite, almost infinite in its quantity or intensity. In Nature the equilibrium is based upon the individualisation of a limited quantity and force of the Prana; more than that the individual is by personal and hereditary habit unable to bear, use or control.

In Hathayoga, the equilibrium opens a door to the universalisation of the individual vitality by admitting into the body, containing, using and controlling a much less fixed and limited action of the universal energy.

The life energies of the body are organised for common life, an egoistic life, for a common person living life comfortably, with no unusual problems apart from those created by the ego. Sometimes, I wonder at the labourer: why he has good health, unlike some of us with our aches and pains, why is his body so wonderful? He does not have a high aim in life, and no desire to go beyond the ego. He is like a frog in the well: the frog’s entire world is that little well; there is no desire, ambition or aspiration to go beyond. For such a common day-to-day existence, the body is well-built. But if we want a higher life, to draw in a higher spiritual influence like the sadhakas of Integral Yoga, then disequilibrium sets in. If one remains on this common, horizontal level, there are some waves, but more or less it is just this level with its waves if someone wants to rise above and bring down a new influence, it disturbs this equilibrium, and therefore, the body breaks down as it is unable to sustain the higher touch. It is for this reason that Hathayoga has given us those principles of physical exercises known as asana and pranayama. These are the methods by which the physical can
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Yoga is nothing but letting a higher force take up our own self, the individual mind, heart and body. In Integral yoga, we urge the Mother to work in us, but our instrumental nature may not be ready. In the early days, people would be afraid to have the darshan of Sri Aurobindo, thinking they might become insane. Well, obviously one would become insane if the mind is not prepared; there is resistance because of the unpreparedness of the body. Hathayoga is a method to make the body perfectly receptive and attain a higher equilibrium in which a spiritual consciousness can reside. In this Ashram, we have different kinds of exercises but whatever the methodology, modern or ancient, the idea is that it is necessary to prepare the body’s consciousness, so that it can receive the higher consciousness.

(18th May 2000)

Today, I was reading some passages from the Mother where she was speaking of Integral Yoga and Hathayoga. She says that all these other yogas are more or less “amusements”.

It is an interesting observation regarding the difference between our Yoga and traditional yogas. Perhaps we don’t understand what Integral Yoga means. That is why we may take it a bit easy and think it to be another deeper and vaster yoga than the others but when I read the Mother saying that they are more or less “amusements”, I really went deep to see the difference. Well, we will see what these amusements are.

Hathayoga, as we have seen, increases the universalisation of individual energies. We have said that the body has sufficient pranic energies for an ordinary life. But when one wants to tread a spiritual path and contact universal forces and higher consciousness, then the body does not have the
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necessary resilience and stability. So, Hathayoga is a great help to develop it.

The chief processes of Hathayoga are asana and prānāyāma. By its numerous Asanas or fixed postures it first cures the body of that restlessness which is a sign of its inability to contain without working them off in action and movement the vital forces poured into it from the universal Life-Ocean, gives to it an extraordinary health, force and suppleness and seeks to liberate it from the habits by which it is subjected to ordinary physical Nature and kept within the narrow bounds of her normal operations.

To draw your attention to the first phrase, “It cures the body of that restlessness which is a sign of its inability to contain without working them off in action...” That is what we call the nervous restlessness of the body. We have noticed that when some people have nothing to do and are asked to sit quietly in a corner, it is very difficult for them. This is because the energies in our body need action to spend themselves and, in this spending, the body finds a kind of quietness. However, the asanas teach the body to be quiet as such even without spending energy. It teaches the body to hold its energies and at the same time be quiet and peaceful.

This is an extremely positive contribution, and apart from this, it also brings in suppleness.

In the ancient tradition of Hathayoga it has always been supposed that this conquest could be pushed so far even as to conquer to a great extent the force of gravitation. By various subsidiary but elaborate processes the Hathayogin next contrives to keep the body free from all impurities and the nervous system unclogged for those exercises of respiration which are his most important instruments. These are called  prānāyāma, the
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga control of the breath or vital power; for breathing is the chief physical functioning of the vital forces, Pranayama, for the Hathayogin, serves a double purpose, First, it completes the perfection of the body. The vitality is liberated from many of the ordinary necessities of physical Nature; robust health, prolonged youth, often and extraordinary longevity are attained. On the other hand, Pranayama awakens the coiled-up serpent of the Pranic dynamism in the vital sheath and opens to the Yogi fields of consciousness, rages of experience, abnormal faculties denied to the ordinary human life while it puissantly intensifies such normal powers and faculties as he already possesses. These advantages can be farther secured and emphasised by other subsidiary processes open to the Hathayogin.

The second part of Hathayoga,  prānāyāma, opens up other hidden faculties. We have an example in Sri  Aurobindo’s life. He said that when he started practising  prānāyāma, the faculty of writing poetry without a break opened up in him. Before he started this practice, he would write only a few lines a day, but with the practice of  prānāyāma, he could write many verses and long poems at a stretch. Not only are new faculties that are hidden in us open up, but also faculties that are already expressing themselves get accentuated and become more powerful.  Prānāyāma is in fact a very good vehicle to improve our faculties of memory, creativity, painting, etc., whatever the faculty it gets accentuated.

Another thing that Sri  Aurobindo emphasised is that prānāyāma releases the coiled-up serpent power. This power is important in Tantra; its release is one of the chief aims of the Tantric exercises. When the serpent power which is coiled up gets awakened, it activates the different energy centres along the spine of our body, called chakras. In fact,
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it is that which brings about this accentuation of powerful faculties. Each of these chakras represents a faculty in us.

As the serpent power rises up opening these chakras, on the way, that particular chakra helps open a faculty. For example, if the throat centre or the Vishuddha chakra opens up, our faculty of speech improves immensely. That is, to say the least, there are many more benefits.

There are also released very powerful energies that are used by the Mother in the process of the transformation of our body. That is to say, they can provide so much energy to the body that we don’t need any food from outside. At a high stage of yogic development, even blood circulation, the heartbeat, the liver function, none of these would be required. Perhaps in the plan of creation, the chakras have been kept for the last transformation of the body. The Tantrics have just touched the surface energy if I can say.

But what the Mother and Sri  Aurobindo have done is use these chakras for the real transformation. The energy of the heart chakra can replace the heart’s function. The energy of the navel chakra can replace digestion, and so on and so forth. Each chakra can take up one of the functionings of body organs and then they can replace them. The Mother does say that the moment of transition when the heartbeat stops and the heart chakra takes over, is a critical one. But she does indicate that the chakras are there for the ultimate transformation. That is how chakras have been used even in Integral Yoga. What has been done in Hathayoga is, as the Mother says, a bit of an amusement: to increase our powers, gain a little more strength, become a better poet, artist, etc.

The results of Hathayoga are thus striking to the eye and impose easily on the vulgar or physical mind. And yet at the end we may ask what we have gained at the end of all this stupendous labour. The object of physical
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What is the highest gain we get from Hathayoga? Greater longevity of the body, greater faculties of the body but beyond that, there is nothing else we gain. So, Sri Aurobindo asks, is it really worth the trouble?

But the weakness of Hathayoga is that its laborious and difficult processes make so great a demand on the time and energy and impose so complete a severance from the ordinary life of men that the utilisation of its results for the life of the world becomes either impracticable or is extraordinarily restricted.

It is very clear that Hathayogins hardly have any use for society, he is concentrating on his practices his pujas, and it is impractical in the modern world if you have to go work in the field.

If in return for this loss we gain another life in another world within, the mental, the dynamic, these results could have been acquired through other systems, through Rajayoga, through Tantra by much less laborious methods and held on much less exacting terms. On the other hand, the physical results, increased vitality, prolonged youth, health, longevity are of small avail if they must be held by us as misers of ourselves, apart from the common life, for their own sake, not utilised, not thrown into the common sum of the world’s activities.

Hathayoga attains large results, but at an exorbitant price and to very little purpose.

Sri Aurobindo brushes it off by saying that the price is too much for the gains we get from Hathayoga. Even the gains
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we get are very much on the individual level; they are not at all useful to society at large. He says that the gains given by Hathayoga can be gained in less time with less labour by other yogas, like Rajayoga. It gains what Hathayoga has gained, but at the same time it has a different dimension of gain. Now, what is Rajayoga?

Rajayoga takes a higher flight. It aims at the liberation and perfection not of the bodily, but of the mental being, the control of the emotional and sensational life, the mastery of the whole apparatus of thought and consciousness. It fixes its eyes on the  citta, that stuff of mental consciousness in which all these activities arise, and it seeks, even as Hathayoga with its physical material, first to purify and to tranquillise.

He explains it beautifully, with a touch of humour.

Rajayoga takes up the  citta,  citta-shuddhi, as we say. It takes up that part of our being from where all the activities begin, and that is the  citta. Rajayoga takes up that consciousness where all these activities of mind, emotion, attachment, and memory are born. They have found that if we control and purify this  citta, then the rest of the being gets automatically purified. They have made a shortcut to the whole process.

If there is no control of the  citta in our being, we have a normal life and what is the normal life? As he puts it, “The normal state of man is a condition of trouble and disorder, a kingdom either at war with itself or badly governed; for the lord, the Purusha, is subjected to his ministers, the faculties, subjected even to his subjects the faculties, subjected even to his subjects, the instruments of sensation, emotion, action, enjoyment. Swarajya, self-rule, must be substituted for this subjection.” This means that our mind is normally subjected to and controlled by our senses. How many times do we really think from the mental consciousness? Most of the time
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and to the faculties. Therefore, he says, “self-rule, must be substituted for this subjection”.

First, therefore, the powers of order must be helped to overcome the powers of disorder. The preliminary movement of Rajayoga is a careful self-discipline by which good habits of mind are substituted for the lawless movements that indulge the lower nervous being.

The first step is to quieten the mind. By quietening the mind, the nervous disorder, the emotional attachment, and the physical disorders could be, if not fully controlled, at least be influenced.

By the practice of truth, by renunciation of all forms of egoistic seeking, by abstention from injury to others, by purity, by constant meditation and inclination to the divine Purusha who is the true lord of the mental kingdom, a pure, glad, clear state of mind and heart is established.

While studying  Savitri, we fully understand the role of Purusha and Prakriti. As of now the Purusha in us is under the full control of Prakriti. That is the normal disorder, as we have said and the whole effort of Rajayoga is to reverse this order so that the Purusha regains control over Prakriti.

To regain this control, there is  Ashtanga Yoga which in brief is a “practice of truth, renunciation of all forms of egoistic seeking, abstention from injuring others, by purity, by constant meditation and inclination to the divine Purusha.”

There is a whole process of practice which includes the eight steps to be conquered. With the conquest of the seven steps,
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one achieves Samadhi. That is the highest and ultimate state for Rajayoga. What is Samadhi? It is that state where the witness Purusha is completely detached from the Prakriti.

We withdraw from the external nature and get stabilised so much in the witness Purusha, that after a point, we don’t return to Prakriti at all. One can keep visiting the Samadhi state, the state of consciousness where we have completely gone inward, in-drawn and detached from the outer consciousness and become absorbed in the Witness Purusha.

That absorption can become so complete, that the body is left behind, relinquished or dead. There is a complete severance between Purusha and Prakriti, and this is the ultimate state of Samadhi in Rajayoga.

This is the first step only. Afterwards, the ordinary activities of the mind and sense must be entirely quieted in order that the soul may be free to ascend to higher states of consciousness and acquire the foundation for a perfect freedom and self-mastery But Rajayoga does not forget that the disabilities of the ordinary mind proceed largely from its subjection to the reactions of the nervous system and the body. It adopts therefore from the Hathayogic system its devises of  asāna and  prānayāma, but reduces their multiple and elaborate forms in each case to one simplest and most directly effective process sufficient for its own immediate object.

We have seen that in its eight-fold path, Rajayoga brings yoga to the level of life. That is one reason why it has a greater attraction than Hathayoga. One need not sit like the Hathayogin and do asanas for eight hours daily. Rajayoga can be part of our day-to-day existence; it can be absorbed on the life level. But apart from this attitude, Rajayoga takes the essence of Hathayoga, that is,  asana and  prānāyāma.

In   prānāyāma, it uses the simple exercise of breathing in,
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Thus it gets rid of the Hathayogic complexity and cumbrousness while it utilises the swift and powerful efficacy of its methods for the control of the body and the vital functions and for the awakening of that internal dynamism, full of a latent supernormal faculty, typified in Yogic terminology by the kundalini, the coiled and sleeping serpent of Energy within. This done, the system proceeds to the perfect quieting of the restless mind and its elevation to a higher plane through concentration of mental force by the successive stages which lead to Samadhi.

Ashtanga Yoga, the eightfold path, leads to Samadhi. It takes the best of the Hathayoga processes and awakens the kundalini, the serpent power. It tries to awaken the  kundalini because it also requires the development of faculties. Why on one side, Rajayoga aims at developing the faculties and on the other, it withdraws from the external nature? Here, the development of the faculties is not so much for the improvement of the individual as it is for quieting the mind.

An example would be that when one does  prānāyāma, it automatically puts one in a meditative mood. Somehow the nervous energies are quietened, and even the mental thought power is made still, and there is a kind of automatic withdrawal. I am using the word automatic because it is so very effective; it induces one to meditate. It prepares the body and the mind and makes an ideal balance and equilibrium so that one can really slip into meditation. This is one of the uses of pranayama. The same thing in Hathayoga would be different because they would use this for other purposes.

Rajayoga wants us to get into a deep meditation because
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from meditation we can get into Samadhi. In Rajayoga, all that is needed for going towards Samadhi is utilised, and all that is not helpful for Samadhi is left out.

By Samadhi, in which the mind acquires the capacity of withdrawing from its limited waking activities into freer and higher states of consciousness, Rajayoga serves a double purpose. It compasses a pure mental action liberated from the confusions of the outer consciousness and passes thence to the higher supramental planes on which the individual soul enters into its true spiritual existence.

Rajayoga can be used by the sadhak of Integral Yoga.

First, Rajayoga takes us to the level of Samadhi, the trance state, in which the individual soul experiences true spiritual existence. For the sadhak of integral Yoga, this trance can be utilised to go further. In one of the letters, Sri Aurobindo made a remark on trance and Samadhi. He says, as given by Rajayoga, trance and Samadhi states are kinds of

“unconscious states”. You may be wondering how it is an unconscious state. It is a very placid and passive state of consciousness because at that level one loses the sense of this world. It may be a high Samadhi state – one may stay there for three hours, three days or thirty days – but what is the use if one has lost contact with this world? Sri Aurobindo says, however, that one can be conscious of this world in Samadhi; it need not be an exclusive state of consciousness.

To give an example of the Mother, many times she went into trance. She didn’t have to sit for meditation for it. There are stories from the old ashramites in which suddenly while giving blessings or messages during darshan times she went into a trance. For 10 or 15 minutes the person would be standing there waiting. But that trance did not mean that she
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What is the advantage of this type of trance? One can enter into higher levels of mind. It may be the Higher mind, the Illumined mind, the Intuitive mind or other levels. If we remain in touch with this earth, then we can go farther. If we lose touch with this earth, then we get stuck on that level.

But for the normal Rajayogin, that is the final station; he wants to live on that level. However, for Integral Yoga, this could be a resting point from where he could go further. As he says, “But also it acquires the capacity of that free and concentrated energising of consciousness on its object which our philosophy asserts as the primary cosmic energy and the method of divine action upon the world.”

The second point is very interesting. In Rajayoga, they start by teaching how to concentrate. While sitting for meditation or concentration, one is asked to look at an object. The Mother also mentions this practice. First look at an external object

– candle, photo, flower, flame, anything – for a period of time and keep looking at it with open eyes. Then slowly, after weeks of practice, we suddenly leap into the object we are looking at – we become that object. That means there is a complete identification that takes place. This is an exercise of concentration which turns into identification. A similar exercise that is given, is to look at the tip of our nose. That is, there is a pinpointed concentration, it is not just the eyes looking at the tip of the nose, but it is as if our entire mind is
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focusing on the tip. That is again an exercise in concentration.

The Mother takes these practices in a positive manner. She opines that if we can learn to identify, we have a tremendous advantage. For example, here is an exercise we can try: keep the eyes of the Mother in front and keep looking into those eyes until at a point you merge yourself, you lose yourself into them. Won’t that be a wonderful experience, that we lose ourselves in the Mother’s consciousness? And this is how she explains that this Rajayogic method could be utilised for our own yoga also.

Once we have achieved this identification, Rajayogins would explain that this is more or less identification with the divinity in the object. That is very right. If I can identify myself with a flame or statue, what is it that identifies with that object? It is not the identification of the physical eyes with the physical object. No. It is the consciousness in me with the consciousness in the object that identifies. What I have done is that I am able to establish contact with the inner consciousness of the object, no matter what that object is –

stone, glass, fire, or anything else. It would be a tremendous leap in our consciousness when we are able to contact the divinity in Matter.

Some of the Rajayogic methods can lead us very far. Of course, we have to turn them towards Integral Yoga but as practices, they are very effective. Seeing the divinity in Matter is very useful in Rajayoga as well as in Integral Yoga.

Along with seeing the divinity, we try to get its contact with a higher force called the supramental. That is what the Mother and Sri Aurobindo did. These are the two methods mentioned here: “energising of the consciousness on its object which our philosophy asserts as the primary cosmic energy and the method of divine action upon the world.”
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By this capacity the Yogi, already possessed of the highest supra-cosmic knowledge and experience in the state of trance, is able in the waking state to acquire directly whatever knowledge and exercise whatever mastery may be useful or necessary to his activities in the objective world. For the ancient system of Rajayoga aimed not only at Swarajya, self-rule or subjective empire, the entire control by the subjective consciousness of all the states and activities proper to its own domain, but included Samrajya as well, outward empire, the control by the subjective consciousness of its outer activities and environment.

(25th May 2000)

We have discussed Rajayoga with its emphasis on Samadhi.

As Sri  Aurobindo is giving us, in brief, the essence of the different yogas, we will limit our discussion to the very essentials. Coming straight to the weakness of Rajayoga, Sri Aurobindo writes:

We perceive that as Hathayoga, dealing with the life and body, aims at the supernormal perfection of the physical life and its capacities and goes beyond it into the domain of the mental life, so Rajayoga, operating with the mind, aims at a supernormal perfection and enlargement of the capacities of the mental life, and goes beyond it into the domain of the spiritual existence. But the weakness of the system lies in its excessive reliance on abnormal states of trance. This limitation leads first to a certain aloofness from the physical life which is our foundation and sphere into which we have to bring our mental and spiritual gains. Especially is the spiritual life, in this system, too
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much associated with the state of Samadhi. Our object is to make the spiritual life and its experiences fully active and fully utilisable in the waking state and even in the normal use of the functions. But in Rajayoga it tends to withdraw into a secondary plane at the back of our normal experiences instead of descending and possessing our whole existence.

It is clear that Rajayogis take great pleasure in living in the trance state, in the Samadhi state. This pleasure in that state cuts them off from life. This is a condition that Sri Aurobindo does not advocate. He does not agree to any condition that cuts one off from life. He says that the yogi, instead of living on the trance level, should bring that force down into our day-to-day life experiences. That has remained one of the weaknesses of Rajayoga.

In Hathayoga, we have seen, there is a supernormal strength given to the body but the amount of time needed to get that strength is quite abnormal. It is not in proportion to our day-to-day life; that is the weakness of Hathayoga. With Rajayoga, we are cut off from this life and live in a trance state, which is also not recommended.

The triple Path of devotion, knowledge and works attempts the province which Rajayoga leaves unoccupied.

It differs from Rajayoga in that it does not occupy itself with the elaborate training of the whole mental system as the condition of perfection, but seizes on certain central principles, the intellect, the heart, the will, and seeks to convert their normal operations by turning them away from their ordinary and external preoccupations and activities and concentrating them on the Divine. It differs also in this, – and here from the point of view of an integral Yoga there seems to be a defect, – that it is

156

Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga indifferent to mental and bodily perfection and aims only at purity as a condition of the divine realisation.

The triple path is in fact the closest to our Integral Yoga.

The advantage of the triple path is that it involves the three elements (principles) or beings of man – the mind or the intellect, the heart or the emotions and the will and its activities which are associated with the physical. These are the three principles of the human being. The triple path takes any one of them as a starting point. But instead of trying to perfect the mind, as in Rajayoga or the body, as in Hathayoga, what the triple path does straightaway, with its perfection and imperfection, is to connect the mind to the Divine or the heart to the Divine or the will to the Divine.

The triple path is not so much bothered about perfecting the instruments, for it would take much time. Instead, it says, it takes a shortcut: it advocates connecting to the Divine first.

That is the method of the triple path. And this connection each one of us can make according to our own swabhava.

Here we understand a major difference between the triple path and Integral Yoga. Sri  Aurobindo observes that to realise the Divine in the triple path, only purification is needed. The purity of mind, emotions and will is enough to help one realise the Divine. However, Integral Yoga demands both purification and perfection of the being. For example, bhakti yoga encourages the development of the emotion of devotion to the Lord. However, it does not necessarily call the individual’s attention to work on his lower nature and emotions. While developing bhakti, one may still harbour jealousy, hatred, lust, etc., but all these need not be attended upon. It may happen that on a given occasion, all these lower forces vent forth and spoil the sadhana done till then.

Therefore, Sri  Aurobindo insists on perfecting the being itself, along with its purification.
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A second defect is that as actually practiced it chooses one of the three parallel paths exclusively and almost in antagonism to the others instead of effecting a synthetic harmony of the intellect, the heart and the will in an integral divine realisation.

The first limitation is that there is only purification and no perfection. The second defect is that only one path is selected at a time and for all times. If someone has taken to bhakti yoga, their whole life revolves around it. They will keep singing the praises of the Lord. But it is not so with Integral Yoga. For Integral Yoga, any one of the three is only a starting point for each one of us, but ultimately they also lead to other paths.

The Path of Knowledge aims at the realisation of the unique and supreme Self. It proceeds by the method of intellectual reflection,  vicāra, to right discrimination, viveka. It observes and distinguishes the different elements of our apparent or phenomenal being and rejecting identification with each of them arrives at their exclusion and separation in one common term as constituents of Prakriti, of phenomenal nature, creations of Maya, the phenomenal consciousness. So it is able to arrive at its right identification with the pure and unique Self which is not mutable or perishable, not determinable by any phenomenon or combination of phenomena.

From this point the path, as ordinarily followed, leads to the rejection of the phenomenal worlds from the consciousness as an illusion and the final immergence without return of the individual soul in the Supreme.

The Path of Knowledge or jnanayoga is very close to Rajayoga. In just one paragraph, Sri Aurobindo gives us the essence of jnanayoga, its method of “intellectual reflection”

and “right discrimination”,  viveka and  vicāra. The method
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga it adopts is that of reflection on all thoughts, feelings and responses. We have to watch constantly, why am I saying this, why did I respond in that way, why did I feel this or what should I do if that situation comes? There is kind of a parallel intellectual activity that goes on in our minds. That is the method of  vicāra. It is perhaps a painful process. It is what is called interiorisation or living within. It is a constant parallel living. At each point, with each action, I am always asking the why and the why not of it. This is  vicāra. Once I know the why and the why not, then I can choose why I should take up this action and not the other. That is  viveka, discrimination.

How to choose one action against the other? Is that action which alone would take us to the Divine?

For the Ashram children and sadhakas, the Mother gave a wonderful formula to practice discrimination. She told them to do everything but ask themselves if they would act, behave, think and feel in the same way if the Mother were in front of them physically. This aids our discrimination and action.

That is the broad parameter she has given us. It is because of this criterion that  viveka is not all that difficult for us to practice. Normally,  viveka would be difficult because there are many parameters before us – morality, ethics, religion, family problems, etc. All these different levels must come in if I want to choose one action or one kind of responsibility.

But for us it is so easy; just ask the heart, ‘Can I do this if the Mother were to sit in front of me?’ That is  viveka. So with this kind of inner reflection and this mantra of  viveka, we can end up in a parallel consciousness, called the Atman consciousness.

We always refer to the Mother and Sri Aurobindo because they are the reason why we came to the Ashram. This association with the Mother’s consciousness automatically
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takes us inward. And this inner living is what is meant by the psychic because thinking of the Mother and thinking of the psychic is one and the same. Did she not say, “Go deep inside the temple, and you will find me there.” (CWM 13: 68) She did not as such teach us what is spirituality, but there was spirituality in the day-to-day actions. She has built this Ashram on the basis of little details that count in spiritual life. Otherwise, high philosophies are found everywhere.

Great gurus have taught us to meditate, pray, do bhajans, etc. But how many gurus have given these details of how to arrange a flower vase, and how to put things in perfect order?

This was one of those beautiful aspects of the Mother.

I remember a small detail from my childhood days.

My English teacher once gave us homework, to take any quotation from the Mother and do a painting. My quotation was “Go deep inside the temple and you will find me there.”

We were not artists, but I still remember the great amount of concentration I applied to figure out the message in art: the temple, the human being, and the Mother’s presence.

Ultimately, I did come out with something. All the paintings of our class were sent to the Mother, and she blessed each of them. So, what is this called? It is not teaching or preaching.

Another thing by which we were really trained was when we did things on our birthdays for the Mother. A few months before the birthday, we would start the work on the item that we would like to offer and for those two months, we were constantly remembering the Mother. It is a magnificent spiritual exercise. When we say that we are working for the Mother, it is general day-to-day work, but when we do a specific thing for her, then the intensity is quite different.

In those days, offering a thing to the Mother was one of the greatest things a child could do. Thinking of the Mother
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As we go deeper finding the psychic being, we get away from Prakriti, the external nature. We begin to feel the inner living. The outer fades off to the extent we realise the inner.

It is absolutely symmetrical. On one side we are going in towards the inner being, and on the other side, we go away from Prakriti. We get the realisation of the unique Self and go away from our Prakriti self. Ultimately, this can lead to “The rejection of the phenomenal worlds from the consciousness as an illusion and the final emergence without return of the individual soul in the Supreme.” That is the achievement, and that is also the danger: we identify so much with the Supreme that we merge ourselves and there is no question of coming back. Sri Aurobindo objects:

But this exclusive consummation is not the sole or inevitable result of the Path of Knowledge. For, followed more largely and with a less individual aim, the method of Knowledge may lead to an active conquest of the cosmic existence for the Divine no less than to a transcendence. The point of this departure is the realisation of the supreme Self not only in one’s own being but in all beings and, finally, the realisation of even the phenomenal aspects of the world as a play of the divine consciousness and not something entirely alien to its true nature.

Sri  Aurobindo observes another side of jnanayoga. It could be useful for Integral Yoga, in the sense that we need not merge ourselves with the Supreme; we can also see the Divine on the collective and universal level. He says this kind of identification with the Lord is good but let us not identify only with the transcendent Lord, but identify also with all those things in which the Lord is an inhabitant. That means to identify with all our brethren around and all the
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animate and inanimate objects. This is the new aim given by Sri Aurobindo – he wants identification with the universal Divine also.

And on the basis of this realisation a yet further enlargement is possible, the conversion of all forms of knowledge, however mundane, into activities of the divine consciousness utilisable for the perception of the one and unique Object of knowledge both in itself and through the play of its forms and symbols. Such a method might well lead to the elevation of the whole range of human intellect and perception to the divine level, to its spiritualisation and to the justification of the cosmic travail of knowledge in humanity.

What men call knowledge is the reasoned acceptance of false appearances. Wisdom looks behind the veil and sees. Reason divides, fixes details & contrasts them; Wisdom unifies, marries contrasts in a single harmony.

(CWSA 12: 424)

All that Sri  Aurobindo writes about knowledge, reason, and wisdom is said in order to bring us out of the rut of conventional thinking and, if possible, make us perceive the reality behind the appearances.

As a general rule, with a few very rare exceptions, men are content to observe more or less accurately everything that happens around them, and sometimes within themselves, and to classify all these observations according to one superficial system of logic or another.

And they call this organisation, these systems,

“knowledge”. It has never occurred to them, they have not even begun to perceive that all the things they see, touch, feel, experience, are false appearances and not reality itself. (CWM 10: 17)
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga The Mother almost opens our eyes to what we call knowledge. We think all that is tangible to us through the senses is knowledge. She says, on the contrary, the fact that it is tangible to us proves to be an appearance and not a reality.

The constant, general argument is, “But I see it, I touch it, I feel it – consequently it is true.” They should, on the contrary, tell themselves, “I see it, I touch it, I feel it

– consequently it is false.” We are at opposite poles and there is no way of coming to an understanding. For Sri Aurobindo true knowledge is precisely Knowledge by identity. (Ibid.)

When we use the phrase “yoga of knowledge” it is not the knowledge we get by seeing, touching, feeling or smelling but it is knowledge by identity “and wisdom is the state one achieves when one is in this true knowledge...” What is the difference between knowledge and wisdom? Wisdom is what we get by identification, and if we live in that identity, that state is called the state of wisdom. When one speaks wise words, we say that the man speaks of wisdom. That means he is living in a state of identification. Wisdom does not mean quoting scriptures and knowledge, they have nothing to do with each other. Quoting scriptures or internet information is immaterial; what is important is to speak through that knowledge which we get by identity. The Mother continues: He says it here: Wisdom looks behind the veil of false appearances and sees the reality behind it. And Sri  Aurobindo emphasises that when one defines something with the superficial, outer knowledge, it is always in opposition to something else; it is always by means of a contrast that one explains what one sees, feels, touches – and does not understand.

Reason always sets one thing against another and
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compels you to make a choice. People whose thoughts and reason are clear see all the differences between things. It is rather remarkable that reason can only work through differences; it is because one perceives the differences between this and that, one act and another, that one makes decisions and that reason works. (Ibid.) She says that  viveka, discrimination, is a faculty of pure reason – reason divides, fixes details and contrasts them.

This is the function of reason. Thus, to be rational or a great intellectual alone is not to be a great yogi. A mind, which is purely rational and intellectual, always divides because without division it cannot understand. If religion or philosophy becomes intellectual, then it is bound to divide human beings.

But it is precisely true Knowledge, Knowledge by identity and the wisdom which results from it that always see the point where all apparently contradictory things harmonise, complement each other, form a perfectly coherent, coordinated whole. And naturally that changes entirely the point of view, the perception, and the consequences in action. (Ibid.)

Going beyond reason is very important, not only as an evolutionary state but even in day-to-day living. There are two essential things: harmony versus division. If one can emphasise on harmony even as a mental attitude, one automatically lives in a state of wisdom. If we emphasise on division, we go away from harmony and wisdom. So, in our day-to-day life, if we can emphasise on harmony, that is a sure sign that we are moving towards wisdom. We may not achieve it but the attitude must be there – that of harmony and wisdom.

Taking this attitude changes entirely the point of view, the
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga perception and the consequences of action. Remember: this is not only a mental attitude, it will completely change our point of view. If until now I have been rationally arguing that I am right, the moment I change the axis to “I want harmony,” my whole thinking changes. Once the perception changes, it results in subsequent changes in action. This is a pragmatic spiritual philosophy.

In spirituality, there are simple things like the emphasis on harmony; it is a simple thing we can begin with. That is spiritual wisdom that goes beyond reason. It is knowledge by identity. Identity with what? It is the identity of one’s own inner self. This can begin with a mental attitude, by saying that I want mental harmony. This inner effort of psychic contact could be supported, enhanced, and quickened by external actions. Inner prayer for psychic contact is one thing but external action can also help the inner being – that is the attitude of harmony. Wisdom is that knowledge which comes in when we are in identity with our own true self. Jnana yoga is that essential knowledge which ideally leads us to wisdom.

(1st June 2000)

We have already discussed the essential practices of Rajayoga and Hathayoga in this chapter. Sri Aurobindo then takes up the triple path. We have covered the analysis of the path of knowledge, which distinguishes between Purusha and Prakriti, a state of consciousness that comes basically by   vicāra and  viveka.  Vicāra is the method of intellectual reflection and  viveka is the right discrimination.  Vicāra is to question “who is the actor,” “what is this action,” and

“what is behind this action, this motive, this ambition, this desire?” It is a constant intellectual reflection. Most of the time, we hardly even think that there is a doer and that there is something done. We become the action itself. This path
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of knowledge would pull us back and say that the action that I have done, is mine. This external nature with all its turbulence, disturbances, and desires, is it me? Sri Ramana Maharshi emphasised asking ourselves, “who am I?” This is the essential path of knowledge, asking the question “who am I?” One can silently ask within oneself constantly, who am I, who is this doer? – that is the very first step of  vicāra.

Then this leads one to a kind of discrimination: I am not the doer; I am only the witness; the doer is Prakriti. That is the essence of the path of knowledge. Sri  Aurobindo says that one need not stop with the path of knowledge only, with the discrimination of Purusha and Prakriti within oneself. The next step can be, to see that very same self in all things outside us. Once we see the self within us, we have to recognise that it is the same self, the same Purusha that is acting in other beings, animate and inanimate. This way Sri Aurobindo absorbs and assimilates the basic principle of the path of knowledge in Integral Yoga – it is to see the same divinity in all things along with oneself.

Next is the path of devotion:

The Path of Devotion aims at the enjoyment of the supreme Love and Bliss and utilises normally the conception of the supreme Lord in His personality as the divine Lover and enjoyer of the universe. The world is then realised as a play of the Lord, with our human life as its final stage, pursued through the different phases of self-concealment and self-revelation.

Earlier, in the yoga of knowledge, we had the attitude of the Knower, and now we have the attitude of a Lover. The first is the level of the mind, the second is the level of emotion, the heart. “The world is then realised as a play of the Lord.”

This is the devotional aspect where there is intense contact
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga between the lover and the beloved. One may think that this is easier compared to the path of knowledge; that’s what we have come to believe: that this kind of love for the Divine, for the Supreme, is much easier than the path of knowledge. But from my understanding, it is as difficult if not more difficult than the path of knowledge. Loving the Divine implies pulling ourselves away from all that attracts us in the world.

To love the Divine is not easy. One can join many satsang groups and sing devotional songs, but it is all on a superficial level because it is not necessarily from the psychic.

Loving the Divine means having an integral love; it is not just another attachment. We need to remember: to be attached to the Divine is to be detached from the world; it is not all that easy. We may think that it is apparently easier, but it is not so. Each time we are attracted by a desire means that we are attached to something of the world. In the beginning, we have to detach ourselves from the world in order to love the Divine. Sri  Aurobindo says that in Integral Yoga, this love for the Divine then turns into love for humanity. But the initial step is a hard one because basically, we are all caught up in the web of desires and attachments of the world. Have a look around and look within; what do we see in ourselves?

We are all bound and entangled in attachments. So, this path of loving the Divine is not easy to practice.

We are aware of the life of Meerabai. What a sacrifice she had to make, what a struggle it was to belong to the Divine!

When Meerabai had to leave her own palace, the only thing she took was a small statue of Sri Krishna. During her travel, that was stolen away. And when she complained to the Lord, the Lord told her even a statue would have been an attachment, taking you away from me. It implies that we must give up everything before we can get the Lord. We
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may achieve a semblance of the approach, but it is extremely difficult to practice it integrally.

The principle of Bhakti Yoga is to utilise all the normal relations of human life into which emotion enters and apply them no longer to transient worldly relations, but to the joy of the All-Loving, the All-Beautiful and the All-Blissful. [You will see these three terms all-loving, beautiful and blissful. Love and beauty and bliss always go together.] Worship and meditation are used only for the preparation and increase of intensity of the divine relationship. And this Yoga is catholic in its use of all emotional relations, so that even enmity and opposition to God, considered as an intense, impatient and perverse form of Love, is conceived as a possible means of realisation and salvation.

This relationship with the Divine can vary in its forms. I can consider the Divine as my child, my husband, my father or my mother or even my friend, etc. Every kind of human relationship can be reflected upon the Divine because that is the truth of it. The Divine can come to us in any possible relationship that we can think of and in an extreme case, as an enemy also. That was the case with Ravana who had taken up the attitude of the enemy to Sri Rama but only to realise his consciousness; only to be merged in the consciousness of Sri Rama. Another stance, a way of loving the Divine is that of an atheist who pretends to be away from the Divine, denies the Divine but is in his heart a lover of the Divine.

These are all different forms of relationship with the Divine.

Even extreme forms are taken into it.

This path, too, as ordinarily practised, leads away from world-existence to an absorption, of another kind than the Monist’s, in the Transcendent and Supra-cosmic.
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Great devotees spend all their time singing praises of the Divine. They live in that blissful consciousness, but they do not belong to the earth and that is the problem.

Sri  Aurobindo highlights how even Bhakti  marga leads us away from earthly existence and life.

But here too the exclusive result is not inevitable. The Yoga itself provides a first corrective by not confining the play of divine love to the relation between the supreme Soul and the individual but extending it to a common feeling and mutual worship between the devotees themselves united in the same realisation of the supreme Love and Bliss.

This I suppose is the meaning of our Ashram, that if we love the Mother, we have to love each other. If we have any sense of devotion for the Mother and Sri  Aurobindo, we cannot have disharmony among the devotees. This love for the Lord, Sri  Aurobindo would say, has to extend horizontally among the lovers of the same Lord, at least to begin with. And as a next step:

It provides a yet more general corrective in the realisation of the divine object of Love in all beings not only human but animal, easily extended to all forms whatsoever. We can see how this larger application of the Yoga of Devotion may be so used as to lead to the elevation of the whole range of human emotion, sensation and aesthetic perception to the divine level, its spiritualisation and justification of the cosmic labour towards love and joy in our humanity.

Sri  Aurobindo tells us that this love must not only be amongst Sri  Aurobindo or Sri Krishna devotees; it must
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extend to other human beings and further down into the animal kingdom, into nature, plants, etc., because the devotee begins to see the Divine in all the facets of life. This is Sri Aurobindo’s perspective. He says, do not be immersed only in the love for your Lord, also see the same Lord in all beings, in all the things around you. He brings in this element of universalisation, of collective consciousness, whereas the old yogas lived in individual consciousness.

The individual realised the self, he loved the Lord and sang praises of the Divine, but Sri Aurobindo aims at a collective realisation.

The Path of Works aims at the dedication of every human activity to the supreme Will. It begins by the renunciation of all egoistic aim for our works, all pursuit of action for an interested aim or for the sake of a worldly result.

What is the path of works? The ultimate objective is the dedication of every human activity to the supreme will.

But how do we start that? The first step is to renounce our egoistic aim. For whatever work we do – whatever small work, sweeping the road, cleaning the vessels, to the biggest things, all works – we disclaim our egoistic aim and achievement. In our context, amongst the devotees of the Ashram, what we normally say is that we are working for the Mother. Constantly working for her may be a hard thing but repetition of this dedication, in the long run, diminishes our ego. When constantly our ego wants to take the credit, and enjoy the success, if we are conscious within and say it is the Mother’s work, it is she who has done it, then we are taking away all the credit by which our ego would have been very happy.

By this renunciation it so purifies the mind and the will that we become easily conscious of the great universal
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This would be ultimately the highest point. But we are basically beginning on the path of works. There are two features of the yoga of works which were not present in other yogas from the beginning. One is that we are forced to be collective and the second is the chiselling of the ego.

Sri  Aurobindo indeed wants yoga to be collective. In the other two paths of knowledge and devotion, we are not forced to be collective from the beginning. We may read the Upanishads,  The Life Divine, silence the mind, etc., but there need not be any interaction with others. One may have bhakti without any interaction. But in karmayoga, we start with interaction. It is difficult, but that is the foundation of Integral Yoga, the collective work.

Secondly, this collective work does a lot of rubbing on the ego. That means we are forced to face the problem of the ego. All the problems we face in our day-to-day existence here are essentially problems of ego clashes. If we do not realise the working of the ego, it keeps on expanding and gets worse. The whole aim is to make us a “conscious centre of the action and phenomenal relation.” We can see the extraordinary advantage of this. One is a collective activity and on the individual level, a decrease of ego, so that the Divine Mother can make us conscious centres of action.

Why conscious centres of action? Because this is the time for the manifestation of the Supermind, the new world. In this manifestation, a conscious instrumentation is required.

There must be the lessening of the ego and as the ego lessens, we become better instruments of the supreme Will. This is
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what is important: that there is the supreme divine Will that is acting in the world. In order to manifest that Will, we have to sacrifice and give up our own will. If we want to give up our will, there is no other way than to give up the “my-ness” of the will. When I can no more say, “my will”; there is no “my-ness” at all. That is the only way to become one with the divine Will: it is to minus the “my-ness.” And if one can do that, then we can truly say we are the children of the Mother, the hero warriors battling the past, warriors of the future bringing down a new world. That is why there is a tremendous emphasis on work in the Ashram.

Wherever we are, at whatever stage, work is irreplaceable.

Because every hour spent at work is an opportunity to progress, this is an extraordinary opportunity that the Mother and Sri Aurobindo have created – to work not for the sake of work but to work as a conscious offering. We have to be ready to offer our work to the Mother and also be ready for the ego hammering. But that is what we are here for; it is not to have a jolly life eating and walking on the sea shore; there is a deeper gain by being conscious workers in the Ashram here.

The choice and direction of the act is more and more consciously left to the supreme Will and this universal Energy. To That our works and the results of our works are finally abandoned.

This is the supreme message of the Gita. As the Mother explains, in the image used by Sri Ramakrishna Paramhamsa, it is the mother cat carrying the kitten. Ultimately, that is the aim. Work is the best opportunity when we think it is the Mother who is doing the work, that it is the Mother who is giving us the results, that it is she who is the doer, that it is she who will succeed or fail. It doesn’t matter what it is;
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga ultimately, we will feel so much unburdened of fear, stress, tension and expectation. Nothing can help us as much as this attitude – that it is she who is the doer. If we can instil this attitude and faith in our awakened consciousness that she is the doer, then we will see how life changes radically and beautifully.

The object is the release of the soul from its bondage to appearances and to the reaction of phenomenal activities.

The object of life is to release the soul from its bondage.

It is especially the soul in its ignorance or bound in its ignorance, that gets this release. Try to imagine that the soul is trying to pull itself out of this quagmire of ignorance, this bondage of desire, the bondage of action, and the bondage of responses; it is like a constant effort to pull ourselves away. And that effort is called tapasya. Otherwise, if we do not act or work and if we say everything is the Mother’s grace, then there is no effort to pull the soul out of bondage.

Work, the Mother would say, is much better than any kind of meditation; it is a better shortcut to the Divine than any other path. It suits this age, for the whole world is madly and blindly working. We are all workaholics. Most people have only earnings in their minds when they work. There is no turn for higher living or working for the Divine.

Karmayoga is used, like the other paths, to lead to liberation from phenomenal existence and a departure into the Supreme. But here too the exclusive result is not inevitable. The end of the path may be, equally, a perception of the divine in all energies, in all happenings, in all activities, and a free and unegoistic participation of the soul in the cosmic action. So followed it will lead to the elevation of all human will and activity to the divine level, its spiritualisation and the justification of the
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cosmic labour towards freedom, power and perfection in the human being.

This is Sri  Aurobindo’s own view: “The end of the path may be a perception of the divine in all energies...” That is interesting. In the path of knowledge, he asked us to see the Self in all people, in all beings. In the path of devotion, he wants us to see the Lord in all human beings, in all animals, in all plants and in all matter. The first one is to see the Self, the Atman that is within us and in all that is around us. The second one is to see that transcendental Godhead in all. The third one is, to see that Shakti, that Energy, as he puts it, is the “divine in all energies.” He asks us to enlarge our vision, then we will see that even what is happening in the tempest is the energy of the Divine. Our vision can increase and embrace all as one transcendental Shakti.

We can see also that in the integral view of things these three paths are one. Divine Love should normally lead to the perfect knowledge of the Beloved by perfect intimacy, thus becoming a path of Knowledge, and to divine service, thus becoming a path of Works. So also should perfect Knowledge lead to perfect Love and Joy and a full acceptance of the works of That which is known; dedicated Works to the entire love of the Master of the Sacrifice and the deepest knowledge of His ways and His being. It is in this triple path that we come most readily to the absolute knowledge, love and service of the One in all beings and in Its entire manifestation.

This last paragraph is a summary of what we have just been talking about and at the same time an indication of what is to come in the next chapter. These three paths are intertwined like a rope with three strands. A rope cannot exist with one strand, so the strands of love and work and knowledge must go together, one strengthening the other.
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga The more we work for the Mother, the more we love Her, the more we love her, the more we come to know her. Or, the more we love her, we work for her because loving Her and not working for her is absolute insincerity; it cannot happen. That means our love is insufficient, incomplete, ineffective and not strong. We cannot separate love from work, and when love and work come together, the revelation that we get is the knowledge of the Mother.

Knowledge of the Mother is not knowledge that we get in books. It is knowledge about who she is, about her consciousness. Each one of us will be given that much new consciousness as would be needed. Sri Aurobindo mentions that Whatever is necessary for our progress is revealed to us to attract us to the next step. Divine revelations will suddenly now come to us as the supramental sun on the horizon. Each one of us will get the revelation of the next step or the next horizon or the next idea. So, when we see that horizon – we say, wow, that is the Mother; I would like to embrace this consciousness. When we widen in consciousness, then we realise the next horizon, which is knowledge of the Divine. This is how the Divine leads us from horizon to horizon, depending upon our dedication, and our surrender.

(6th July 2000)

Chapter –V

The Synthesis of the Systems

This is the last chapter of the section “Introduction”, and it summarises the principle on which Sri Aurobindo has given us a synthesis of the different yogas. It also presents a brief summary of integral Yoga.

By the very nature of the principal Yogic schools each covering in its operations a part of the complex human integer and attempting to bring out its highest possibilities, it will appear that a synthesis of all of them largely conceived and applied might well result in an integral Yoga. But they are so disparate in their tendencies, so highly specialised and elaborated in their forms, so long confirmed in the mutual opposition of their ideas and methods that we do not easily find how we can arrive at their right union.

The moment we think of synthesis, we may think of putting together the main ideas of all these yogas. The difficulty of putting them together is immense because their starting points are poles apart. As we have seen, Hathayoga is based on the body, Rajayoga on the mind, karmayoga on the will, jnanayoga on knowledge and bhaktiyoga on the heart; the starting points of all these yogas are completely different. In addition, each is a long-established yoga system, and that means two things: each one has confirmed its results and each has a well-trodden path. This long history and confirmation are positive things but also a kind of disadvantage because each school has set itself against the others. Therefore, combining them, Sri  Aurobindo would say, becomes difficult. He wants to bring them together but not as an attempt, as some have tried in the past by creating
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga a universal religion, thinking that all religions could be brought together and made into one universal religion. Such attempts have been made, but it is impossible to bring them together in this manner. Each religion has its own confirmed goal, starting point, messiah, and Avatars. So the attempt to form a kind of universal religion has been a fiasco. Similarly, bringing together all the yogas would end up in an absolute failure. Sri  Aurobindo does bring them together; however, his manner and approach are different.

An undiscriminating combination in block would not be a synthesis, but a confusion. Nor would successive practice of each of them in turn be easy in the short span of our human life and with our limited energies, to say nothing of the waste of labour implied in so cumbrous a process, Sometimes, indeed, Hathayoga and Rajayoga are thus successively practiced.

One method of synthesis is to practice each of these yogas one after the other, but obviously, it is a futile practice.

One cannot say “I will take up jnanayoga, I will claim the divine knowledge and then come back to bhaktiyoga”.

Sri  Aurobindo says that this is a futile attempt, given the short span of human life. But there has been one exceptional case, one person who has practised each of these paths one after the other and that is Sri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa.

And in a recent unique example in the life of Ramakrishna Paramahansa, we see a colossal spiritual capacity, first driving straight to the divine realisation, taking, as it were, the kingdom of heaven by violence, and then seizing upon one Yogic method after another and extracting the substance out of it with an incredible rapidity, always to return to the heart of the whole matter, the realisation and possession of God by the power of love, by the extension of inborn spirituality into various
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experience and by the spontaneous play of an intuitive knowledge. Such an example cannot be generalised.

Obviously, there is only one Sri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa, and there cannot be another. Sri Aurobindo writes in his aphorisms “What was Ramakrishna? God manifests in a human being; but behind there is God in His infinite impersonality and His universal Personality”

(CWSA 12: 442). Mark Sri  Aurobindo’s description of Sri Ramakrishna’s achievement—“first driving straight to the divine realisation, taking, as it were, the kingdom of heaven by violence”. This is, in fact, what is needed in Sri Aurobindo’s Yoga also. In fact, that is the starting point of Sri Aurobindo’s Yoga. And this is what Sri Ramakrishna did.

Before attempting anything, Sri Aurobindo says, he took “the kingdom of heaven by violence.” Here, “violence” denotes intense tapasya. He did not lose any time. And after that he began “seizing upon one Yogic method after another and extracting the substance out of it with an incredible rapidity.”

I won’t expand on what Sri Ramakrishna did. We know how he went about practising each religion  per se, without mixing any principle from one to the other. He became a Muslim, Christian, Sikh, etc. He would “always to return to the heart of the whole matter, the realisation and possession of God by the power of love, by the extension of inborn spirituality into various experience and by the spontaneous play of an intuitive knowledge” Only a man who is stationed in the God consciousness or only the one who is constantly God-possessed, could take up any yoga or any religion and then reach the acme of that religion because he had that inner highway to the Divine. He could call the Divine Allah or Christ or Krishna; it would not matter, because he had already known the highway to the Divine. Because of this contact, Sri Ramakrishna Paramhamsa had a spontaneous play of intuitive knowledge. He was not a literate person and
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Its object also was special and temporal to exemplify in the great and decisive experience of a master-soul the truth, now most necessary to humanity, towards which a world long divided into jarring sects and schools is with difficulty labouring, that all sects are forms and fragments of a single integral truth and all disciplines labour in their different ways towards one supreme experience.

What is commonly understood about Sri Ramakrishna is that he demonstrated that there is only one single truth and all spiritual paths lead to it. What is striking in Sri  Aurobindo’s description is that it had a “special and temporal” objective. Why does Sri Aurobindo say so? Does it mean that what Sri Ramakrishna realised was not something permanent? He says that his experience was necessary in the historical context that is continuing into the present time, in the context of the divisiveness of different religions, sects, etc.

When there is such a war which is even now raging between religions, castes and creeds, he has shown by his example and realisation, their common goal and truth. Even if people do not know Sri Ramakrishna, it doesn’t matter; the seed that he has sown of such a possibility and experience is of great importance. Sri Ramakrishna has sown in the consciousness of humanity, in the consciousness of evolution itself, the seed of a new spirituality. That is why the experience may be known or may not be known but what is important is that the future spiritual age, that Sri Aurobindo speaks of, has its foundation in the realisation of Sri Ramakrishna. That is why he is of immense importance.

Sri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa seized one yogic method after another, which differs from Sri Aurobindo’s approach.
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Sri  Aurobindo says that this method is impossible for most people; it is only Sri Ramakrishna who could do that.

Sri  Aurobindo has a new method. For the same integral realisation, Sri  Aurobindo brings a new way, a new path, which he calls the integral Yoga.

To know, be and possess the Divine is the one thing needful and it includes or leads up to all the rest; towards this sole good we have to drive and this attained, all the rest that the divine Will chooses for us, all necessary form and manifestation, will be added.

To a disciple, Sri Aurobindo writes that the integral Yoga does not have any one specific methodology. Let us all remember that just because we call it the integral Yoga, it does not mean it is simply one more yoga. To think of it as one more yoga would be to classify it as one more creed and we should guard ourselves against this. The integral Yoga is not another rigid system of yoga. It consists of the essentials of all other yogas. Sri Aurobindo wrote time and again to his disciples that it must be completely plastic to suit the approaches of each disciple. The moment we say there is only one Integral Yoga of Sri  Aurobindo, well, we have misused the term. If we assign boundaries saying this is the integral Yoga and that is not, then we betray the very spiritual approach of Integral Yoga. “All life is Yoga,” he says so that everything can be a part of the integral Yoga, any yoga in the world is a part of Integral Yoga. Let’s be very clear from the beginning: the integral Yoga is not another form of yoga.

It is as old as Vedanta itself, a yoga which is more a rhythm of individual life, taking us Godward and bringing godliness into our lives. This is the only definition, the only parameter that takes us towards God and one that brings God towards us. It is a reciprocal movement: we move towards God, and God moves towards us. There is a sort of osmosis between the human and the Divine. This is the integral Yoga, and this
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The synthesis we propose cannot, then, be arrived at either by combination in mass or by successive practice, It must therefore be effected by neglecting the forms and outsides of the Yogic disciplines and seizing rather on some central principle common to all which will include and utilise in the right place and proportion their particular principles and on some central dynamic force which is the common secret of their divergent methods and capable therefore of organising a natural selection and combination of their varied energies and different utilities. This was the aim which we set before ourselves at first when we entered upon our comparative examination of the methods of Nature and the methods of Yoga and we now return to it with the possibility of hazarding some definite solution.

What does he mean by “neglecting the forms and outsides of the Yogic disciplines?” He would tell us not to take up any external forms, the dos and don’ts of any existing yogic methods or religions. The Mother once responded to a letter saying “Men like festivals” (CWM 15: 13). There is no meaning in any of these festivals; they are nothing but a social custom. Men like to celebrate and have a little fun.

The Mother asserts that the integral Yoga sadhana has to be a movement purely towards the Divine. All the external paraphernalia has no relevance in this yoga. What are the central principle and dynamic force of each of these yogas? In the rest of the chapter, Sri Aurobindo will explain these two things: the central principle of Tantra, Vedanta, of the triple path, as well as their underlying force. It is these elements
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and principles that he will take into the synthesis of yoga and not their external manifestations and methodologies.

To take up once again the idea of Sri Ramakrishna’s self-identification, let me read a beautiful explanation given by the Mother.

When someone cannot sleep, cannot be restful because he is too excited and nervous and his nerves are ill and weakened by excessive agitation, he is told to sit in front of an aquarium, for instance – an aquarium, that’s very lovely, isn’t it? – before an aquarium with pretty little fish in it, goldfish; just to sit there, settle down in an easy-chair and try not to think of anything (particularly not of his troubles) and look at the fish. So he looks at the fish, moving around, coming and going, swimming, gliding, turning, meeting, crossing, chasing one another indefinitely, and also the water flowing slowly and the passing fish. After a while he lives the life of fishes: he comes and goes, swims, glides, plays. And at the end of the hour his nerves are in a perfect state and he is completely restful! But the condition is that one must not think of one’s troubles, simply watch the fish.

(CWM 5: 224)

In the course of this, there is a question: Can the Divine be attained in this way? 

You know, the only way of knowing the Divine is by identifying oneself with Him. There is no other, there is only one. One single way. Hence, once you are master of this method of identification, you can identify yourself.

So you choose your object for identification, you want to identify yourself with the Divine. But so long as you do not know how to identify yourself, a hundred and one things will always come across your path, pulling you here, pulling you there, scattering you and you will not be
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Yes It will come very quickly. Ramakrishna used to say that the time could vary between three days, three hours and three minutes. Three days for very slow people, three hours for those who were a little swifter, and three minutes for those who are used to it.

Three days for very slow people? 

For very slow people, yes. He was asked: “How long does it take one to get identified with the Divine?” that was his answer. (Ibid: 224-225)

From this, we can see Sri Ramakrishna’s parameters for tapasya. He was a person who could say that to identify oneself with the Divine takes three days for a very slow person, three hours for an ordinary person and “three minutes for one who is used to it”.

And that means three days without doing anything? 

No, not without doing anything. It is not necessary to do nothing simply in order to be identified with the Divine.

Evidently you cannot remain seated motionless for three days without doing anything; it would mean you had already attained an extraordinary degree of perfection if you could do that – forget all your needs and remain motionless for three days. No it is not that he means; the thought must be concentrated solely on the Divine. And he did it before that person, to show him, prove to him that what he was saying was true. That did not take him more than three minutes.

But it is just that, what hinders the experience is the absence of the practice of concentration, and also the
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absence of one-pointedness, singleness of purpose, of will. One “wants” it for a minute, two minutes, ten minutes, a quarter of an hour, an hour, and afterwards, one wants many other things.... One “thinks” about it for a few seconds, and after that thinks of a thousand other things, So naturally in this way you could take an eternity. For indeed, in this you cannot add up; if it could be accumulated like grains of sand, if with every thought you give to the Divine you deposit a little grain of sand somewhere after a time this would make a mountain. But it is not like that, it does not remain, It has no result. It does not accumulate, you cannot go on adding, cannot progress quantitatively – you can progress in intensity, progress qualitatively. Yes, you can learn with yourself how to do it; but what you have done counts only in this way. It does not get accumulated like grains of sand on a dune. Else it would be enough to become quite clever and tell yourself: “Well I shall give at least a dozen thoughts to the Divine every day.” And then, by little bits like that, after some time one has a little hill.... (Ibid: 225-226) We have seen the essence of Sri Ramakrishna’s attitude.

It is a matter of identification with the Divine, and the Mother explains it so beautifully. People may think that if they think of the Divine for a few moments every day, their devotion accumulates and they can one day realise the Divine. The Mother says that it is not so. It is not a process of accumulating grains of sand but a continuum of remembering the Divine and offers. It is this intensity that is demanded of us.

I am reminded of what Swami Vivekananda did. The formula of connecting the dots did not work with him. So, he too, like his own master, did an intense tapasya for days and nights together and attained the Brahmic consciousness by his single uninterrupted endeavour. That is what the Mother
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And then the disciples had to rush to Sri Ramakrishna and complain that Swamiji is lost; they didn’t know what he is doing or where he is. And it was Sri Ramakrishna who brought him back to earth from the Brahmic consciousness.

That was the meaning of ‘seizing heaven by violence’. What Sri Ramakrishna had done, Swami Vivekananda also did.

Well, in our case, it cannot be doing a tapasya here for a few days or months or years under a tree, but there has got to be at the same time a consistency, a quiet consistency of the remembrance of the Divine.

Now, Sri Aurobindo would deal with the central principle and central dynamic force of each yoga. The first one is Tantra. The word Tantra comes from  tan, to spread, in the sense of spreading knowledge. The spreading of knowledge is done through  yantra, symbolic diagrams and through mantras. So, Tantra,  yantra and mantra form a continuity.

Yantra and mantra make up the essence of Tantra.

(13th July 2000)

In the previous class, we understood the wide scope of the integral Yoga. Here, Sri  Aurobindo describes Tantra

– “it starts from a great central principle of Nature, a great dynamic force of Nature.” Then he explains: Owing to certain of its developments Tantra has fallen into discredit with those who are not Tantrics; and especially owing to the developments of its left-hand path, the Vamamarga, which not content with exceeding the duality of virtue and sin and instead of replacing them by spontaneous rightness of action seemed to make
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a method of self-indulgence, a method of unrestrained social immorality.

The Vamamargis adopted five kinds of self-indulgence, each starting with “m”. The first is  madya, that is wine; the second is  māṃsa, meat; the third one is  matsya, fish; the fourth one is  mudra, cereal and the fifth one is  maithuna, sexual intercourse ( Mudra usually means ritual gestures but as part of the five M’s it is parched cereal). These are the five indulgences that were taken up by the Vamamargis and are the cause of the discredit of the Tantra. We may call it a discredit, though the intention behind them was quite different. The original intention was to grapple with the lower vital of man, not only the physical and transform it. That is why these  panch-makara, which are among the strongest desires of the lower vital, were taken up by them.

The Tantrics were great warriors in the sense that they did not fight shy of the vital life. The Advaita Vedantins would never come down to this level. On the contrary, they preferred to suppress the vital, and reject the physical needs, even to the extent of saying that this physical world and the universe are an illusion. That was another extreme in which all of Prakriti was rejected by the Advaita Vedantins.

Tantra took the other extreme of accepting Prakriti in its dire darkness, in its absolute reality.

It was a great challenge. For the first time, yoga took up the dark side of the human being. If bhakti marga, jnana marga, karma marga took up the higher side of the human being –

the psychic being, the heart and emotions, the mental, the higher vital – the Tantrics were those who dared to go down into the subconscious, the dark vital side of man. Therefore, it was a great and daring step in Indian yoga. It was a step that had dire consequences if one slipped. But we know that Indian yogas were never afraid of the extremes. In fact, that is one of the characteristics of the Indian mind that it always
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Tantra was an experiment that perhaps did not have sufficient transfiguring force. The idea was a noble one – to transform the lower vital and the physical of man. In fact, that is also Sri  Aurobindo’s idea; why should we shun it?

However, here in the integral Yoga, unlike the Tantrics, we have the transfiguring power called the Supermind. Tantra was an attempt, that perhaps laid the path for integral Yoga but it did not succeed as it wanted. Nevertheless, it must be given credit for embracing the lower nature. Though it became a discredit, later on, let us understand that they were dealing with the worst in the human being and therefore, the dangers were immense, unlike the other paths which were more or less safer.

Nevertheless, in its origin Tantra was a great and puissant system founded upon ideas which were at least partially true. Even its twofold division into the right-hand and left-hand paths, Dakshinamarga and Vamamarga, started from a certain profound perception.

In the ancient symbolic sense of the words Dakshina and Vama, it was the distinction between the way of Knowledge and the way of Ananda, – Nature in man liberating itself by right discrimination in power and practice of its own energies, and elements and potentialities and Nature in man liberating itself by joyous acceptance in power and practice of its own energies, elements and potentialities. But in both paths there was in the end an obscuration of principles, a deformation of symbols and a fall.

The essential principles of Tantra are reflected in its
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division into two paths, Vamamarga and Dakshinamarga.

The Dakshinamarga is based on right discrimination, that is, the path of knowledge and leans more towards Vedanta.

The Vamamarga, where discredit came in, believed in the power of Ananda, a joyous acceptance of power and practice of life’s energies. That means to get the rasa of living: not to shun life but to get the Ananda of life, not to be ascetics but to live life fully, trying to enjoy it. Enjoying it in the extreme involved these five self-indulgences, but at the same time, a transformed enjoyment of life was the aim.

Although both lay emphasis on Ananda, we should not mix up the Vamamarga with the  bhakti marga.  Bhakti marga is essentially the emotional heart leading to the psychic.

But this  Ananda   marga   of the Tantrics is that path which seeks the joy in life, that means the physical, the vital, the mental, and the psychic all are involved. It is a much more comprehensive path than the  bhakti marga. This Ananda of Tantra is the basic  rasa of life, of living. And it has its advantages and disadvantages; just as in the integral Yoga when we are asked to embrace this life, it has its immense disadvantages because we tend to take to the other side, the external enjoyment and do not get the real Ananda of it.

In  The Life Divine, Sri Aurobindo deals with the question of the cause of suffering and explains that suffering and pain happen because we do not feel the real  rasa below the surface. We contact only the external formations and relations and touch only the external layer of this  rasa. We do not dig deep enough. Similarly, when we feel this Ananda, the “joyous acceptance in power and practice of its own energies and elements and potentialities,” we get the real  rasa.

But, unfortunately, the human being is easily carried away by the external. We are lazy, we are insincere and we do not want to make any effort. That is why the entire system went
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If, however, we leave aside, here also, the actual methods and practices and seek for the central principle, we find, first, that Tantra expressly differentiates itself from the Vedic methods of Yoga. In a sense, all the schools we have hitherto examined are Vedantic in their principle; their force is in knowledge, their method is knowledge, through it is not always discernment by the intellect but may be, instead, the knowledge of the heart expressed in love and faith or a knowledge in the will working out through action.

Essentially, the path of Vedanta is the path of knowledge; it can be knowledge expressed through the will in work or knowledge expressed through emotion and intellect. It can be the knowledge of the scientist or a devoted worker or of a common man who is just engrossed in his own work. There are different kinds, but they are all essential knowledge.

In all the lord of the Yoga is the Purusha, the Conscious Soul that knows, observes, attracts, governs. But in Tantra it is rather Prakriti, the Nature-Soul, the Energy, the Willin-Power executive in the universe. It was by learning and applying the intimate secrets of the Will-in-Power, its method, its Tantra, that the Tantric Yogin pursued the aims of his discipline, – mastery, perfection, liberation, beatitude. Instead of drawing back from manifested Nature and its difficulties, he confronted them, seized and conquered. But in the end, as is the general tendency of Prakriti, Tantric Yoga largely lost its principle in its machinery and became a thing of formula and occult mechanism still powerful when rightly used but fallen from the clarity of their original intention.

The essence of Vedanta is Purusha, and of Tantra it is



The Synthesis of the Systems 189

Prakriti. One major difference is that Vedanta is essentially a recognition of the Purusha as the Supreme and therefore it led to that indeterminable nirguna Brahman. All emphasis of Vedanta is Brahman, is Purusha, it is never Shakti, Prakriti or Aditi. On the other side, Tantra took up only Prakriti.

Although, Tantra does recognise Purusha, Brahman, as the supreme Lord, what it emphasises and focuses on is the aspect of Shakti and Prakriti. We see that in Sri Aurobindo as well it is the Supreme Shakti that has manifested the Purusha and Prakriti on the lower level. We have to achieve the consciousness of Shakti. It is only by the grace of Shakti that we can be liberated and we can have an identity with Brahman. It is exactly as Sri  Aurobindo has told us – that if you want to “reach me” you have to come through the Mother. It is the same relation. Tantra laid emphasis on the will in power, on Nature’s soul and instead of drawing back from the manifested Nature, it confronted and seized and conquered it. Unfortunately, as happens with all religions and spiritual practices, which is a natural tendency of human beings who never live for long in the higher consciousness, it fell back into the external formulations – the formulas, the rites and the customs. Every religion has customs and rites, and it is easy for human beings to stick to these customs and rites and forget the deeper truth. This also happened with Tantra. People took up Tantra just for the enjoyment of the physical senses and not really to go beyond the physical senses.

In the next paragraph, we have an extraordinary interpretation of Tantra. This is what is beautiful about Sri  Aurobindo’s writings. He has shown us Tantra as we commonly know it. Now suddenly, he takes a leap and tells us what it truly is, and this adds a new dimension. These paragraphs are deep, and we must concentrate on them because here lies the key to understanding Tantra.
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“We have in this central Tantric conception one side of the truth, the worship of the Energy, the Shakti, as the sole effective force for all attainment.” Remember, it is the same thing with the Mother, She is the only force for any attainment. In Integral Yoga without the Mother, there cannot be any spiritual attainment, similar to Tantra. “We get the other extreme in the Vedantic conception of the Shakti as a power of Illusion and in the search after the silent inactive Purusha as the means of liberation from the deceptions created by the active Energy.”

The later Vedanta said that Shakti is the power of illusion, called Maya. They recognised the Shakti, and the Vedantins also spoke of Aditi. They recognise the Shakti, but they call it Maya, Maya in the sense of illusion. They said that all this creation of the Shakti was an illusion and therefore they rejected life. They used life only to go towards Brahman.

But in the integral conception the Conscious Soul is the Lord, the Nature-Soul is his executive Energy.

Sri Aurobindo combines Vedanta and Tantra. The Mother puts it most beautifully: “Without Him I exist not; without me he is unmanifest” (CWM 13: 32). Sri  Aurobindo says that Purusha is the Conscious Soul and Lord and Nature is its executive Energy, one who manifests the Lord. This is the synthesis between Vedanta and Tantra. In fact, Sri  Aurobindo’s philosophy is often analysed in terms of Vedanta and Tantra because these are the features that have most influenced it.

Purusha is of the nature of Sat, conscious self-existence pure and infinite; Shakti or Prakriti is of the nature of Chit, – it is power of the Purusha’s self-conscious existence, pure and infinite.

In the book  The Mother, Sri  Aurobindo writes – “the Mother is the consciousness and force of the Supreme”
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(CWSA 32: 14). This is the same idea here. “The relation of the two exists between the poles of rest and action”. Here we have a new idea. What is the relationship between  sat and chit, between Purusha and Prakriti? The relation is that of rest and action. What does it mean?

When the Energy is absorbed in the bliss of conscious self-existence, there is rest; when the Purusha pours itself out in the action of its Energy, there is action, creation and the enjoyment or Ananda of becoming.

In order to understand the relation between  sat and chit, we have to consider a few examples. When  sat is not manifested, it implies that there is no creation. We have this popular image of Vishnu resting on the ocean. In the stillness of the ocean, he is sleeping. That is the static poise, the poise of rest. The first sign of rest is the immobility of the body.

Then there is a deeper meaning of rest: when we gather strength. For example, if we play football, our energies go out of our body, our vital, and our mind we can feel tremendous energy bursting forth. But when we sit quietly in a chair listening to music, we feel an ingathering of energy. This ingathering or this state, where the energies are not thrown out, is rest. Similarly, when Brahman is at rest, it means that all is immobile, without him bringing out his energy into manifestation. But the moment he focuses on his energy, Aditi is born, so to speak.

Now, where does Ananda come in here? This is a beautiful relationship. Ananda is innately there in conscious self-existence. For example, on our own mundane human level, if we quietly sit in meditation, sometimes for a fraction of a minute, we too have the experience of great joy, tremendous peace and calm. In this calmness and peace, there is the warmth of joy. So, joy, calmness and Ananda are quite inseparable.
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga Sri Aurobindo tells us that when something happens, we must keep quiet, and not react instantaneously. In remaining quiet, being detached, we will feel the touch of joy. It is that joy which brings detachment. Instead of constantly saying let me be detached, I don’t want ego, I don’t want desire, I don’t want relations – these are all  neti neti, why not say  iti iti? That  iti iti  is to be immobile, and the bliss of immobility itself cuts off all attachment. It builds a wall around us where nothing can penetrate. That is the bliss of conscious self-existence. Sri Aurobindo and the Mother want us to remain unperturbed, which means the immobility of emotions, coupled with the immobility of the physical and tripled by the immobility of the mind (the silence of the mind).

Automatically, there is an enveloping of joy, taking it to the height of Ananda. It is Ananda that really brings freedom from circumstances. Then one can face all sorrow and suffer with a sense of joy.

Sri  Aurobindo worked for the liberation of the country, if he were just an ordinary human being, attached to his Janmabhoomi, he wouldn’t have received the divine force for his work. In such an endeavour, one must have a will, detachment and faith. And what are will and faith? This is the secret of Sri  Aurobindo’s action too because he was impersonal. The more impersonal we are, the more effective we become. The more personal we are, the narrower we become in our capacities. If we want to help a friend it is through impersonality that we can help, more than just giving a shoulder to cry on. A real yogi will not give a shoulder to cry on, it is out of impersonality that he will give love. There are endless stories about people who went to the Mother with their sorrows, and when they came down the stairs, it was all smiles. What had happened? The Mother did not just give a shoulder to cry upon; she cured them of their suffering through her impersonal touch. During the darshan



The Synthesis of the Systems 193

of Sri Aurobindo and the Mother, people would stand before them and when their time was over the Mother would signal with her eyes for the disciple to move on. When the Lord was sitting there impersonal, the Mother was there personally attending to Sri Aurobindo and the disciples. She was always outgoing, whereas, the Lord was indrawn. That is where there is rest and action. It is a typical case of the Mother and Sri Aurobindo: the Lord sitting in the bliss of self-conscious existence and she in the creation, the enjoyment or Ananda of the becoming.

(20th July 2000)

We have seen here that Sri  Aurobindo explains the two extremes of Tantra and Vedanta. One emphasises Brahman and the other forever Shakti. It is very interesting to see that both these movements, Vedanta and Tantra, have in a way exhausted themselves or in other words, have been worked out to their fullest length and this was necessary for human evolution before Sri  Aurobindo could synthesise these two views. Even from the point of view of humanity’s spiritual evolution, preparation of the human mind was necessary for the coming of Sri Aurobindo. It is only now that we see the synthesis between Purusha and Prakriti. And what is the synthesis? He tells us that this energy, this Shakti or this Prakriti, is nothing but the nature and consciousness of the Purusha himself. They are not separate but are one and the same. When it is the bliss of self-existence, we call it Purusha; when it is the bliss of self-manifestation, we call it Shakti.

It depends on the status or the poise of consciousness –

whether it is at rest or in action. Depending on this status, we distinguish it as Purusha or Prakriti. Otherwise, it is the same  sat consciousness that is working in rest or in action.

Sri Aurobindo writes:

But if Ananda is the creator and begetter of all
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga becoming, its method is Tapas or force of the Purusha’s consciousness dwelling upon its own infinite potentiality in existence and producing from it truths of conception or real Ideas,  vijnāna, which, proceeding from an omniscient and omnipotent Self-existence, have the surety of their own fulfilment and contain in themselves the nature and of their own becoming in the terms of mind, life and matter. The eventual omnipotence of Tapas and the infallible fulfilment of the Idea are the foundation of all Yoga. In man we render these terms by Will and Faith, – a will that is eventually self-effective because it is of the substance of Knowledge and a faith that is the reflex in the lower consciousness of a Truth or real Idea yet unrealised in the manifestation.

Let’s go back to the line about this manifestation or becoming of the Ananda; how does it take place? He says it is “Purusha’s consciousness dwelling upon its own infinite potentiality in existence and producing from it truths of conception or real Ideas.” “begetting Ananda, the all becoming” or of this manifestation takes place in two steps.

One, there is  tapas; two, there is the real Idea,  vijnāna. He says that the method of creation is: “Tapas or force of the Purusha’s consciousness dwelling upon its own infinite potentiality and producing from it truths of conception or real Ideas.”

In Indian mythology, we have been told about Shiva and his tapasya. The purpose of this tapasya is to bring forth the real Ideas of all the formations of manifestation. Tapasya is a kind of pressure upon Shiva’s own being to bring forth new vijnāna or Real Ideas. This constant self-pressure produces Real Ideas. When it comes to the human level, it becomes will and faith. It is not something that is born in us, and we say that we have faith. Faith is something that is connected to the truth of one’s own tapasya. And human will in its origin
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is that tapasya of  sat-chit-ananda. Sri  Aurobindo describes it by referring to the Gita: “A will that is eventually self-effective because it is of the substance of knowledge.” In yoga, we must put the will to change, the will to transform. If one does that, one is sure to succeed in the end because behind our will, there is this tapasya of Sachchidananda. Of course, in the Gita, we see that it depends on the status of the will.

Will and faith have different statuses: tamas, rajas and sattwa.

There could be a sattwic faith, a rajasic faith or a tamasic faith. Depending on the origin of our faith, we may or may not succeed.

And faith is a reflex in the lower consciousness of a Truth or real Idea yet unrealised in the manifestation.

Will and faith go together. My faith is a reflection of the original Idea of the Divine within me. If I say the words that I have faith in the Divine, it means somewhere I have recognised the essence of my own being.

It is this self-certainty of the Idea which is meant by the Gita when it says  Yo yacchraddhah sa eva sah, “whatever is a man’s faith or the sure Idea in him, that he becomes.”

In the Mother’s commentary on this passage, she clarifies this issue asked by the disciple:

Sweet Mother, I don’t understand very clearly the difference between faith, belief and confidence. 

But Sri Aurobindo has given the full explanation here. If you don’t understand, then...

He has written, “Faith is a feeling in the whole being.”

The whole being, yes. Faith, that’s the whole being at once. He says that belief is something that occurs in the head, that is purely mental; and confidence is quite different. Confidence – one can have confidence in life, trust in the Divine, trust in others, trust in one’s own destiny, that is, one has the feeling that everything is
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga going to help him, to do what he wants to do. Faith is a certitude without any proof. (CWM 6: 120) This sentence is important for our understanding: “Faith, that’s the whole being at once.” It is the feeling of “the whole being”. What does that mean? Belief is mental. But faith cannot be mental or vital or physical; it is something that captures our entire being. Maybe it starts with the recognition of the psychic, but it involves the whole being; therefore, it is not so easy for us to claim that we have faith in the Mother. We may say I have trust in the Mother, I have confidence in the Mother.

The next question that is asked her is: Mother, on what does faith depend? 

Probably on Divine Grace. Some people have it spontaneously. There are others who need to make a great effort to have it.

How can faith be increased? 

Through aspiration, I suppose. Some have it spontaneously...You see, it is difficult to pray if one doesn’t have faith but if one can make prayer a means of increasing one’s faith, or aspiring, having an aspiration, having an aspiration to have faith... Most of these qualities require an effort, If one does not have a thing and wants to have it, well, it needs great, great, great sustained efforts, a constant aspiration and unflagging will, a sincerity at each moment; then one is sure, it will come one day – it can come in a second. (Ibid: 120-121) What is important to remember is that “faith is a certitude without any proof.” It is exactly what Sri Aurobindo writes:

“that faith that is a reflex in the lower consciousness of a Truth or real idea that is yet unrealised in the manifestation.”

To put it all together now faith is a certitude in the whole
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being of a Truth of which we do not have any proof yet.

Behind this faith in the human being, there is a supreme vijnāna itself. There is the supreme real idea, there is the supreme Supermind itself. So, our being is certain of the Truth and yet there is no concrete proof. If I say that I have faith in God and someone asks to prove it, I can’t prove it.

And yet I know, not by explanation, not even by so-called experiences, but by a kind of incommunicable trust in the Divine that it is there. That is why there is a constant conflict between Science and Religion and between Science and Spirituality because Science and the mind want proof. And faith is the only thing that stands alone without proof. It is like asking what is the proof that you exist. Can we give proof of my existence? Sat is the basis of this manifestation.

So,  sat cannot give proof of existence. “I am”, that is  sat, existence itself is  sat. Faith is something like that, it is there.

We can ask why doesn’t everyone have faith in the Divine. As the Mother says, some people have it spontaneously, some people will take a long time to have faith. Faith, as we see it, is the recognition of the supreme  tapas and this recognition comes to fortunate people when there is Divine grace. In the early Ashram days we know many people got this faith by the Divine grace. Today, it is easy after so many years, almost a hundred years have gone by, and in these many years, the great sadhaks have prepared an atmosphere, so that newcomers can have faith in the Divine. It was not so before. There were many questions, debates and doubts in the minds of people. Somehow, that lack of faith seems to have disappeared today. There is a spontaneous opening to the divinity of the Mother and Sri Aurobindo. We are much blessed. It can awaken, but if one does not tend this flame with aspiration and prayer, there could be a lot of ‘dust of doubt’ that will fall on it. One has to tend this flame of faith.

Based on the Gita, Sri Aurobindo says that it is this self-
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga certainty of the idea which brings faith. Self-certainty of Idea means that this Idea, the Real Idea, is there within us and it is that which gives us the certitude of the Divine’s existence. But the Gita takes a different view. It takes a pragmatic view, and in one place Arjuna asks Sri Krishna about it. When men are asked to

...sacrifice to God or to the gods with faith,  sraddha but abandon the rule of the Shastra, what is that concentrated will of devotion in them,  nistha, which gives them this faith and moves them to this kind of action? Is it Sattwa, Rajas or Tamas? To which strand of our nature does it belong”? The answer that the Gita first states is the principle that faith in us is of a triple kind, like all things in Nature and varies according to the dominating quality of our nature. The faith of each man takes shape, hue, and quality given to it by his stuff of being: his constituting temperament, his innate power of existence,  sattvanurupa sarvasya Śraddha. Then comes the remarkable line in which the Gita tells us that this Purusha, this soul in man, is, as it were, made of  Śraddha, a faith, a will to be, a belief in itself and existence and whatever is that will, faith or constituting belief in him; he is that and that is he, Śraddha-mayo’yam puruso yo yac-chraddhah sa eva sah. If we look into this pregnant saying a little closely, we shall find that this single line contains implied in its few forceful words almost the whole theory of the modern gospel of pragmatism...We create our own truth of existence in our own action of mind and life, which is another way of saying that we create our own selves, we are our own makers. (CWSA 19: 482)

We understand that this Purusha, in each one of us, takes the mould of our stuff of being, our temperament and shape.

Hue and quality are given by temperament. Sri  Aurobindo says that this is the essential line of the gospel of modern
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pragmatism. He concludes here that we are our own makers; we are the masters of our own destinies. That is the modern pragmatic attitude. So, this modern attitude has a truth. What is the truth? We have a certitude that tells us from within, ultimately from the Supermind – we may not know the name.

It is not important what I can do and what I can do can take many different shapes. It may be sadhana or ordinary life or religious life. The certitude is there in us equally from the same sat-chit-ananda but the external mould differs. If I am a sattwic person, then this faith in me takes a different turn from that of a rajasic person.  Śraddha is in any case our basis. When we live according to our desires,  Śraddha acts mostly according to our vital and physical, our rajasic and tamasic nature. That is then the highest thing for us.

We can see then how the industrialists and the materialists pursue their aim. We watch the TV and see the computer giants from all over the world speaking, and when they speak, they have tremendous confidence in this technology.

They have the same trust when they speak of technology as we have when we speak of the Divine. What gives them this strength? The scientist is as strong as the spiritualist. Where does this strength come from, this conviction? It is the same conviction, tapas and faith, but he has used this spiritual energy and conviction in technology. His trust and faith are hundred percent in technology. He believes that the future world belongs to technology and by developing it, he believes that we are going to redeem ourselves and have greater happiness. The force behind it is the same. In the spiritual person, the same force is transferred to the Divine. He says, it is the Divine who will do everything; it is the Mother who does everything. But the confidence and the trust come from the same innate, supramental faith and tapas.

We must remember that will and faith always go together, and if they are not together, then nothing can manifest. That
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga is a problem in our life that sometimes we have faith but not enough will or we have a will but not enough faith. But the secret of success is a will,  tapas and one more thing that he adds in another letter is detachment. They are behind all success. If materialism does not succeed in delivering its goods, it is not because it does not have faith and will. Of the three, materialism has will and faith, and so, there is this immense scientific growth. But without detachment, there cannot be happiness. Therefore, the spiritualists have advised us to realise detachment. Without the element of detachment, we may have success in work but not be happy because we cling to the results of our work and that brings in all kinds of unhappiness and disappointments.

Faith is something innate in man, and it is not necessarily faith in the Divine alone. Faith is something inborn; we cannot say that we don’t have faith. The important thing is that when we express it, what is the mould we give it? Mental faith is called a belief. If it is only one part of my being that is activated, then I call it belief. If it is the other part of my being, my vital and emotional, then I say it is confidence. If I say I have confidence that she will not ditch me, it means that I have confidence in her; I have an emotional surety.

Confidence is on the vital-emotional level, belief is on the mental level, and faith is of the whole being. When a good scientist works in his lab, he has full faith because his entire being is behind him – the mental, the vital, the physical

– although he may not be aware of it. That is why it is very difficult to transform a scientist into a spiritualist. Because a true scientist has the same one hundred per cent faith in Science as one may have in the Mother, if we are asked to change, to transfer this hundred per cent faith in the Mother and Sri  Aurobindo to some other force or personality, it might be extremely difficult – it is almost impossible; I cannot change my faith. Now, if I cannot change my faith,
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how do you expect a scientist to change? It is therefore very difficult for a true materialist to have faith in the Divine.

But as the Mother would put it, if something would spark off in them, then a scientist could perhaps be a more sincere seeker than even the spiritualist who is not yet settled down in his inner being. It is not wrong to be a scientist, but then, one must be a true scientist. If there is full faith, it has to be turned to the ultimate divinity. In brief, we now have a new dimension in our understanding of faith and will, that they are based on  tapas and  vijnāna.

Sri Aurobindo has given this sentence  en  passant, as just a parenthetical sentence: “Yoga is nothing but practical psychology.” Today, volumes are being written on this single sentence. For Sri Aurobindo, it was almost a casual sentence.

But this sentence links up the East and the West. This sentence has helped bring them together because the West is very strong in psychology and the East in yoga.

It is the self-fulfilment of the Purusha through his Energy. But the movement of Nature is twofold, higher and lower, or, as we may choose to term it, divine and undivine. The distinction exists indeed for practical purposes only; for there is nothing that is not divine and in a larger view it is as meaningless, verbally, as the distinction between natural and supernatural, for all things that are natural.

To catch up with our trend of argument, we have seen that Purusha and Prakriti are one and the same consciousness; the difference being whether it is resting or in action. And it is the same tapas and real idea which come from Ananda that becomes faith and will within us. Next, he tells us that this Prakriti, for pragmatic reasons, can be distinguished as the lower and the higher Prakriti, as the Divine and the undivine.

But he asks us to remember that there is only a pragmatic
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All things are in Nature, and all things are in God, but for practical purposes, a distinction is being made.

The lower Nature, that which we know and are and must remain so long as the faith in us is not changed, acts through limitation and division, is of the nature of Ignorance and culminates in the life of the ego; but the higher Nature, that to which we aspire, acts by unification and transcendence of limitation, is of the nature of Knowledge and culminates in the life divine. The passage from the lower to the higher is the aim of Yoga; and this passage may effect itself by the rejection of the lower and escape into the higher, — the ordinary viewpoint, — or by the transformation of the lower and its elevation to the higher Nature. It is this, rather, that must be the aim of an integral Yoga.

After analysing briefly the different systems of yoga, I now see for the first time, very clearly, what is the integral Yoga.

There are different ways of reaching from the lower to the higher. We all have this lower nature, Prakriti and our effort is to transcend it and come into the higher. The question is how do we transfer to the higher? What is the path? For this, our Indian systems have given us varied yogas. But each one of them has been a kind of an escape into the higher consciousness. We have left the lower behind in these yogas, except in Tantra, of course and we must keep that in mind.

Except for Tantra, all the yogas ask us to escape into the higher realms. Tantra, in spite of its high aim, did get stuck in the lower consciousness; which was another extreme.

The other yogas aimed to escape from the earth; Tantra has an opposite stand. These are the two extremes. What Sri Aurobindo asks us is not escape from the lower into the
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higher but to transform this lower nature into the higher. We should not get stuck in this lower nature like in Tantra but by remaining on this earth we can bring down the higher into it. The essential difference is that one is an escape while the other is a transformation. For the first time, we come across a definition of the integral Yoga. We will see, as we go along, how he clarifies more and more what this Yoga is in its real nature.

(3rd August 2000)

In the previous paragraph, Sri Aurobindo, after describing the points of view and the strengths and weaknesses of different Yogas, gives a general analysis and tells us that actually yoga is a pragmatic approach to the Divine. He says that in reality there is no difference between the lower nature and the higher nature, nothing is bad or good. As he puts it here, “the distinction exists indeed for practical purposes only; for there is nothing that is not divine.” So, all is divine, the lower and the higher, Prakriti and Purusha. But this truth is not yet real to our day-to-day experience. We have to make this difference, so that we can make a conscious effort to realise this essential truth that all is the Divine.

But in either case it is always through something in the lower that we must rise into the higher existence, and the schools of yoga each select their own point of departure or their own gate of escape. They specialise certain activities of the lower Prakriti and turn them towards the Divine.

That is, all the different yogas, as we have seen, begin from one starting point in the lower nature. Hathayoga starts with the body, Rajayoga and Jnanayoga start with the mind, and the bhaktiyoga starts with the emotional being. Each has taken up one part as if to prepare one part of our being to
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga focus on the higher life and from there spread light into the entire being. But Sri Aurobindo argues: The whole of life is the Yoga of Nature. The Yoga that we seek must also be an integral action of Nature, and the whole difference between the Yogin and the natural man will be this, that the Yogin seeks to substitute in himself for the integral action of the lower Nature working in and by ego and division the integral action of the higher Nature working in and by God and unity.

If we want to take up our normal life to a higher nature, we should be integral in our approach. We don’t just do the physical or mental activity alone. We have the physical, the emotional and the mental being and they all function simultaneously. Maybe at one point in time, there is one part that is more in front, but it does not mean that for five years I do only physical labour and for the next five years I make only an intellectual effort. He says that Nature has taken up this integral approach and that means a whole new life approach. Sri Aurobindo’s basis of the integral Yoga has the same basis as Nature. That is why we can call Sri Aurobindo’s Yoga the yoga of Nature. Just as Nature works in us as a whole he says, to let us also follow the same principle of moving with the whole being. The only difference is that Nature takes millions of years to move forward, but the integral Yoga can hasten up this process, not only for the individual but for the collectivity. He says, we have to substitute the lower, the ego, the divisive consciousness by God, which means unity. It is as if we are substituting the masters of our being; at present, the master of our being is our ego, but we can dethrone the ego and substitute it with God.

If indeed our aim be only an escape from the world to God, synthesis is unnecessary and a waste of time; for then our sole practical aim must be to find out one path out of the thousand that lead to God, one shortest
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possible of short cuts, and not to linger exploring different paths that end in the same goal. But if our aim be a transformation of our integral being into the terms of God-existence, it is then that a synthesis becomes necessary.

Obviously, we have to choose our own path. What is it that we want? If we want the Divine exclusively, then the old yoga masters tell us to find the shortcut and say ‘don’t waste time in the narrow lanes of life with desires and attachments.

Become an ascetic, take a shortcut, go to the mountains and reach your goal’. Integral Yoga, as we have said before, is not meant for all. It is meant for those, who by choice, consciously want to transform their being. If there were no transformation in Integral Yoga, then it would be as good as any other yoga. There are many things in other Indian yogas that are similar to the integral Yoga. It is only if we want to transform and change the lower nature that this Yoga has any significance for us. The change in one life may be quite insignificant but at least let us step onto this highway of the integral Yoga.

The method we have to pursue, then, is to put our whole conscious being into relation and contact with the Divine and to call Him in to transform our entire being into His. Thus in a sense God Himself, the real Person in us, becomes the sadhaka of the sadhana as well as the Master of the Yoga by whom the lower personality is used as the centre of a divine transfiguration and the instrument of its own perfection.

An essential part of Integral Yoga is “to put our whole being into relation and contact with the Divine”. It is not just to put our psychic being into contact with the Divine but the whole being. In the concluding paragraphs, we will see how we can make a contact independently on each level. The mind and the vital can have the contact and so can the body
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– all can have the direct contact, and in fact, we should be having it all independently and fully, so that in a sense God himself becomes the sadhaka at each stage.

In effect, the pressure of the Tapas, the force of consciousness in us dwelling in the Idea of the divine Nature upon that which we are in our entirety, produces its own realisation. The divine and all-knowing and all-effecting descends upon the limited and obscure, progressively illumines and energises the whole lower nature and substitutes its own action for all the terms of the inferior human light and mortal activity.

Perhaps, this is why the results are not so dramatic in the integral Yoga as they would be in other yogas. As he says,

“the pressure of the tapas, the force of consciousness in us”,

“produces its own realisation”. This is something that we have to understand. We must have a consistency of effort, what he calls the pressure of tapas, a call, an aspiration, as well as an effort to change. The change can be very minute, but he says, to keep putting the pressure. It is like the pressure in the egg given by the growing chick. There is persistent pressure and suddenly the egg cracks. From the outside, we do not know when the egg will crack. But the chick keeps putting pressure from within to come out. This effort within us will have its own results. And when the results come, they may not be very dramatic. We will not become overnight geniuses. But this energy, that we have got, now flows into the different parts of our being.

In the history of the Ashram, we have had so many great sadhaks. Externally, we hardly see any change but I can assure you that the efforts they have put into their own being, the vital, the mental and the physical are tremendous. We should not think that Nirodbaran, doing his physical exercises at the age of 95, will not go without results. Due to the pressure on
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his body, the body has not realised something in itself, but it will be passed on to others as well.

The beauty of this yoga is that the effort will not be left behind. We may say that I will die and go away, my soul will go away and I will take rebirth; what’s the use of my mental, vital or physical transformation? It is certainly not useless; we are making a collective effort. What I do in my outer being will have an influence on others who walk the path. That’s where the collectivity of integral Yoga comes in. Whatever we achieve, it will not be wasted. Let us not think that, after all, I will become old and die and so, let me just concentrate on the psychic being or let me just concentrate on the Divine consciousness; why bother to change the nature? It is not wasted. This is one Yoga where we are all connected; it will influence our children, our friends, our community and all others. Whatever transformation is made in our outer being, can help others on the path.

In psychological fact this method translates itself into the progressive surrender of the ego with its whole field and all its apparatus to the Beyond-ego with its vast and incalculable but always inevitable workings.

What is the meaning of turning over our entire being to the Divine? It means a progressive surrender of the ego. Look at the word “progressive.” No one can surrender the ego in one go. Sri  Aurobindo knows the problem and the reality.

So, he says it must be a progressive venture, a consciously progressive journey. It may be a failure but at least, let it be a failure in the attempt, not a failure in tamas, in forgetfulness.

Therefore, he says that there should be a progressive surrender of the ego.

Certainly, this is no short cut or easy sadhana. It requires a colossal faith, an absolute courage and above all an unflinching patience, For it implies three stages

208

Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga of which only the last can be wholly blissful or rapid, –

the attempt of the ego to enter into contact with the Divine, the wide, full and therefore laborious preparation of the whole lower Nature by the divine working to receive and become the higher Nature and the eventual transformation.

The very first step is to be in contact with the psychic being. The second step is the preparation of the whole nature. The second step is not chronologically after the first; these can all be done simultaneously, but rather they have to be done that way. As we are trying to get in contact with the psychic being, we must also simultaneously, try to change our lower nature. The third step is a faraway note: the eventual transformation.

...however, the divine Strength, often unobserved and behind the veil, substitutes itself for our weakness and supports us through all our failings of faith, courage and patience. It “makes the blind to see and the lame to stride over the hills.” The intellect becomes aware of a Law that beneficently insists and a succor that upholds; the heart speaks of a Master of all things and Friend of man or a universal Mother who upholds through all stumblings.

Therefore, this path is at once the most difficult imaginable and yet, in comparison with the magnitude of its effort and object, the most easy and sure of all.

Sri  Aurobindo describes Yoga with two phrases put together; it is the most “difficult imaginable” and yet “the most easy.” Someone said that they wanted “Yoga without tears.” This can be Yoga with tears, and it can be Yoga without tears. The conditions are “colossal faith”, “absolute courage”

and “unflinching patience”. With these three, it becomes most easy. But notice this phrase: “in comparison with the magnitude of its effort and object”. Why does Sri Aurobindo say that this Yoga becomes “the most easy and sure of all?”
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Try to imagine it this way. For example, we are following Rajayoga or Hathayoga or bhaktiyoga or karmayoga. What happens in practising yoga? Today I may not be in the mood to read, and intellectually I am not very alert. But I can perform some bhakti pujas – sing some bhajans or do something wherein my emotional being appeals to the Lord.

For example, go out into the garden and do something with the attitude that I am surrendering all this to the Mother.

In the integral Yoga, we have a wonderful scope of doing constant yoga because we can utilise any one of the three basic fundamentals of our existence – body, mind and life to connect to the Divine. Here, we have a broad base; therefore, it becomes a little easy. It isn’t that the effort is not there, but it is easy in the sense that we can follow any one of the modes of existence and that becomes an easy starting point to decrease and erase our ego.

The Mother makes an important distinction between egoism and ego.

Egoism is a relatively easy thing to correct, because everyone knows what it is. It is easy to discover, easy to correct, if one truly wants to do it and is bent on it.

But the ego is much more difficult to seize, because, in fact, to realise what the ego is one must already be out of it, otherwise one cannot find it out. (CWM 3: 240) You are wholly moulded from it. From head to foot, from the outermost to the innermost, from the physical to the spiritual, you are steeped in ego. It is mixed with everything and you are not aware of what it is. You must have already conquered it, come out of it, freed yourself from it, at least partially, at least in some little corner of your being somewhere, in order to realise what the ego is.

(Ibid)

This is what we normally call the process of observing our
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If we want to see what is on this table, we cannot see it from below, we have to go above it.

The ego is what helps us to individualise ourselves and what prevents us from becoming divine. It is like that. Put that together and you will find the ego. Without the ego, as the world is organised, there would be no individual and with the ego the world cannot become divine.

It would be logical to conclude, “Well, let us first of all become conscious individuals and then we shall send away the ego and become divine.” Only, when we have become conscious individuals, we have grown so accustomed to living with our ego that we are no longer able to discern it and much labour is needed to become aware of its presence. (Ibid)

Some people may think that they should become individuals first, find out their personalities, and capacities and then offer themselves to the Divine. But as the Mother beautifully says, it becomes too late because we so much fall in love with ourselves that we don’t want to give up our weaknesses, faculties, and drawbacks that we cherish.

She says, then much labour is required to become aware of the ego. Right from our childhood, parents and teachers should tell us that there is something called the ego, which is a helper now; however, right from now, start offering it to the Divine. We have to make that provision, that window of opening, right from our younger days; otherwise, when we grow old or middle-aged, we develop a solid fort of ego and ambition and then it is too difficult for it to break or offer it to the Divine.

On the other hand, everyone knows what egoism is.
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When you want to pull everything towards you and other people do not interest you, that is called egoism; when you put yourself at the centre of the universe and all things exist only in relation to you, that is egoism.

But it is very obvious, one must be blind not to see that one is egoistic, Everybody is a little egoistic, more or less and at least a certain proportion of egoism is normally acceptable; but even in ordinary life, when one is a little too egoistic, well, one receives knocks on the nose, because, since everyone is egoistic, no one much likes egoism in others. (Ibid: 240-241)

That is a normal social living. To an extent, people give us importance, but if we feel too important, people start pulling us down because they say you are stepping on our toes. We all have our own egoism. The definition of egoism is when we think and behave as if we are the centre of the universe –

that is egoism.

It is taken for granted, it is part of public morality. Yes, one must be a little bit egoistic, not too much, so it is not conspicuous! On the other hand, nobody speaks of the ego, because nobody knows it. It is such an intimate companion that one does not even recognise its existence; and yet so long as it is there one will never have the divine consciousness. (Ibid: 241)

This ego consciousness pervades our entire being to such an extent that the Divine Consciousness has got no place to enter us. It is to the extent that we withdraw the ego from the mind, from the body, from the vital that the Divine Consciousness can enter our being. It is not that the ego is one little part here and the rest of it is empty. As she says, the whole being is steeped in this ego. It may be a subtle ego, a sattwic ego, a spiritual ego but as she says, “so long as it is there one will never have the divine consciousness.”
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga The ego is what makes one conscious of being separate from others. If there were no ego, you would not perceive that you are a person separate from others. You would have the impression that you are a small part of a whole, a very small part of a very great whole. On the other hand, every one of you is most certainly quite conscious of being a separate person. Well, it is the ego that gives you this impression. As long as you are conscious in this way, it means that you have an ego.

When you begin to be aware that everything is yourself and that this is only a very small point in the midst of thousands and thousands of other points of the same person that you are everywhere, when you feel that you are yourself in everything and that there is no separation, then you know that you are on the way towards having no more ego. (Ibid)

When one loses one’s ego, then one begins to be aware that everything is oneself – not in the egoistic manner that I am the centre but that the entire universe is actually oneself.

This happens because of the oneness of consciousness. One feels that one’s individual bodily existence is only a very small point in the midst of thousands and thousands of other points of the same person, the divine Person. If we realise that, then we know that we are on the way to diminishing our ego.

There even comes a time when it is impossible to conceive oneself and say, “It is not I”, for even to express it in this way, to say that the All is you, that you are the All or that you are the Divine or that the Divine is you, proves that something still remains. (Ibid) You will see the beautiful effort to distinguish the “I” and

“the Divine” in Mother’s  Prayers and Meditations. Beautifully, she writes many times, that there is this “I” within me. The
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moment that I say “I,” I must separate from you. How much of “I” should be there? A lovely struggle is there!

There is a moment – this happens in a flash and can hardly stay – when it is the All that thinks, it is the All that knows, it is the All that feels, it is the All that lives.

There is not even... not even the impression that... you have reached that point.

Then it is all right. But until then, there is still a little remnant of ego somewhere; usually it is the part which looks on, the witness that looks on.

So do not assert that you have no more ego. It is not accurate. Say you are on the way towards having no more ego, that is the only correct thing to say.

I do not believe that it has happened to you, has it? – not yet! And yet it is indispensable, if you genuinely intend to know what the supramental is.

Now we have a different dimension here. And a very beautiful one — it is indispensable if you genuinely intend to know what the supramental is.

If you are a candidate for supermanhood, you must resolve to dispense with your ego, to go beyond it, for as long as you keep it with you, the supermind will be for you something unknown and inaccessible.

But if through effort, through discipline, through progressive mastery, you surmount your ego and go beyond it, even if only in the tiniest part of your being, this acts like the opening of a small window somewhere,...

Please mark – “this acts like the opening of a small window somewhere” – we can really have much hope in this.

...and by looking carefully through the window, you will be able to glimpse the supermind and that is a promise.

When you see it, you find it so beautiful that you immediately want to get rid of all the rest... of the ego !
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga Please note that I am not saying that you must be totally free from all ego in order to have a glimpse of the supramental; for then that would be something almost impossible. No, to be free from ego, just a little bit somewhere, in some corner of your being, even only a little corner of the mind; if it is the mind and the vital, it is well and good but if by chance – oh ! not by chance –

if by repeated efforts you have entered into contact with your psychic being, then the door is wide open. (Ibid: 241-242)

This conversation throws new light on our understanding.

One could have a glimpse of the supramental if there is one part in the mind where the mental ego is withdrawn or opens even for a split second. Of course, if we contact the psychic being, it could become a window to look towards the Supermind.

Through the psychic you can suddenly have a very clear and beautiful vision of what the supermind is, only a vision, not a realisation. That is the excellent way out but even without going so far as this beautiful realisation, the psychic realisation, if you succeed in liberating some part of your mind or your vital, that makes a kind of hole in the door, a keyhole; through this keyhole you have a glimpse, just a little peek. And that is already very attractive, very interesting. (Ibid: 242) The Supermind and egolessness are not wide apart. They are, in fact, very close to each other. The moment there is some withdrawal of the ego in some part of the being, Supermind could be glimpsed. So, Supermind is not very far.

It is waiting for us to open that little keyhole in that citadel of the mind, body and vital.

(18th August 2000)

Sri  Aurobindo first describes the need for the integral
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Yoga and then the method. The market is a very simple and straightforward one: it is the normal rhythm of Nature, and its action in us is an integral movement. If we see the human evolutionary history, we will find that Nature has always taken care to evolve humanity in a critical manner. Although it may have taken different sections of society for a particular evolution, on the whole we see that Nature is moving not only on the collective level but on the integral level.

Collectivity is the collective consciousness of humanity, but integral would mean all the different activities of the human being on different levels. That is how integral and collective are different.

Sri  Aurobindo uses the phrase here, that it is an

“integral movement.” That is, Nature moves from physical development to mental growth. Every child has to go through this development – the physical, the vital, the mental and the spiritual. Similarly, the human race also goes through these levels of evolution. Sri  Aurobindo has, as if, discovered the secret of Nature’s evolution, that it is not only the rhythm of Nature but that it is the evolution of the divine Himself. That is its ultimate truth. Why should we go against the current, which is the path that goes against an integral approach? To take the way that goes against collectivity is the path of asceticism. That would be the path of escaping and going to the Divine directly. Sri  Aurobindo tells us not to go against Nature’s own rhythm, the Divine’s own will. It is there that the integral Yoga comes in. It confirms “All life is a yoga of Nature seeking to manifest God within itself.” So, naturally, the integral Yoga is one with the rhythm of Nature’s own yoga. It is because of this that the integral Yoga has its immense importance.

Such is the necessity, and then what is the method of the integral Yoga? On the psychological level, it is a progressive surrender of the ego. That is the direct and total method.
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga Now for this progressive surrender of the ego, there are different paths and different ways, but the sole objective is to put our whole conscious being into relation and contact with the Divine. And then, part two, to bring down this divinity into our entire nature. That is the objective method – “The progressive surrender of the ego”. And this progressive surrender stands on a “colossal faith”; that means to give up the lower nature and let the higher nature work in us. This is a process that is total, direct, simple, and apparently complex but a path that is sure.

After describing the need and objective method of the integral Yoga, Sri  Aurobindo now describes, in the next paragraph, the changes brought in by the higher powers on the lower nature.

There are three outstanding features of this action of the higher when it works integrally on the lower nature. In the first place, it does not act according to a fixed system and succession as in the specialised methods of Yoga but with a sort of free, scattered and yet gradually intensive and purposeful working determined by the temperament of the individual in whom it operates, the helpful materials which his nature offers and the obstacles which it presents to purification and perfection.

These are the outstanding features of the integral Yoga.

Often we are asked, what is different about Integral Yoga vis-a-vis other yogas. This is a beautiful chapter that gives us the synoptic vision of the integral Yoga. This whole book is almost an elaboration of this single chapter. The outstanding features of this Yoga are that it can be started, as he says scattered and then gradually intensified. That is, anyone can start this Yoga at any point in his life. There are no restrictions that it must be taken up at a certain age or only men or women can do it. There is no division. We
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can start this Yoga at any stage in life, irrespective of our age.

What Sri  Aurobindo refers to as the helpful material and the obstacles in our nature are the elements related to our temperament and our stage in evolution. It is also related to all the positive and negative karma that we have gained in all our previous lives. Each one of us has our positive attributes, and this Yoga picks up from there. There are no qualifications that we need to have in order to start. We can take it up whenever and wherever we are.

“It does not act according to a fixed system and succession as in the specialised Yoga methods.” For example, in the eight-fold Path, some methods must be followed in succession – there are levels and layers that must be followed one after the other. But in the integral Yoga, there is no fixed system. Each one of us can go in a thousand different ways.

That is the marvellous thing about this Yoga: it takes our nature as it is, and no two persons need to follow the same path. That is why perhaps, in Integral Yoga, we cannot have a human guru because there is no single path. This path is as infinite as there are people following it. There is absolute freedom, and the essential temperament is taken into account. In this sense, each person on the path has their own method of Yoga. That is, in fact, the essence of spirituality.

Each one of us can approach the Divine in our own way. That is why Sri Aurobindo does not give us a booklet showing one, two, or three steps of doing the integral Yoga. But he says: In a sense, therefore, each man on this path has his method of Yoga. Yet are there certain broad lines of working common to all which enable us to construct not indeed a routine system but yet some kind of Shastra or scientific method of the synthetic Yoga.

The first point is to understand that although it has an infinite variation depending on the individual temperament
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Secondly, the process, being integral, accepts our nature such as it stands organised by our past evolution and without rejecting anything essential compels all to undergo a divine change.

In the integral Yoga, the present condition of the sadhaks is taken into consideration. Secondly, even the past births, whatever has been the person’s evolution, are taken into account by the Divine. No guru can help in such a situation because no human guru can know the evolutionary pattern of our psychic being. It is the Divine who knows our past births. That is why, when dealing with someone in the Ashram, the Mother would not only look at the person as he is today, but she would take into consideration his past births.

We can now imagine what a difficult thing it is to judge a person externally. Sometimes, there would be complaints to the Mother about someone who had misbehaved or had a bad character, and she was asked why she tolerated such actions. To this effect, the Mother’s reply would be, ‘Do you know what she was in her past births? I have to take into consideration her past births before I can give a judgment on this birth.’ The Mother could see this person’s karma because the individual suffering in this birth. This is what it means to have a total picture. We are not just an ‘X’ in this birth. Our psychic being has had a number of previous births.

In the integral Yoga, this past evolution of the psychic being is also considered. Two factors are taken into consideration: one, my present nature, the good and the bad; two, the evolutionary position of my psychic being, what it has been in the past and why it has taken birth in the present.

Therefore, a person may think that this birth he wants to
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achieve something, but then the Mother would shift that person into a different work area because she knows that his psychic being had not come for that. She would say that your psychic being needs this experience, so take up this work. I am taking into consideration the present and the past evolution of the individual.

Everything in us is seized by the hands of a mighty Artificer and transformed into a clear image of that which it now seeks confusedly to present. In that ever-progressive experience we begin to perceive how this lower manifestation is constituted and that everything in it, however seemingly deformed or petty or vile, is the more or less distorted or imperfect figure of some element or action in the harmony of the divine Nature.

We begin to understand what the Vedic Rishis meant when they spoke of the human forefathers fashioning the gods as a smith forges the crude material in his smithy.

In the second one, Sri  Aurobindo mentioned about the past births. Now about the present, he says, “In that ever-progressive experience, we begin to perceive how this lower manifestation is constituted and that everything in it...” No matter what position we are in – rich, poor, good, bad – each circumstance is made use of towards our realisation. Life becomes such a great challenge and a great joy, and of course, a struggle too. An iron smith takes a crude iron material, hammers it, and puts it in the fire to make instruments; similarly, in this process of “fashioning the gods”, the Divine fashions a fantastic tool from the crude material and brings out a beautiful shining soul. Everything in life is utilised for the process of purification. We are the raw material from which gods are being fashioned, and this natural material has both good qualities and impurities. But it is the divine

“Artificer,” the divine Iron-smith, who deals with each one of us according to our needs. If we are non-resistant, it
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Thirdly, the divine Power in us uses all life as the means of this integral Yoga. Every experience and outer contact with our world-environment, however trifling or however disastrous, is used for the work and every inner experience, even to the most repellent suffering or the most humiliating fall, becomes a step on the path to perfection. And we recognise in ourselves with opened eyes the method of God in the world, His purpose of light in the obscure, of might in the weak and fallen, of delight in what is grievous and miserable. We see the divine method to be the same in the lower and in the higher working; only in the one it is pursued tardily and obscurely through the subconscious in Nature, in the other it becomes swift and self-conscious and the instrument confesses the hand of the Master.

It is a beautiful thing at the level of ignorance where we cannot see the hand of God shaping us; we think all this is suffering, sorrow and grief. Sri Aurobindo tells us that it is the same process in Nature and Yoga, but in unconscious Nature, the process is tardy and obscure. It means that the Divine hand is there but hidden, and we feel that all this is labour.

But in Yoga, we become conscious that it is not we; it is someone else who is shaping us; we recognise, and surrender to the hand of the Divine. Then, he says, “it becomes swift and self-conscious, and the instrument confesses the hand of the Master.” If we can learn to see, at least mentally, the hand of the Master, all start to move swiftly. There need not be any feeling of helplessness and sorrow. Then we will see life moving at a galloping speed; everything happens so fast that we are almost breathless. We feel the touch of the hand behind our back and know that the Lord is pushing us. This
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swiftness comes only when we recognise the Lord. As long as we think that the hand that is working is our own hand, we have the hammer blows. When we say, my hand is being moved by that Supreme hand, the whole thing changes. It means that there is a fundamental change of attitude in all our work. There is no question of hierarchy in position; it is all the Divine’s work. We just need to say it is not me, not mine, it is He, and it is His. It is He who is doing it. It may be the vilest of things, as he puts it here, the most “repellent”

and “humiliating.” Out of our ego, we may commit the worst of blunders and the most heinous activities, and yet, if we can begin to see even in these activities his hand, all is changed.

All life is a Yoga of Nature seeking to manifest God within itself. Yoga marks the stage at which this effort becomes capable of self-awareness and therefore of right completion in the individual. It is a gathering up and concentration of the movements dispersed and loosely combined in the lower evolution.

The integral Yoga is nothing but a focused effort of Nature’s yoga. It is only a focus, bringing things together, just as a scientist would gather things in his laboratory. In the laboratory, he will put some things through chemicals and transform them and then use this new medicine for the world. Similarly, yoga is only a few individuals capable of condensing this yoga of Nature. Once they reduce it, they work on themselves; just as a scientist works in a laboratory, this individual works on himself. Their body, mind, vital, emotions, and soul become a living laboratory; in this, the person brings out a new vibration or a new consciousness.

This is precisely what the Mother and Sri  Aurobindo have done – their own body was their living laboratory. We can see in  Record of Yoga how consciously like a scientist he worked on his own body.
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga To summarise, in this approach of the integral Yoga all is taken into consideration, whatever is good and bad, just as we are; no qualifications are needed. Not only our present birth but our past births are taken into consideration. And through various processes, our outer nature is hammered into a godhead. All actions, all movements, all thoughts, however good, however bad, however humiliating, however sad or full of suffering, are all taken as part of Yoga.

We have seen the need, the object, the method and now the result. If we do all of this, what is the result of Yoga? It is an integral result.

First an integral realisation of Divine Being; not only a realisation of the One in its indistinguishable unity, but also in its multitude of aspects which are also necessary to the complete knowledge of it by the relative consciousness; not only a realisation of the unity in the Self but of unity in the infinite diversity of activities, worlds and creatures.

This is what people sometimes misunderstand: if there is unity with the Divine and I have realised my psychic being, isn’t that sufficient? It is not sufficient to realise the psychic being because it is in unity with the Divine Consciousness only; however, there are also its multidimensional aspects which are necessary for the complete experience of the Divine. The psychic consciousness gives us unity with divinity, but we must also realise unity with multiplicity which is the  raison d’etre of this Yoga. Let us read a conversation in this regard:

Disciple: Can one say that the psychic being always wants transformation? There are people who believe that the psychic being in evolution would and must want transformation. Only the Atman – the spirit – can merge into Laya in the infinite. Can not the developed psychic being turn to Laya – merging into the infinite? 
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Sri  Aurobindo: Yes, it can; it depends on whether it is in front or not. If it is in front then, as I said, it takes charge of the nature and then its aspiration will be for transformation but the developed psychic being can take any other spiritual direction, It depends on what direction the Divine within chooses. We cannot dictate to the soul what it shall choose; all are not compelled to transform their nature. (A.B.Purani,  Evening Talks: 628) We think that we are all meant and suited for the integral Yoga, but it is not so. He says, yes, the psychic realisation we must all attempt. The Mother had told me to realise my inner being, “for it is worth the trouble”. Yes, each one of us needs to do that, but the developed psychic being can take any other spiritual direction. Once we have the psychic realisation, we may or may not want to take up the transformation, or we may want to merge with the Divine. We may not want to come back into the evolution. So, it is up to the Divine; who am I to say that I am here to do this integral sadhana?

The Mother tells us first to realise our psychic being, then we will see what our psychic being wants. It may be the physical transformation, but that is up to the psychic to decide. We cannot dictate to the soul what it should choose. All are not compelled to transform their nature.

Disciple: What is the kind of transformation that takes place? 

Sri Aurobindo: The psychic transformation is the first one. Many yogis achieve this psychic transformation; it is the pure Bhakta-nature. But all spiritual men are not saints, of course, both can go together, sometimes.

Disciple: Is there a distinction between saints and spiritual persons? (Ibid)

We should clearly understand this, that people in the Ashram or outside world turn to Sri  Aurobindo and
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Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga yet misbehave. The criticism is, if you are a disciple of Sri  Aurobindo, how can you do this? When we ask that question, what is implied is that one should be a saint. In India and the rest of the world, we think a saint must be like this, all good and sattwic. So, why in this Ashram do people wear jeans and jackets and shorts and enjoy life? This is not our idea of a saint. But the question is, is there a distinction between saints and spiritual persons? Sri  Aurobindo explains this in  Evening Talks with A.B. Purani, Sri Aurobindo: Of course, there is; saints are limited by their psychic nature but spiritual men are not. The saint, generally, proceeds from and lives in the heart-center.

The spiritual man might live in other higher centers

– say, above the head, in the spiritual consciousness.

(Ibid)

So, it is not necessary that a spiritual person will be a saint; they could be, but it is not necessary.

Disciple: It is not quite clear to me – the distinction. 

Sri  Aurobindo: The saints live in the psychic being, that is, in the Purusha in the heart but the spiritual man might live above the head, I never felt like a saint myself

– though Maurice Magre calls me “a philosopher and a saint.” Krishna, for instance, was not a saint. A spiritual man may not always behave like a saint, he may have many other things in him like Rishi Durvasa.

Disciple: But saints are nearer to humanity; they are not like the Ishwar-Koti to whom no law applies. 

Disciple: in this Yoga one has to fight like Arjuna, in the battle of Kurukshetra, because it is a yoga of fight and battle. 

Sri  Aurobindo: Not necessarily; it depends on the nature of the being. There are some people, for instance,
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who when they meet the hostile forces in the vital or in dream begin to fight, while there are others who call for protection. If one has the psychic attitude one need not fight. Fighting is for the mental and the vital man; in the case of the mental type the fight is with ideas.

Disciple: Some people regard quarreling with the Divine as the psychic way. 

Sri Aurobindo: In that case many people are psychic in the Ashram. (Ibid:629)

Much light has been thrown on the psychic realisation here and on the difference between a saint and a spiritual person.

Related to this, for those who practice Integral Yoga, the welfare of humanity can be only a consequence and a result; it cannot be the aim. If all the efforts to improve human conditions have miserably failed in the end in spite of all the ardour and enthusiasm and self-consecration they have inspired, it is precise because the transformation of the conditions of human life can only be achieved by another preliminary transformation – the transformation of the human consciousness. At least, there must be the transformation of a few exceptional individuals capable of laying the foundations for a more widespread transformation.

(24th August 2000)

If we want to say in one sentence what is the result or expected aim of the integral Yoga, it is the realisation of the Divine and unity with the multitude. Then he elaborates on this by using terms given in the Bhagavad Gita. “Therefore, also, an integral liberation.” Normally we have heard of the moksha salvation, so in that terminology there is also a liberation or salvation in Integral Yoga, but it is again integral in its character.

226

Discourses on  The Synthesis of Yoga Not only the freedom born of unbroken contact and identification of the individual being in all its parts with the Divine,  sāyujyamukti, by which it can become free even in its separation, even in the duality; not only the sālokyamukti   by which the whole conscious existence dwells in the same status of being as the Divine, in the state of Sachchidananda; but also the acquisition of the divine nature by the transformation of this lower being into the human image of the divine,  sādharmyamukti,  and the complete and final release of all, the liberation of the consciousness from the transitory mould of the ego and its unification with the One Being, universal both in the world and the individual and transcendentally one both in the world and beyond all universe.

We have seen this concept in the Gita. We say we are supposed to have an integral realisation of the Divine. In the other yogas, as we have said, we might realise “one aspect of the Divine” – through knowledge, works, devotion, etc., but in Integral Yoga we say we must have an integral relationship with the Divine himself. Does it mean that the Divine has only these four aspects as described? The Divine is beyond even these four. What we need to realise is that these four aspects cover all the aspects of human nature.

The next sentence says, “...the complete and final release of all, the liberation of the consciousness from the transitory mould of the ego and its unification with the One Being, universal both in the world and the individual and transcendentally one both in the world and beyond all universe.” This is where the integral Yoga comes in per se.

This was still the Bhagavad Gita, not yet the integral Yoga.

Integral Yoga takes up these three forms, knowledge, bhakti, and works, plus it adds another dimension – that of the universality or the collectivity, otherwise, this could be only a relationship between the individual and the transcendental,
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the relation between oneself and the Divine. But that is not sufficient. Integral Yoga says that this realisation must also be on the collective level. Therefore, Sri Aurobindo goes beyond the Gita itself. Please note that both the terms realisation and liberation are used in the next paragraph. Realisation of the Divine and unity with the multiplicity: that is the first realisation and these are the three liberations: By this integral realisation and liberation, the perfect harmony of the results of Knowledge, Love and Works.

For there is attained the complete release from ego and identification in being with the One in all and beyond all. But since the attaining consciousness is not limited by its attainment, we win also the unity in Beatitude and the harmonised diversity in Love, so that all relations of the play remain possible to us even while we retain on the heights of our being the eternal oneness with the Beloved.

We not only have “unity in Beatitude” but also “the harmonised diversity in Love.” This means the essential experience behind these three facets is the experience of Ananda, the beatitude, and sat-chit-ananda. However, one could be stationed in that Ananda and remain there, but in the integral Yoga, because we are embracing the collectivity, there is harmonised diversity in love.

Elsewhere, Sri  Aurobindo describes Supermind with the terminology in the Vedas –  satyam, ritam, brihat.

The definition given in the Vedas of  satyam is truth and harmony in diversity. It is not just truth by itself, it is a truth that maintains a harmony in diversity. It is the supramental consciousness. Here, the integral Yoga not only brings the divine Ananda aspect but also gives a sense of oneness with the multiplicity. This sense of oneness is not mental, it is much more – a sense of compassion, love and unity. Unless and until one has this sense of oneness or this love for the
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And by a similar wideness, being capable of a freedom in spirit that embraces life and does not depend upon withdrawal from life, we are able to become without egoism, bondage or reaction the channel in our mind and body for a divine action poured out freely upon the world.

This is the ultimate aim of the integral Yoga. The aim is to become a channel in body, mind and life of a divine action:

“for a divine action poured out freely upon the world.”

Doesn’t Bhagavad Gita say the same thing? It is what Sri Krishna tells Arjuna, that when he fights for the world, he is not the fighter; Lord Krishna is the fighter. Do not think he is the doer, Lord Krishna is the doer. So, continue to fight, continue to act for the sake of the world. That is the idea given by the Gita. Now, what is the difference between what Sri Krishna and Sri Aurobindo say? These are two different kinds of channels. In the Gita, the channel is only one of these unions where there is a psychic union with the Divine.

One becomes a channel of his force through the psychic into the world. In Sri Aurobindo’s Yoga, the channel is open on all levels. Not only through the psychic but through the mind, through life and through the body. In Integral Yoga, there are four channels of action vis-a-vis the world; whereas, in Gita’s yoga, there is one central divine contact and one channel.

It is a powerful channel, no doubt but nevertheless, it is not that multi-tiered channel. Moreover, to become a channel
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on all the four levels, one needs to undergo transformation.

One cannot be a channel of mind, body and life without transforming them. This is the difference. Let’s not make the mistake and think that both Sri Krishna and Sri Aurobindo have said the same thing. There is an immense difference not only in the number of channels but in the need for transformation of the being, to become the channel.

The divine existence is of the nature not only of freedom, but of purity, beatitude and perfection. An integral purity which shall enable, on the one hand, the perfect reflection of the divine Being in ourselves and on the other the perfect outpouring of its Truth and Law in us in the terms of life and through the right functioning of the complex instrument we are in our outer parts, is the condition of an integral liberty. Its result is an integral beatitude, in which there becomes possible at once the Ananda of all that is in the world seen as symbols of the Divine and the Ananda of that which is not-world. And it prepares the integral perfection of our humanity as a type of the Divine in the conditions of the human manifestation, a perfection founded on a certain free universality of being, of love and joy, of play of knowledge and of play of will in power and will in unegoistic action. This integrality also can be attained by the integral Yoga.

Perfection includes the perfection of mind and body so that the highest results of Rajayoga and Hathayoga should be contained in the widest formula of the synthesis finally to be affected by mankind.

Perfection includes not only the inner being or Atman that we have attained but also the perfection of the external nature. By doing the integral Yoga, we get the results of other yogas, but still, there is a difference. Does the integral Yoga yield the same results as Rajayoga? No. One may reach the
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Here, it is a more dynamic Samadhi than is attained in Rajayoga which is a passive Samadhi. What do we mean by passive and dynamic Samadhi? In a passive Samadhi, we are withdrawn from the contact with the world. But in Sri  Aurobindo’s Yoga, Samadhi is a state of consciousness wherein we receive a command from the Divine to act in the world; so, there is a contact maintained with the universe and the world. We attain an extra dimension of Samadhi in the integral Yoga. This is how we attain the higher achievements of other yogas, plus something more. We not only get the best of other yogas but also the added dimension of universality.

At any rate a full development of the general mental and physical faculties and experiences attainable by humanity through Yoga must be included in the scope of the integral method. Nor would these have any  raison d’être unless employed for an integral mental and physical life.

Such a mental and physical life would be in its nature a translation of the spiritual existence into its right mental and physical values.

We are often asked about spiritual values. What are they?

This is of prime importance for our Yoga because very often we don’t know what values to follow. We can take up even the simplest value: “Tell the truth.” A simple thing like that, is it a value in our spiritual life or is it a moral, religious or ethical value? This simple value, can it be changed, or can it be reviewed in the light of the Gita or the light of Integral Yoga?

For the future which is going to be the spiritual age, all these values have to be revamped. We cannot bring in religious values and say these are a necessary part of the spiritual life; not at all. One such value, which is highly praised in India, is to respect one’s elders: a value that has been followed as a tradition; but in the new spiritual society, this may be
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challenged. What is the worth of this value? For centuries values have guided us and now for the future can we have a different set of values? Values could mean that spiritual experience is translated as a guide to our life. That would be a very interesting and useful study. As Sri Aurobindo says, “life would be in its nature a translation of the spiritual existence into its right mental and physical values.”

Thus we would arrive at a synthesis of the three degrees of Nature and of the three modes of human existence which she has evolved or is evolving. We would include in the scope of our liberated being and perfected modes of activity the material life, our base and the mental life, our intermediate instrument.

Nor would the integrality to which we aspire be real or even possible, if it were confined to the individual.

Since our divine perfection embraces the realisation of ourselves in being, in life and in love through others as well as through ourselves, the extension of our liberty and of its results in others would be the inevitable outcome as well as the broadest utility of our liberation and perfection. And the constant and inherent attempt of such an extension would be towards its increasing and ultimately complete generalisation in mankind.

This is a far-off dream, but this shows us how an individual gets into a group and these groups expand and eventually one day become the generalised condition in humanity. It is not difficult to understand when we remember that Nature is trying to mentalise humanity; mentalise not in the negative sense of the word, mentalise means to bring humanity to the level of mental consciousness. We are not yet all in the mental consciousness – many are on the mental-vital and maybe on the vital-physical level. There is a pyramid of consciousness: the physical, the physical-vital, the vital-mental, the mental-vital and the mental. It is a high pyramid with many levels. It
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Nature is trying to do all kinds of things. One of the first things was religion which tried to uplift man from the vital to the occult level. In one of the later chapters of  The Life Divine, Sri  Aurobindo mentions four efforts of mankind: religion, occultism, spiritual philosophy and spiritual experience. He says these are the four methods that Nature is using in order to evolve humanity. Religion has been the lowest, which is why it is so widespread all over humanity.

Religion’s first step was to universalise itself: every human being born on this earth had some religion. It has succeeded in making humanity a religious lot. It has made mankind aware of a higher life using physical methods of ceremonies and rituals. There may be some thought or emotion in it, but most are attached to this religious frame because they are on the physical level. For those who transcend the physical consciousness, those rituals are not needed. But that is the general tendency of the human consciousness; we want to cling to the physical. Nature has provided, through religion, this physical substance called the elevation of human consciousness from the purely physical into a kind of occult level. There are other layers of human consciousness which attain occult knowledge.

Occultism is knowledge of the worlds beyond this earth that is achieved by those who are more or less physical-mental, who have attained some control over the other worlds. But then there is a higher level of spiritual philosophy. For the past few centuries, Nature has been trying to bring humanity to a kind of pure thought level, so that we may be influenced by spiritual thought.

Sri  Aurobindo has given a blueprint; it will require our patience, perseverance, devotion and the will to know.
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Although we seek knowledge and it is written in golden letters, do we have the time and eyes to see it? He tells us that the next level to be developed is the pure thought level. Please remember that this is the line of development for general humanity. What I am trying to explain is the generalisation of a particular consciousness in humanity.

So far, we have achieved the level of religion and to some extent the level of occultism; the next effort is the spiritual thought. Today, we see all over the world this outburst of spiritual thought. We may go to any country in the West or in the East, and the best books are on spiritual thought. With the help of Science and Technology, humanity could rise to a mental level. It has also helped to make the mind purer. We are using technology with the sense of pure mind attached to it. As we have been discussing in previous chapters, Nature’s conscious effort is now to mentalise mankind. It has achieved it to a great extent, not in numbers but in intensity and now, spiritual thought is bursting forth into human consciousness.

That is a necessary precondition for the next step which is the spiritual experience or spirituality. There are many rungs of evolution existing simultaneously.

Sri  Aurobindo tells us that the spiritual age is there on the horizon. The first rays of the sun are visible, no doubt.

There is a pyramidal structure – religion, occultism, spiritual thought and spirituality. Sri  Aurobindo Ashram represents the apex of that pyramid of the spiritual evolution. It is trying to do something, to experience the dawn on the peak. We can imagine the difficulty for people standing on the apex, having these strings of spiritual thought and ideals. Some are there on the occult level, some are there on the spiritual level, and some still want religiosity. This is the gamut of the people here. We have all been put on that peak, and therefore, we have an immense problem as well as an immense responsibility. We have been blessed, no doubt but are we
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The divinising of the normal material life of man and of his great secular attempt of mental and moral self-culture in the individual and the race by this integralisation of a widely perfect spiritual existence would thus be the crown alike of our individual and of our common effort. Such a consummation being no other than the kingdom of heaven within reproduced in the kingdom of heaven without, would be also the true fulfilment of the great dream cherished in different terms by the world’s religions.

The widest synthesis of perfection possible to thought is the sole effort entirely worthy of those whose dedicated vision perceives that God dwells concealed in humanity.

That is a wonderful conclusion! “The widest synthesis of perfection possible to thought...” Sri  Aurobindo is, as if offering this book, his efforts, to those who believe inwardly and deeply in this vision that God dwells concealed in humanity. If we believe in this, then it is easy to believe that it is God who is evolving out of humanity. It is not the evolution of mankind but the evolution of God himself. In this evolution, the integral Yoga is the path, the method, and the passage.

(31st August 2000)
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