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IN MOTHER’S WORDS: “These worldly ties are transitory. Today they seem to be the be-all and end-all of life,

and tomorrow they vanish. Your real tie is with God.”

Dedicated to Holy Mother
Spring 1999, Volume 5, Issue 1
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LIFE’S STRUGGLES: REMINDERS OF SOMETHING MORE

Sri Sarada Devi managed a household, cooked, cleaned,
and was surrounded by family members who caused her
no end of trouble. Due to the death of her younger brother
and insanity of her sister-in-law, she assumed the lifelong
care of her niece, Radhu. We can identify with such a life.
It inspires faith that Mother truly understands our struggles.
When she speaks of patience and forbearance, we can lis-
ten and learn because her life reflects our own. And if we
pay close attention to her actions, we discover that patience
and forbearance do not mean resigning oneself to less than
expected. Rather they represent Mother’s
positive embrace of the world around her.
Knowing this world was not the whole of
Reality, she was able to accept it without
making demands. For this same reason,
whenever necessary, she possessed the
strength to withstand unreasonable de-
mands on her. Mother’s day-to-day example
gives us a glimpse of Truth by showing us a
different way to approach and embrace life,
as well as how to let it go.

Radhu was in Mother’s constant care well
into her adulthood. Yet a change was ob-
served as Mother approached death. While
she received other visitors despite the ob-
jection of those attending her during her final days, Mother
refused even to look at her niece and forbade her to enter
the room. Sri Sarada Devi is described as being a mother-
heart of compassion. What caused such seemingly uncar-
ing and paradoxical behavior? Mother gives a clue. She tells
us that after Sri Ramakrishna’s death, he appeared to her
and placed a child in her arms. “This is your yogamaya,”
he told her. After the Master had left the body, Sri Sarada
Devi’s naturally high plane of existence lost its moorings
within the world. The Master was now free. Likewise,
Mother longed to be free from the bonds of physical life.
Yet Sri Ramakrishna had left Mother behind for a reason.
She had work to do. Something was needed to draw her
mind back to the world. Mother recognized Radhu as the

child Sri Ramakrishna had placed in her arms.
Radhu, Mother’s niece, her thread of union with this

world, was certainly not the pleasant, ideal, loving child
we would expect to be associated with Mother. A willful
child and unstable adult, Radhu was a constant source of
aggravation and trouble. It is recorded that she was even
physically abusive to Mother. We expect our life will one
day be perfect and carefree, and often resent anyone or
anything which “spoils” our dream. Surely Sri Sarada Devi
deserves the life we seek for ourselves?

 Yet Mother did not reject Radhu out of
disappointment or bitterness. When her life
was drawing to an end, she withdrew from
the one thread of attachment which held
her mind in the world. She knew her work
was finished and that she had remained be-
hind solely to help others understand that
life offers us so much more than a pleas-
ant, happy existence. We cling to our
worldly attachments because we have for-
gotten our true nature. Gradually, through
disenchanting blows, we come to want
more from life. We expand our horizon to
seek what is enduring. How much longer
would our spiritual journey be if Mother

offered us only pleasant experiences, if her life did not mir-
ror our own?

This world is alluring, after all. Consider the story of Vishnu
who, having incarnated as a pig and finished his mission, found
it quite pleasant to remain a pig. Not until Shiva came to
pierce Vishnu’s pig body did the Lord emerge laughing. Being
a pig was divine play to him!

Like Vishnu, Mother knew her true identity. As she herself
put it: a realized soul laughs upon leaving the body, while we
weep, being ignorant of our true nature. Until it was time for
her to leave the world, Mother remained bound for our sake
through her attachment to Radhu. She did so in a way
consistent with Truth, without hint or suggestion that life
founded on worldly attachments is meant to be ideal.
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IN HOLY COMPANY

In this issue our reader contribution is from Uma Ahuja of Thou-
sand Oaks, CA, whose inspiring account of her r ecent visit to Sri
Sarada Math will strike a familiar chord in many.

My aunt, Pratibha Puri, and I visited Sri Sarada Math in
late October. My aunt, who lives in Delhi, is well known
to many of the nuns and they were so happy to have her
there. What a blessing it is to be able to go and stay there,
as it does not happen without Mother’s Will. I feel very
grateful to Pravrajika Shraddhapranaji for letting us come
then because everyone was extremely busy with the Sister
Nivedita Girls’ School Centenary celebrations. There were
many guests staying at the Math at this time.

This was my second trip to Dakshineswar. It amazes me
how in such a crowded and busy city there is a Math which
is so peaceful. It seems like all the bustle and mundane
daily strife stops at the gate and walls of the Math. When I
enter those gates, a certain peace seems to surround me.
Even the chatter of my mind seems to slow down. I feel
that nothing can touch me, as if I am totally protected. It
is like going to your Mother’s house. She greets you with
so much unconditional love. This is the feeling I got when
I saw Pr. Shraddhapranaji. She personified Mother with all
her love and gentle care. All the nuns were so loving and
considerate. Each would greet us with smiles of welcome.

President Mataji had just returned from a trip and was
unwell, yet she graciously gave us darshan twice during
our trip. Her smiling face is hard to forget. Even though
she was tired, she answered my questions with love.

I would also wait eagerly each day to have an interview
with Revered Pravrajika Shraddhapranaji. And she never
disappointed me. I know how busy she is, yet she met with
us several times. My mind was full of questions and she
answered each one patiently with love. I know I asked her
some questions again and again and yet she was like Mother,
full of concern for me. How can I ever forget those pre-
cious moments in her company?

I was not able to meet Pr. Amalapranaji when she toured
California on her last trip. However I had heard tapes of
her talks and had a great desire to meet her in person. I
mentioned this to Pr. Shraddhapranaji. She arranged for
us to meet. I felt the greatest joy to be in Amalapranaji’s
presence. Her smile stays in my mind. I asked her many
questions and she sat there looking at me with so much
love and answered them at great length. Those few mo-
ments are so special for me. She really made me believe
that if I wanted to I could find God in this lifetime. Seeing
the radiant faces of all the nuns around me, I believed her.

Archana and Ambika, American devotees from Sacra-

mento, were also staying at the Math. I met them for the
first time, but felt like I was meeting family. I relished the
moments we spent talking on the patio outside our rooms
overlooking the Ganges. It gave me a warm feeling to know
that they would be near me in California and that we had
shared something wonderful together.

I think of  attending the early morning prayers and arati
with all the nuns. Recalling the nun conducting the early
morning prayers, her radiant face stays with me. Some-
thing funny happened to me there. During the early morn-
ing meditation in the temple, I would hear all kinds of
noises while I was sitting there. I would hear the birds, the
cows, dogs and even loud music! But none of this would
bother me. Even all that sounded just right! Yes, the temple
is like a sanctuary surrounded by the daily life. Nothing
from the outside angers you here.

I just loved the food in the Math. And they do feed you
very well. The nuns said that the food was simple but it
tasted absolutely delicious to me. I know I cannot prepare
those dishes here. I cannot get that very important ingre-
dient called Love which they use in all of their prepara-
tions. I cannot buy that in any store.

On the last day, we went to the Kali temple. This time I
saw things from a different perspective. On our first trip
the Pravrajika who accompanied us had very graciously
talked to us about Thakur’s experiences at the temple.
During this visit I kept remembering the incidents she had
related to us, which made everything become so real. Also,
I had read Usha Harding’s book on Mother Kali, which
relates so many things which make going to the temple
meaningful. We sat in Thakur’s room for a while. It was so
crowded that there was not much room or quiet. Yet, I saw
people sitting there so peacefully, totally unaffected by any-
thing. I hoped that I would be like that someday.

It is hard to put into words the feelings I experienced in
the Math. It is like an oasis in a desert. It is true what is
said about holy company. It forces you to make a better
person of yourself. It gives you confidence. I take it as
Mother’s blessing to be able to visit there. My many many
thanks to Her. My sincere gratitude to Her.

MISSING AN ISSUE OF SAMVIT?
Samvit Journal is published by Sri Sarada Math twice

yearly. Foreign subscriptions are sent via airmail and should
arrive in the Unites States and Canada by March and Sep-
tember. If you are a subscriber residing within these coun-
tries and have not received an expected issue of Samvit
within a reasonable time, Sri Sarada Society will happily
help locate and replace your missing issue. We also process
subscriptions and renewals. Renew now for 1999!
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Continued on page 4: WILSON

Questions in this column are from lectures given in the United States
by Pravrajika Vivekaprana of Sri Sarada Math, New Delhi. (Com-
piled and edited by Edith D. Tipple)

Q: How do you let go in terms of bhakti?
Take as an example Sri Ramakrishna's attachment to

one image. As one pays more attention to one image, giv-
ing all one's emotional energy to that one image of God,
one let's go of the ego. That is bhakti.

Q: Could you speak about emotion? How to use emotions in
spiritual life or what to do with them? Can they be useful?

Of course, otherwise there would be no progress. The
best use of emotion in religious, spiritual, life has been to
turn it towards God, enjoyment of God’s company, God’s
vision. That is religious language. Expressed in philosophi-
cal language, the search for truth needs a lot of energy,
terrible energy, to help you concentrate your mind. You
have to constantly convert the energy of the emotions of
life into that. We need emotional energy to feel for what
we are saying. We need to feel for what we are listening to.
If we don’t feel anything, our minds will not take it in.

Q: Is meditation something that you do just in the morning,
do you try to focus your mind all the time?

Well, the science of Vedanta says that all your experi-
ences can be tapped, you can turn your attention to which-
ever activity you are doing in such a way that instead of
being more and more divided, they can lead you back to a
sense of unity and fulfillment. But since we have become
externalized, it is very difficult and you need training for
some time, therefore there has to be a separate set time for
doing it intensely, which is meditation, but the method
has to be applied to all human activity.

Q: Why is the spiritual path so difficult?
When the material world around us is so real, when we

can see it and touch it and, nevertheless, the scientist has
not been able to show what is real in it after researching it
for so long, how much more difficult is the search when
you come to something as subtle as consciousness itself? It
is difficult because we are it. The final answer is, “I am it!”
But we love to play games, not with ourselves, but with
our images. We create experience. Through millions and
millions of years of evolution, we have created the gadget
through which to get the experience, the mind and the
body. This is what the final answer is: we create body after
body so that we can play the game again and again and
again — until we see through the game and realize that we
have been making it all up.

Pravrajika Vivekaprana

ON SPIRITUAL PRACTICE

Q: Why does spiritual life start out so much fun and then it
becomes not so exciting?

In the beginning you need a lot of energy and a lot of
emotion. As you proceed, emotion changes into a kind of
perseverance, persistence, holding on to the last. I would
say that is the difference.

A LASTING CONTRIBUTION
This article is the second in a series highlighting Western women
devotees who have played a role in shaping Vedanta’s history.

In his preface to The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna Swami
Nikhilananda writes, “Miss Margaret Woodrow Wilson and
Mr. Joseph Campbell have worked hard in editing my trans-
lation.” Joseph Campbell is known for introducing the sig-
nificance of myth into modern thought. But the name Mar-
garet Woodrow Wilson also fosters recognition.

It was in Swamiji’s Cottage at Thousand Island Park that
I came across a history of the United States written by
Woodrow Wilson, given to Swami Nikhilananda by the
President’s daughter, Margaret. It interested me to learn
that Swami had requested these volumes and that Marga-
ret had given them on the condition that he read them,
since he had encouraged my own interest in history.

Margaret had retired to India long before I first came to
the Ramakrishna-Vivekananda Center in 1951, but clearly
she was held in great esteem. Older disciples related in-
stances and told of her important role in translating M.’s
Sri Ramakrishna Kathamrita into English. Swami himself
indicated that Margaret had insight into how words should
read. She would stop his tendency toward excessive prose
by asking him to imagine himself seated in Sri
Ramakrishna’s room with the disciples, listening to the
Master’s own words. This helped him capture and convey
into English the simple imagery and beauty of the original
Bengali text.

Margaret was born in 1886, the year Sri Ramakrishna
died. In a book about their father, Eleanor Wilson offers
us a colorful glimpse into her older sister’s character and
their Presbyterian family life.

Margaret never lied. She was “defiantly truthful.” She was
“vividly intelligent and interested in other people” ....A leader
in everything.... I looked up to her with awe and admiration:
she was so fearless, so energetic, so independent. I spent count-
less hours of my life follo wing Margie, wringing my hands
and begging her to “come down” or “come back”.  She had a
passion for being alone.

Margaret, Jessie and I walked to chur ch with father and
mother every Sunday morning, rain or shine. Every Sunday
we read religious books that mother had car efully chosen to

mailto:srisarada@juno.com
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WILSON: Continued from page 3
improve our minds and char acter. No games or songs w ere
permitted on Sunday... no unnecessary work of any sort was
done on the Sabbath. F ather and mother lo ved poetry and
took turns reading it aloud. F avorites were Wordsworth,
Shakespeare and Browning.... A deep happy peace permeated
the household... much laughter and teasing and warm friend-
liness...

An early love for fine music brought Margaret to New
York City where she studied music and took voice lessons.
Throughout the first World War she gave frequent recitals
in many American cities and at Army camps, the former
usually for the benefit of the Red Cross. Leaving for France
in October 1918, she spent the next eight months visiting
camps to entertain troops in the Allied armies.  A New York
Times critic wrote that her voice has “a sympathetic qual-
ity, which is its most commendable attribute” and that she
sang “with intelligence and feeling and without affecta-
tion”. Margaret also arranged concerts for her talented
musical contemporaries and was responsible for bringing
the famous pianist, Paderewski, to the White House dur-
ing her father's presidency.

Margaret’s introduction to Vedanta in the early 1930’s
ignited within her the deep devotion to Sri Ramakrishna
which would prove beneficial to future Western devotees
who now read The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna. It was a last-
ing spiritual commitment, one which led Margaret to take
a five-year residence at Sri Aurobindo’s Ashram in
Pondicherry, India, where she remained until her death on
February 12, 1944 at the age of 57. Interviewed a year
earlier by a New York Times correspondent, she was quoted
as saying, “ I am not homesick. In fact, I never felt more at
home anywhere  any time in my life.” Her name at the
ashram was Dishta meaning “leading to the discovery of
the divine self in every human being.”

Betty Robinson

INTER-NET-CONNECTED
“How much the worldwide web mirrors the Divine Mother's web of
creation, Maya!..”  From Holy Mother’s Cyber-Tantu

http://www2.scescape.com/saradama/

 Since Mother’s website made its debut, the Internet has
become a way of life. From behind computer screens people
access a vast “space” of information, entertainment and com-
merce.  Maya is said to have a veiling power, which causes us
to forget the Truth, and a revealing power, which lights our
path back to it. Both of these are reflected in cyberspace.

Among beacons of light, Vedanta has kept pace in es-
tablishing an “internet presence.” An increasing number
of devotees,  Vedanta centers, and related organizations
throughout the world now have websites. No longer ham-
pered by physical distance, there is an emerging sense of
connectedness. Devotees sharing a common quest now
meet via email lists, letters, and discussions. Visiting one
Vedanta site, you find it contains links to others. This link-
ing of sites, and sharing of spiritual thoughts and ideals
through email, is helping build a feeling of a Vedanta com-
munity. Just last month, for example, Mother’s site was
invited to link with the Vivekananda Centre in London.

While there is not room to list URLs in this article, we
are in the process of updating links within Holy Mother’s
site to focus on Internet resources for devotee association.
One resource is the Vivekananda Foundation Message Fo-
rum. Facilitating discussion on a wide range of topics,
posted comments appear automatically. After adding your
message, chose to read posted replies or have them sent to
you by email.  You can access the Forum by visiting the
Vivekananda Foundation at http://www.vivekananda.org/
 where a detailed “Help” menu will assist you in navigating
through message board options. This cyberspace forum of-
fers a worldwide avenue for spiritual interaction.

Jayanti
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IN MOTHER’S WORDS: “Our essential point is love. It is through love alone that the spiritual family

of Sri Ramakrishna has grown and developed.”

Dedicated to Holy Mother
Fall 1999, Volume 5, Issue 2

Sri Sarada Society Notes
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SRI SARADA DEVI: DIVINITY AT WORK IN THE WORLD

Our consideration of Holy Mother is adapted fr om an article b y
Pravrajika Mokshaprana, published in Samvit, March 1980. We
did not understand Mataji’s reference to Mother as ‘a shefali flower’
and were delighted to receive the following note from Swami Sar-
vatmananda in San Diego, California. “A shefali, seuli in Bengali,
is a small white flower with a red stem. It blooms in the thousands
at night during Durga P uja season. It has a soft, sw eet fragrance
and usually falls onto the ground. As it blooms at night, it is unpol-
luted by bees and daytime activities. Sometimes a clean white cloth
is spread beneath the tree to collect the blossoms for use in worship.”

The malady of the present age is the loss of faith or
shraddha. Having no shraddha to live by and tormented by
an inordinate desire to enjoy life, man is tossed between
doubt and despair. He has no goal before him. He has lost
his sense of values. Indeed, humanity today is at the cross-
roads. However, in this age of uncertainty there have been
noble lives which act as beacon lights. The simple and un-
sophisticated lives of Sri Ramakrishna and Sri Sarada Devi
serve  as such to lead men towards the Supreme Goal.

Outwardly Mother’s life seems to have nothing outstand-
ing about it. Yet how pure, pious and wonderful it is! Her
life is an untouched ‘shefali’ flower at the feet of God.

As long as Sri Ramakrishna was there in his mortal frame
it pleased Mother to stay in the background. It was only
after his passing away that she appeared before us in her
full glory. Prayer, sacrifice, austerity, self-control—all that we
desire most in spiritual life—may be seen blended so natu-
rally in the simple character of Holy Mother that they found
expression in her daily activities, her conversation, her deal-
ings with people, and also in the very way she discharged
her duties towards her relatives. Day and night she went
about her domestic chores, serving her devoted children
and looking after  all the members of her vast household.
She was quite oblivious of her own interests. Her love for
her children broke all borders of caste and creed and
prompted her to serve them tirelessly. This is possible only
when the mind rises above all mundane desires. As I think
of it, my mind fills with wonder. When Sri Ramakrishna’s
mind soared high in a lofty state of superconsciousness, he

entered into samadhi. But when Holy Mother’s mind rose
to such heights, she attended to the minutest needs of her
devotees. The result was that no one noticed her natural
state of samadhi. No one, therefore, could gauge the depth
of her divine personality. It was only by her grace that one
could sometimes have a glimpse of her unfathomable love
and compassion, and marvel at her divinity.

If we study each of the aspects of her␣ life as revealed to us
we shall see with wonder that she manifested perfection in
everything she did in her daily life. And this is what we should
aim at, namely, manifestation of the perfection already in us.
The more we dwell upon her divine life, the more shall we feel
benefitted and blessed.

Revered Pravrajika Mokshaprana
December 15, 1915—August 31, 1999

Sri Sarada Society joins devotees around the world in
loving memory of Pravrajika Mokshaprana. Affectionately
and reverently known as Mataji, Pravrajika Mokshaprana
became the second president of Sri Sarada Math and Ra-
makrishna Sarada Mission in April 1973, serving as spiri-
tual guide for this women's monastic order.
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LIFELONG DEDICATION
This article is the third in a series highlighting Western women devo-
tees who have played a role in shaping Vedanta’s history.

Swami Tathagatananda, head of the New York Vedanta
Society, writes in a booklet dedicated to the Genét sisters,
“A life above the ordinary and the search for fulfillment in
one’s higher self has been the quest for many gifted souls
who often become the silent creative leaders of mankind.”

Jeanne and Rolande Genét were two such souls. Born
one year apart to a well-to-do French Canadian family, they
pursued artistic careers in New York City, where they moved
with their mother in 1924 following their father’s sudden
death. Jeanne, the older of the two, was heard playing vio-
lin on one of the earliest radio broadcasts, and Rolande
became a professional dancer. Happening upon Prophets of
New India by Romain Rolland, the sisters were profoundly
inspired. In 1933 they learned of the Vedanta Society of
New York and attended Sunday service. Hearing Swami
Bodhananda, disciple of Swamiji and spiritual leader of
the Center, marked the turning point for the two young
women in their twenties. The Swami became a spiritual
father to the sisters, and Rolande came to live at the Cen-
ter to serve him when his health deteriorated, identifying
herself completely with the life of the Society.

Upon an invitation from Swami Pavitrananda, then head
of the Center, Jeanne and her Mother came to live with
Rolande in the Society’s basement in 1951. Their sincerity
and genuine spirit of service, despite the difficult living
conditions, were a deep source of inspiration to others.
When Rolande passed away in full consciousness in 1960,
she had rendered 27 years of selfless service to the Society.

Although Mrs. Genét, affectionately called Maman by
everyone, never fully shared her daughters’ passion for
Vedanta, she served unstintingly. At the age of 95, she was
doing the Swami’s laundry one day, as usual, when she fell
ill. Taken to the hospital, she died in her sleep two days
later.  Ironically, Maman had taken her daughters out of
convent school when they were small, fearing they would
become nuns.

 Jeanne survived the passing of both her sister and her
mother, becoming a beacon of light, strength and forti-
tude coupled with a soft and gentle nature. She served as
Secretary of the Society from 1957 until her death in Au-
gust of 1998.

Swami Vivekananda’s message of strength, service and
refinement of character flowered beautifully in the lives of
Jeanne, Rolande and their mother. Their legacy lives on in
the hearts of the many devotees who were touched by these
generous souls.

Joan Shack

SPIRITUAL EXPRESSIONS
Focusing on women who are giving their personal interests a spiri-
tual turn, we begin with Vijali Hamilton, founder and director of
Earth Mandala, a nonprofit organization, who sent us an announce-
ment of her Millennium art project.

Earth Mandala is an artistic forum for global understand-
ing, calling to awareness the interrelatedness of all life. The
first Earth Mandala took seven years and consisted of twelve
monumental earth and stone sculptures, each inaugurated
by performance events, circling the globe on the 35° lati-
tudinal parallel. This artistic pilgrimage began in Malibu,
California, culminating in Japan at the ancient Shinto
shrine of Tenkawa in October 1993.

On June 22, 1999 Achilly Pachacamac was dedicated in
Peguche, Ecuador. Achilly Pachacamac is the pre-Incan name
for the supreme God, the life force which encompasses all
others. From within the immense stone, volcanic boulder,
emerges a single face, that of Pachacamac blowing a gigan-
tic conch shell, the ‘churo’. In earlier times the call brought
together the whole community. Sending forth a resound-
ing call to indigenous peoples everywhere, echoing
humanity’s urgent need to live in harmony with all crea-
tures and the earth, the sculpture expresses the hope that
in the millennium men and women may live in harmony
and equality. This message is conveyed by featuring a cres-
cent moon together with a rising sun, which shines forth from
the stone. Beneath the stone flows a sacred spring which of-
fers cleansing waters into a crescent shaped well.

Fifteen years of expressing a vision of world family and
peace through her art has brought Vijali in close coopera-
tion with indigenous communities throughout the world.
During the six weeks of work on Achilly Pachacamac, mem-
bers of the community worked with her, offering their
dreams as guidance. This project also received financial
support from the Institute of Noetic Science, the Flow Fund
Circle and Earthways Foundation. Edie Hartshorne,
founder of Global Women’s Vision, assisted Vijali in trans-
lation and community outreach.

The sculptor writes of her vision, "The world became
my home. I was a pilgrim who made offerings and gave
voice and form to the spirit of the  earth and the people I
met along the way. I kept expanding the borders of what
sculpture was, what art was, integrating it more and more
into life itself... the people around me; their problems their
hopes, their dreams of the future. I saw that at the root of
these problems is the misunderstanding of ourselves as sepa-
rate, isolated beings needing to exploit the earth and each
other for our gain. This dualistic way of thinking is the
direct cause of our ecological and social problems which is
Continued on page 4: EARTH MANDALA
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Questions in this column are from lectures given in the United
States by Pravrajika Vivekaprana of Sri Sarada Math, New Delhi.
(Compiled and edited by Edith D. Tipple)

Q: “Can one talk about Ramakrishna without talking about
Holy Mother? Are they not one and the same?”

Yes we can, in that Sri Ramakrishna’s demonstrations in
the beginning had nothing to do with anyone else. He alone
demonstrated what we need to focus upon in this Age. He
clarified the basic tenet of every religion, which is that God
is real. He did this at first by posing the question to a stone
(the stone image of Kali), “Is there consciousness in this
universe, and is anything outside that?” He proved that
there is none: Brahman alone is real and you are Brahman.
That is the last word.

Q: You keep saying we need to understand. How can we un-
derstand if we don’t think, and where does contemplation fit
in with this?

Contemplation is a different thing. Getting hold of data
is how thinking takes place. First there is an observation,
then you collect your data relative to your research, then
the data is sifted between superfluous and important facts.
On the basis of that you find the link between the causes
and effects, and when the link is understood clearly, that is
what I call understanding. It leads to the flow of energy in
a harmonious manner. That kind of understanding leads
to acceptance.

Q: The law of cause and effect, we see it happen here at this
level. Does it also reach other levels?

Through and through. There can be nothing on the sur-
face that does not touch the depth of the ocean. The whole
thing is one. If there is a cause, it goes to the depth. We are
aware of the surface causes, but what is the depth of the
whole thing?

Q: What would make a person lose realization?
Real realization cannot be lost. If you do not under-

stand how to enter into consciousness, it can be lost be-
cause you have no control over it, you do not know how to
enter that level consciously. Experience takes place at the
gross and subtle levels, not the conscious level. If an expe-
rience just comes to you, it can go also. Raja yoga warns
that on the way you will have all kinds of experiences which
give tremendous joy but they are only signposts. They must
not be taken as the goal.

Q: Can you explain how God is in the subtle for m? You say
God is in the subtle form of particles...

No, I said, all there is to God is within me as my con-
sciousness, pure consciousness. And it is reflected. It is re-
flected in the subtle system, it is reflected in the gross world
outside also. You see visions. Those visions are nothing but
the reflection of this consciousness through the subtle system.

Q: What does “the will of God” mean?
The will of God is the will that is manifesting itself in

every atom. Put it all together, give it some kind of har-
mony, that is the will of God.

Pravrajika Vivekaprana

FACETS OF REALITY

Devotees in the United States and Puerto Rico were
pleased to host Pravrajika Vivekaprana this May and June.
A sannyasini of Sri Sarada Math, Dakshineswar, Pravrajika
Vivekaprana is the Secretary of the Ramakrishna Sarada
Mission in New Delhi. This was her third visit to the West.

Unlike her whirlwind tour in 1996, Mataji gave a series
of  in-depth classes in three locations. Devotees in Sacra-
mento, California, focused attention on the Chandi, Katha
Upanishad and Jnana Yoga. In San Juan, Puerto Rico, Mataji
spoke on Sri Ramakrishna, Sri Sarada Devi and Swami
Vivekananda, and the three gunas, and held classes on
“Chapter Two” of the Bhagavad Gita. In Albany, New York,
devotees gathered to study the Mundaka Upanishad and
“The Master’s Sadhana” from The Great Master.

Interested in purchasing audio tapes of the classes men-
tioned above? Send a postcard, e-mail or fax and Sri Sarada
Society will forward your inquiries to the appropriate lo-
cation. (See “How to Contact Us” below.) Information will
also be posted on our new web site as it becomes available.
Color photos of the visit are now on view.

DIVING DEEPER
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Thanks to Rosanne Buzzell, Archivist for the Eliot Baha’i
Community and historian for Green Acre, in Eliot, Maine,
Sri Sarada Society has received ten glass slides dating from
1873 to 1906. The slides were produced from photographs
taken by Ralph Sylvester Bartlett, a relative of Sarah Farmer,
and preserve images of familiar figures in Vedanta’s early
history. Featured are: Sarah Farmer, Swami Vivekananda,
Sarah Bull, Josephine MacLeod and Betty Leggett.

In 1889 Sarah Farmer and associates bought the prop-
erty which is now owned and maintained by the Baha’i
Community, adding an inn for guests. Commenting on
the site’s peacefulness during a visit the following summer,
the poet John Greenleaf Whittier gave it the name “Green
Acre.” Dedicating the resort to the ideals of peace and reli-
gious unity, Sarah began the Green Acre conferences in
1894, inviting speakers of various persuasions, including
Swami Vivekananda. Yearly spiritual conferences drew men
and women of nationwide prominence and distinguished
guests from abroad. Swami Saradananda and Swami
Abhedananda attended in later years.

Classes were held under the Lysekloster Pines, a half mile
from the Inn. The stump of the “Swami Pine,” the large

 Joan Shack, Sri Sarada Society’s President (left), accepted the gift of ten glass
slides from  Rosanne Buzzell during a July visit to Green Acre.

ARTIFACTS OF VEDANTA HISTORY

rapidly leading us toward global disaster. Re-educating ourselves about who we really are, can change society. Without
even moving from where we are, we can change our environment by the bravery of a life-style that reflects a change of
perception, a view of oneness with the world...

“I feel my work is living Vedanta. It is my way of teaching and sharing the ideals of Vedanta. It is my spiritual practice
and the world has become my ashram.”

Continued on page 4: EARTH MANDALA

pine under which Swamiji taught, is still sought out by
Green Acre visitors. A seedling from beneath this tree
planted on the Ridgely estate after Vivekananda’s death has
become the “Prophet’s Pine.”

Special Note: Mother’s web site has moved to http://www.srisarada.org/. Our new email address is info@srisarada.org.
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Created using Adobe PageMaker™ and published using Adobe Acrobat™

Articles in this issue are the property of  and Copyrighted © 1999 by Sri Sarada Society



IN MOTHER’S WORDS: “Suppose one of my children has smeared himself with dirt. It is I,

and no one else, who shall have to wash him clean and take him in my arms.”

Dedicated to Holy Mother
 Spring 2000, Volume 6, Issue 2
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SRI SARADA DEVI, THE UNIVERSAL MOTHER

Adapted from a lecture by Swami Sarvagatananda of the R ama-
krishna Vedanta Society of Boston, delivered December 28, 1986.

It is very difficult to picture Holy Mother, as we get but
a glimpse from the various writings. Although having the
highest spiritual experience, she never spoke about phi-
losophy, religion, gods, and the like.

It is easier to stay in an ecstatic mood, being lost to the
world outside than, having had that ecstatic experience, to
come down to the human level and work
like any other human being— but with-
out any show even though with raised con-
sciousness and dwelling in the highest di-
vine realm. This is the uniqueness of the
Holy Mother.

Sri Ramakrishna is the transcendent
Word and Sri Sarada Devi is the transcen-
dent Word put into action. To put it in
another way: Sri Ramakrishna is the ser-
mon, and Holy Mother is the embodiment
of loving service.

Loving service is very difficult. It is prac-
tically impossible to behave with full
awareness on the inside while like any or-
dinary human being on the outside. She
has taken this position in life: “I am the Mother of all.”
Rich or poor, literate or illiterate, high class or low class,
known or unknown, all received from her this wonderful
love and affection. Not only was she motherly to all, she
was also compassionate and forgiving.

“Make everybody your own, nobody is a stranger, the
world is yours.” This she said not from imagination or for
the good of the world. She was like that, she made every-
body her own. She made no distinction even though she
lived at the turn of the century when there were very bad
caste distinctions.

She served as a worldly mother and as a spiritual mother.
People came with many doubts, with preconceived notions,
Mother gave them spiritual instructions which were just
right for them—according to their stage of life. They ap-

proached her wherever she happened to be—in the rail-
road station, on a road, in the fields—and asked, “Mother,
please tells us…” and she was ready. As a spiritual guide,
there were no restrictions. She said, “They have come a
long way, what is to be done?”

Wherever she was, it was holy, a holy place.
Spiritually she stands above many. What you find in her

teachings she followed exactly. She is an exemplar, not an
instructor. She did, and people observed
it.

There is this incident in the life of Bud-
dha. The Buddha was to give a talk one
day to his monks and other disciples and
noticed that one monk was missing. Bud-
dha inquired about him and was told that
this monk was sick and was staying in his
room. He asked if anybody was serving
the monk and was told no.  Buddha got
up, slowly walked to that monk’s room
took a towel, put it in water, squeezed it
and washed the monk and rendered other
service.  When that monk went to sleep,
then Buddha came out. All the other
monks were waiting for him, but he went

away. While he was going away, some monks asked, “Sir,
what about the sermon?  He replied, “I rendered the ser-
mon.” That is it.

Once a lady came from a long distance. She wanted to
get some wisdom from Mother. And Mother said, “Come
in.” While she was talking with her, Mother was doing her
own work—cooking, serving. The lady asked, “Mother will
you please tell me something?” Mother replied, “Don’t you
see me?”

 We have seen that many of the great saints do austeri-
ties, staying in a place conducive to their practices, doing
all sorts of penance. But Mother never had to do so. One
attitude purified her completely: “I am the Mother of all.”

To many of us, religion means rituals, going to a shrine,
Continued on Page 3: UNIVERSAL MOTHER
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SPIRITUAL LONGINGS
A DEVOTEE on pilgrimage shares joy in celebrating Holy Mother’s
Birthday.

Yesterday we celebrated Ma Sarada’s Birthday. I have been
staying in Calutta with my adoptive family who live near
M.’s house. (M. wrote The Gospel of Sri Ramakrisha .) So
early in the morning, I took a bus to Dakshineswar to visit
Ma Kali’s temple. I received her darshan and prasad. I also
visited Sri Ramakrishna’s room and the Nahabat.

Next I traveled to Sri Sarada Math. It was a lovely, joyful
setting. There were tents everywhere and in every detail
organization and order reigned supreme. First thing, I vis-
ited Ma Sarada’s temple to give her my pranams. How beau-
tiful she was, adorned with so many garlands of flowers
and bouquets everywhere. As I entered, pravrajikas were
doing puja.

Later, I stood in line to get darshan of President Mataji.
I was told to come back in a few days to receive initiation.
Looking back over the day, all I could say was “don
nobat...don nobat...don nobat”, which is Bengali for “ Thank
you...Thank you...Thank you, Mother!” d

And JAYANTI recalls her impressions of India and arriving at Mother’s
Temple

Although I have often been a stranger at odds in my
own land, I felt immediately at home in India. Confronted
with extremes and contrasts, nothing felt strange or out of
place or unacceptable. All that I encountered seemed as it
should be; which is not to say everything is perfect. Much
I saw is imperfect and the hand of time and change looms
as a double-edged sword. For good or ill, India felt exactly
as she should be, although struggling with the effects of
transition along with the rest of the world.

During my three-week stay I longed to shed my skin,
my wheelchair and my Western upbringing in order to be
absorbed into the culture. Although I felt at home, these
three kept me from entering in. Most separating of all, the
upbringing. While the Indian within me accepted all that
I saw, the Western knew not the proper embrace.

Still, in all honesty, I did not live as many Indians do. I
was overfed, pampered, and given every available conve-
nience. Yet, feeling both humility and wonder, I can add
that I was given neither more nor less care and attention
than other visitors. A guest to an Indian home is received
as though God himself has come to visit. Others have since
confirmed my feeling, finding themselves recipients of an
age old tradition of reverence and hospitality.

My awaited pilgrimage begins in Jayrambati, the village
where Holy Mother was born, and where she spent a good
share of her life.

“Go now and see Mother.” Marking my arrival Home,
these words from the office manager of Mother’s Jayrambati
Ashrama are most glorious and welcome. I had come half
way around the world to see Mother and to touch the land
which was her own. At last this was happening. By this
time, too, the anticipation of being in Mother’s temple is
overwhelming. Not at all satisfied with my excitement, the
manager admonishes me to “be quiet and allow Mother to
enter in.” I’ll be quick to add that he is absolutely right.
Agitation does not readily invite contemplation or aware-
ness. But at this moment calmness is not within Jayanti’s
reach. And, well, if a Mother does not recognize and ac-
cept a child in whatever manner it approaches, who else
will? The next morning I am able to smile up at my spiri-
tual counselor, announcing, “I’m calmer today.”

And, indeed, the rest of my pilgrimage is accomplished
minus this unnecessary excitement, though quiet tears con-
tinue to dot moments of recognition.

At this moment, however, my one desire is to get to the
Temple as quickly as wheels will take me. Then out of the
chair and touching the floor, tears wash marble as the words
“Here I am. I have come” rise within.  d

SPIRITUAL READING

Looking for personal fulfillment or a source of reflective
discussion within your spiritual study group? The follow-
ing books  provide a varied selection of inspiring reading.

Vedanta: A Simple Introduction, by Pravrajika Vrajaprana,
Vedanta Press: Hollywood, 1999.

A lively, clearly written, small volume discussing the es-
sential concepts of Vedanta.

Living Wisdom: Vedanta in the West,  Vedanta Press: Holly-
wood, 1994.

An updated volume which includes original articles by
contemporary Western followers of Vedanta.

Seeing God Everywhere: A Practical Guide to Spiritual Liv-
ing, by Swami Shraddhananda, Vedanta Press: Hollywood,
1996.

An inspiring guide to spiritual practice.

Living at the Source: Yoga Teachings of Vivekananda, edited
by Ann Myren & Dorothy Madison, Shambhala: Boston
and London, 1993.

Selected quotations from Swami Vivekananda.

Enduring Grace: Living Portraits of Seven Women Mystics,
by Carol Lee Flinders, Harper: San Francisco, 1993.

This engaging study of seven Christian mystics explores
the social context in which they lived and their signifi-
cance as present day spiritual role models.
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PRAVRAJIKA VIVEKAPRANA:
SUMMER 2000 TOUR

Jagaddhatri, God as Mother of the Universe, was wor-
shipped by Holy Mother herself. Thus it is especially mean-
ingful that the new spiritual leadership of Sri Sarada Math
in India should take office on the day dedicated to
Jagaddhatri, November 17, 1999.

Revered Pravrajika Shraddhaprana became the third
president of Sri Sarada Math and Ramakrishna Sarada Mis-
sion. She is one of the first seven women to take Sannyas
(vows of renunciation) in preparation for the establishment
of this independent women’s monastic order. Pravrajika
Shraddhaprana is known to devotees from around the world
for having received her Motherly welcome and wise coun-
sel while serving as the former General Secretary of Sri
Sarada Math and Ramakrishna Sarada Mission, an office
she held since 1994. As President Mataji, she succeeds Re-
vered Pravrajika Mokshapranaji, who passed away on Au-
gust 31, 1999.

Formerly the principal of Vivekananda Vidyabhavan, a
girls’ college, Pravrajika Amalaprana took office as the third
General Secretary of Sri Sarada Math and Ramakrishna
Sarada Mission. Devotees in the United States and Canada
feel a special closeness to Revered Pravrajika Amalapranaji
because of her visits to the West in 1993 and 1996.

Photographs and additional information about both
Pravrajikas may be found on Holy Mother’s Web Site at
http://srisarada.org/ssmath/leadership.html.

Sri Sarada Math

Devotees are busy planning for a return visit from Pravra-
jika Vivekaprana, Secretary of the Ramakrishna Sarada Mis-
sion in New Delhi, during her Summer teaching tour to
Europe and the Americas. Information will be posted on
Holy Mother’s Web Site at http://srisarada.org/ssmath/
viveka.html as it becames available. You may also contact
local tour coordinators listed below.

July 20th to August 5th—Sacramento, California
Lynette:  leesam@csus.edu or (916) 363-3211
Phyllis:  phylliss@pacbell.net or (916) 488-6822

August 6th to 31st—Vivekananda Retreat, Ridgely,
Stone Ridge, New York
Caroline:  zzclg@aol.com or (914) 687-4574
 Joan:  info@srisarada.org or (518) 869-6088

September 1st to 24th—Montevideo & La Paloma,
Uruguay
Tamar:  atmarama@adinet.com.uy

September 29th to October 6th—Frankfurt, Germany
 Raphaela:  r.hertz@engelhard-am.de

SPIRITUAL LEGACY
“Never allow any kind of depr ession to enter y our mind.

Has She, who brought you here, no sense of responsibility?  Is
there any doubt that S he is always taking care of you and
protecting you in every way?  Can you take a single step with-
out Her grace?

“We are the childr en of the all-po werful Mother of the
Universe.”

“Don’t give your heart to anyone but G od.  Shed tears at
the holy feet of Sri Sri Ma.  Plead with Her to hold you firmly
and to guide you.  Tell Her— ‘Mother, you are the heart of my
heart, the light of my eyes.’”

“Sincerity is the key to the gate of H eaven.  The sincere
prayer is certainly heard, and, as certainly answered.  Every-
thing depends on one’s attitude and ardour.”

“One gets on v ery well in solitude but whether y ou can
remain calm in your dealings with all those around you and
love them all - is the real test of your spiritual achievement.

– Revered Pravrajika Mokshaprana

NEW LEADERSHIP

a chapel—these have their reward no doubt. The true re-
ligion is, do you feel for people? Do you care for them? Do
you love them? Do you identify with souls outside of your-
self? That is true religion.

 One of her disciples had told us, “You need not do
anything. Be unselfish, be motherly to all. You will see the
miracle in your own life. Think that all are your children
and you will see what will happen in your life.” Purity of
heart, it’s a very big thing. You can have that purity only
through these two things: unselfishness and love.

What Jesus Christ said after the Last Supper, is the es-
sence of religion, of Christianity: “As I love you, you love
one another. As I serve you, you serve one another.” To love
and to serve, that was the theme of the Holy Mother. She
loved them, she served them, in their own way. There was a
need and a fulfillment, a demand and a supply. Nobody
went away from her without being satisfied. This is what is
called a universal motherly attitude towards everyone.

Continued from Page 1: UNIVERSAL MOTHER

Special Note
Sri Sarada Society has new phone and fax numbers.

Phone: (518) 869-6088
Fax: (518) 869-6084

dD
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A PIONEERING SPIRIT
We consider the contributions of Dorothy Madison, continuing our
series on women who have helped in shaping Vedanta in America.

While on pilgrimage in the Himalayas in 1990 Dorothy
Madison remarked, “All these years I have kept my spiritual
blessings to myself, now, before I die I want to share them.”

Embracing Vedanta in her teens, this disciple of Swami
Ashokananda had already touched countless lives with the joy
and fragrance of deeply rooted faith. Her niece and two of her
high school students were inspired to take monastic vows.
Other students became lifelong devotees.

In later years, however, Dorothy saw beyond those around
her.  She had come to understand that what had begun as her
own personal desire for God and commitment to spiritual
practice, had become larger than herself. It is in service to this
great universal Vedanta that she felt the need to share from
her spiritual reservoir more directly. Retirement from teach-
ing high school marked a rite of passage, a time to consciously
share the promise of a new religion which had been her foun-
dation for six decades.

During the last years of her life she reached out to the
worldwide community of Vedantins, helping to found the
Vivekananda Foundation and writing a series of original
articles, many of which explore aspects of Dorothy’s hero
and role-model, Swami Vivekananda. It is said that she
shared Swamiji’s love for and interest in humankind, a love
which nourished, strengthened and served. She admitted
to practicing a conscious spiritual discipline fostered by
Swamiji, namely that of seeing God in her students and
others around her.

These final articles vibrate freedom and adventure. Draw-
ing from her vast scholarship, for she was very much a stu-

dent of history and culture, Dorothy delighted in explor-
ing a Vedanta heritage which had become her own. With
secure boldness and engaging playfulness, she compared
and contrasted Swami Vivekananda with the great spiri-
tual figures in Western history. In the process, she brought
freshness and original insights into the purpose of Vedanta
in modern times.

Just as I was feeling a reawaking of in my own Vedanta
groundings I encountered Dorothy’s vision and legacy.  It
comes in the form of a challenge, really—the spirit  which
had moved her own life she was now passing on to others.

“Whether we belong to the old guard, the Young Turks,
or plain ordinary people, all first-century Ramakrishna
Vedantins belong to the category known as pioneers...”

Her article, “Who Can Pioneer a Religious Movement?”,
published in Prabuddha Bharata, January 1995, continues:
“Why one religion survives and one hundred others do not
depends on many things, one of them being the traits  of the
pioneer adherents. Certainly for Vedantins... a long, hard look
at these pioneer traits is both useful and of intense interest.”
Exploring the various characteristics as they apply to the de-
velopment and propagation of Vedanta, Dorothy concludes
with a clear eye to the future. “If we remember that it took
Christianity three centuries to get on its  feet, and about the
same for Buddhism, we can take heart...[It] seems...it is nei-
ther the swiftness nor glut of communications that ensures
the growth and spread of a new religion, but the slow, tortu-
ous evolution of the pioneer spirit and character. Squarely on
us, however much our reach may exceed our grasp, lies...the
present well-being and the future of our religion.”

Before her death in February 1997, Dorothy’s efforts
focused on shaping the Vivekananda Foundation web site.
Jayanti



IN MOTHER’S WORDS: “One must do some work. Through work alone can one remove the bondage of work,

not by avoiding work. Total detachment comes later on. One should not be without work even for a moment.”

Dedicated to Holy Mother
 Winter 2000, Volume 6, Issue 2
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A SIGNIFICANT MEETING: SISTER NEVEDITA AND HOLY MOTHER

Adapted from a talk given in Calcutta by Pravrajika Ajayaprana of
the Ramakrishna Sarada Vedanta Society of NSW, Australia, on
November 16, 1998 on the occasion of the Nivedita Centenary.

The Holy Mother was Primal Energy Concentrate, the
First Principle, or to use the words of the Jesuit philoso-
pher Marcilio Ficino, “ the Unchanging, a Single Stillness”
— the “Point of Singularity,” to use the terminology of
modern science. On that Point was Holy Mother, remain-
ing ever stationed and poised in perfect equilibrium, the
point where infinity and eternity coalesce into one homo-
geneous entity. Our duty today is to tap
that energy, get close to that universal
heart, become enlivened, rejuvenated, and
thus become ready to plunge into life’s
whirlpool with renewed zest and vigor. Sis-
ter Nivedita did just that. She has shown,
through her meeting with the great
Mother, her observations, and emergent
actions, how we should launch this scheme
and work it out.

Ebullient, energetic, beaming with fresh
ideas about education and social service, and
fired with zeal, inspiration and vision, Miss
Margaret Noble was dedicated to spiritual
ideas from early in life. Her intellect was keen and clear, sharp-
ened on the battlefields of the debating societies of the Sesame
Club in London. The Irish lady, after coming in contact with
her Master, Swami Vivekananda, was chastened, chiselled and
modelled into “Nivedita, the Dedicated,” ready to be offered
at the altar of Universal Energy.

The meeting was not between two women hailing from
the two ends of the earth. Neither was it between the an-
cient and the modern, nor between spirituality and mate-
rialism. It was a communion between the infinite, univer-
sal heart and the individual heart pulsating within the in-
side of the common man, of each of us. Language was no
barrier in this communication, where heart spoke to heart.
Differences in caste, class, culture, country or color could
not place any obstruction in the path of the free flow of

unsolicited universal love and energy into the heart of the
expectant and fully-prepared recipient.

Sister Nivedita wrote: “In Holy Mother one sees real-
ized that wisdom and sweetness to which the simplest of
women can attain. And yet to myself the stateliness of her
courtesy and her great open mind are almost as wonderful
as her saintliness. I have never known her hesitate in giv-
ing utterance to large and generous judgement, however
new and complex might be the question put before her...
She rises to the height of every situation. . . With unerring

intuition she goes straight to the heart of
the matter, and sets the questioner in the
true attitude to the difficulty.”

Through her words and example, Sis-
ter Nivedita pointed out the uniqueness
of Mother's great power. She had the keen-
ness to penetrate though the veil and get
connected to the silent dynamo that the
Holy Mother was. Nivedita represents
truly and fully the natural temperament
in each of us, especially the women of the
current age of the West and of the East.
Like her, we need to equip ourselves with
all the qualities of truth, unselfishness,

purity, service-mindedness and a spiritual outlook and
plunge into action.

Let us remember the Holy Mother’s assurance that She
is always behind us. Our duty is to remember that we have
a Mother, that is our part of the contract. Once we do this,
She will play her part. Feel her delicate hand placed on our
shoulder, say the left, and just try to experience a gentle
pressure whenever we feel helpless. Love will flow, solace
will flow; succor, strength, courage, vitality and the reas-
surance of fearlessness will flow steadily and freely and fill
us to the brim. Let us plunge forward, drawing inspiration
from the mighty Nivedita, and invoking the grace of Holy
Mother, to make our life a blessing to ourselves, the whole
world and to humanity in general, thus stamp a mark on
history, as Swamiji wants us to.
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ENTERING THE UNIVERSE
OF SWAMIJI’S COMMENTARY

We invited Sister Gayatriprana of the Vedanta Society of Northern
California to share something of the sense of adventure and discov-
ery which no doubt accompanies an explor ation of S wami
Vivekananda’s commentaries. The fruit of her study, “SWAMI VIVE-
KANANDA ON THE VEDAS AND UPANISHADS”,  is currently being re-
leased via the Internet by Jay Lakhani of the Vivekananda Centre,
London, at http://www.vivekananda.co.uk/veda.htm.

Strangely enough, I had not really thought in a connected
way about my personal responses to the work, nor am I sure
how “personal” what I have to say will seem. There is no doubt,
of course, that over the fourteen years I worked on the project,
my vision of Ramakrishna-Vivekananda Vedanta has expanded
and deepened immensely. How could it not have, sitting as I
was, like a tube-worm feeding on the nutrients pouring from
the thermal vents of Vedanta?

I began my serious study of Swami Vivekananda’s
thought with a compilation of his commentaries on the
Bhagavad Gita. Having struggled for 19 years previously
to find an English translation of the Gita that I felt was
thoroughly authentic, I suddenly realized that Swami Vive-
kananda, a fully realized Vedantin, spoke perfect English
and had used that language to express his insights into the
Vedantic texts. It took me six years to put together his in-
terpretation of the Gita. I was not disappointed in what I
discovered. On the contrary, I was bowled over by the di-
rectness and freshness of his approach, and amazed at his
mastery of English in expressing nuances and depths of
meaning, found in none of the 35 English translations I
had gone through before taking up the Gita compilation.
Whatever he touched was not only illumined in itself, but
from it a whole universe of interrelated meanings and con-
nections opened out, like a shimmering network stretch-
ing out, it seemed, into infinity.

In tackling the Upanishads I began to enter more fully
into the inner core of Vedanta. As I began to pull the ma-
terials together, there could be no thought of a method or a
system or an interpretation. I was simply sucked into a black
hole through which I passed, typing away in the garage
morning after morning, in a sort of daze. I realized I had
gotten myself into something that was compiling me, rather
than the other way around! What one might call, in In-
dian English, a different experience!

The first hints of any kind of sequence or order came
when I focused especially on the four mahavakyas or great
sayings: “Thou art That,” “I am Brahman,” “This Self is
Brahman,” and “Brahman is Intelligence (or Conscious-
ness).” The great medieval systematizer of Vedanta, Sri
Shankaracharya, had pinpointed these from the Upanishads

and held them to be the core of Vedantic belief. As I en-
tered more and more into their voluminous ramifications,
it seemed to me that there was a sort of empirical sequence
between these four statements about the divinity of the
universe: “thou” puts the divine outside; “I” brings it within;
“The Self ” carries it to a more universal, metaphysical level,
while the Intelligence of Brahman Itself is the connecting
factor between the previous three. Each of these four rela-
tionships is, you might say, a different mode of the divine.

As I worked through Swami Vivekananda’s translations
and commentaries on these four great sayings, I began to
feel that, corresponding to each saying there is whole uni-
verse of experience and meaning, which is totally colored
by the mode of the saying. It was as if these mantras were
all coming together in closely related constellations which
spanned four different levels of experience. Moreover, I later
realized that in Swamiji’s commentaries a fifth dimension
is also present, and indeed, pervades all the other four. That was
the relationship. Whatever exists, without exception, is Brahman.
This idea takes concrete form in such mantras as,

“Thou are the man, Thou art the woman,
Thou art the girl, Thou art the boy.
Thou art the old man, tottering on a stick.
Thou art the young man walking in the pride
of his strength.
Thou art all that.”

To this Swamiji added, “Such a wonderful living God who
is the only fact of existence.”

With its characteristic thoroughness, Vedanta has, I believe,
brought out this and other archetypal patterns of the human
mind more clearly, perhaps, than any other religious or philo-
sophical system and systematized them in the four traditional
great sayings. However, by emphasizing the mantra All this is
verily Brahman, Ramakrishna-Vivekananda Vedanta has
brought a new approach, applying the core truth of Vedanta,
not only to spiritual (i.e. subjective) realms, but also to the
objective facts of experience, what we have thus far called the
world of science. The development of this approach expands
the traditional relationships with Reality to include the accep-
tance of the universe Itself as Spirit. As and when we look on
everything, without exception, as Spirit, we shall see, not only
the intrinsic divinity of what we see, but how, as a direct mani-
festation of Spirit, they interrelate with everything else. Spirit
is interacting with, transforming, realizing, evolving into Spirit;
and, finally just being Itself. There is no fundamental separa-
tion at any level. No doubt, as we think now, all this is very
strange. Perhaps that is why the commentaries seemed so much
like “black holes” when I first encountered them.

Where this odyssey will go from here is a big question, but
this much I can say: So far, it’s been quite a ride!  d
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The following is from a talk given by Pravrajika Vivekaprana of
Sri Sarada Math, New Delhi, during her visit to La Paloma, Uru-
guay, this September, following her six-week stay in the United States.
The full transcript of the talk was sent  to us by Caroline Giorgi.

Q: How does one become free?
Whatever I have understood I can share with you.

Advaita Vedanta tries to show me I am already free. In-
stead of thinking that I am not free, and I have to become
free, what makes more sense to me is that I am already
free. I just do not know about it. Supposing it was true I
am not free or that I have to become free —Would it even
be possible to become free? I would say that the idea of
living free is what appeals to me most. When I look at my
own experience, I realize that it is vanishing every moment.
It is a question of whether I wish to hold on to the memory
of my experience and feel bound by it and become rigid or
whether I will let it go as the time and the moment passes
and feel free all the time.

It reminds me of a story.  A guru and a disciple are sit-
ting on the bank of a river. It is winter and something black
is floating in the river. The disciple says, “Should I go and
bring this blanket? It is going to be a very cold winter and
we will be needing it.”  And the guru says, “If you like.” It
was a black thing, so the guru says “if you please, if you
want to.” So the disciple jumps into the river and in a short
time there is shouting, “Guruji! Guruji! Help me!” So the
guru says, “What’s the problem? Why don’t you come out?
Why don’t you bring the blanket?” And the disciple says,
“The blanket won’t let me go!” It was a black bear.

So think of freedom like that. I want to catch hold of
something, that is my rigidity, and when I catch hold of it,
it doesn’t let me go. So it is a very strange state of human
existence that we do not like to pass through life as if on a
journey. It is as if we want to get hold of these things that
mark the distance on a highway, and catch hold of them
and just remain there, not realizing that we are on a jour-
ney, not seeing the movement of our own mind that does
not stop, cannot stop, and instead of flowing with the
movement, somehow we have the mental capacity to feel
ourselves to be bound.

I am not speaking about detachment or renunciation, I
am speaking about going with the flow in the sense of en-
joying each moment, giving whatever is to be given, expe-
riencing whatever is to be experienced. Not to see the dy-
namic nature of my own mind is bondage. I accept the
idea that as experience, I am dynamic, tremendously dy-
namic and as the experiencer, the mind itself is very dy-

Pravrajika Vivekaprana

WE ARE ALREADY FREE
namic, so there is no rigidity in me. To accept the idea that
there is no rigidity in me, is freedom. That is as much as I
have understood.  Of course, there are books which say a
person who is detached does not feel the duality. However,
I feel that this concept implies the dynamic nature of hu-
man existence.  And this dynamism has to be accepted as
very real rather than describing it as an illusion. Our expe-
rience is vanishing all the time, therefore don't be attached.
A positive kind of understanding is that our nature is tre-
mendously dynamic,  you are dynamic, your experience is
dynamic, therefore simply let go and accept it as it is.

Q: And why are we trying to catch every movement?
Fear. It is a very deep fear. A deep fear which makes us

see our freedom partially in space/time and we are scared
of losing it and don’t realize it is my awareness that is mak-
ing the play possible. I see and there is play. I don’t see and
there is no play. So that I am the basic freedom that is
being projected outside myself through experience. We
somehow think of experience as coming from outside,
whereas actually this is not possible. Outside my participa-
tion there is no experience. So why do we feel this fear? It
is because we don’t realize our own freedom to begin with.
That I am free. I am free all the time because I give rise to
experience. It is not experience that gives rise to me. It’s
very subtle, I know. But this is the only way the human
mind can really understand it...

S
I am very happy you have raised the question of free-

dom. We need to get back this simplicity. I am free. No-
body ever bound me, nobody can bind me. Nothing can
bind me. If I want to feel bound after that, nobody can
stop me. It surprises me tremendously that we have these
ancient sages in the Upanishads telling us directly, “You
are free” and “You are nothing but joy, existence, conscious-
ness” and I say, “Oh no! I am not that!”. . .

I often think that the greatest disease of this Age is to
feel depressed, helpless, and in despair. And supposing
somebody says, “All right, come, I’ll take you out of this
depression.” But you pull in the other direction with so
much energy that you can’t be pulled out (of depression).
So are you powerful or powerless?

Don’t feel helpless. Never say “I am helpless.” The greatest
sin in this Age is to say “I am weak.” Swamiji says in one of his
lectures that the greatest sin is to call a man a sinner. So if you
want to worship a God in this Age, the God is Swami Vive-
kananda. In our imaginary theories, he is called the incarna-
tion of man and he has given the message that you are free.
Just accept it. If you don’t want to accept it, what is the alter-
native? So many masks, millions of masks all around, which
are trying to say, “Look at me. I am this mask. I am not free.”
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advanced professionally, her spiritual life was making great
strides. As a result she decided to dedicate herself com-
pletely to Vedanta by serving her guru and all who came to
him for spiritual instruction.

Judy made three pilgrimages to India. During one visit
she was blessed to live at Sri Sarada Math for 18 months.

As Judy’s life drew to a close her contributions did not
go unnoticed. In a letter dated September 29, 1999, writ-
ten within four months of her death, ␣ Swami
Tathagatananda, minister of the Vedanta Society of New
York, wrote,

“I am extremely sorry to know about your gradual deterio-
ration of health. It is extremely painful for most of us who
know you for so many years to accept this fact. But there is
one great consolation for you and for us: that you at the prime
of your youth devoted your talent and energy for Vedanta...

Your exemplary life, your passion for spiritual development,
your ability to control your lower self at the height of your
youth— are they not a signal achievement in your life that
will endure and ennoble your character and inspire others?
So-called ordinary life, in spite of its glamour and enticement,
that captivates every single mind, could not dare to invade
your inner sanctuary, which was pure and unswerving...

“Perhaps God’s dream was fulfilled through you to cre-
ate a noble example of sincere devotion before society. The
rich legacy of your devotion will ever enkindle others, will
inspire many, and human culture will be sweetened by hav-
ing your dedicated life as perfume does to a person. That
being over, the purpose of your life is also over.”

In his eulogy to Judith, the Swami drew this compari-
son, “To me she was something like a lighthouse seen acci-
dentally by passengers sailing on a storm-tossed ocean who
are expecting death at any moment.”

A GUIDING LIGHT
We are thankful for Usha Gulati’s assistance in continuing our se-
ries on women who have helped in shaping Vedanta in America. In
recalling her friend, Judith Savadge, Usha writes, “Judy lived for
Truth...Her guru inspired her to live a well-disciplined life, full of
compassion and helpfulness to all including myself. I tr uly found
spiritual sisterhood in her. I only knew her for nine years, but I feel
like I have known her forever. She inspired many devotees to de-
velop their inner life as she developed her own.”

On the morning of January 2, 2000, Judith Lawrence
Savadge passed quietly away surrounded by members of
her family. Her twin sister Barbara chanted from the Gita.
Another sister, Debra, had been singing hymns. It is diffi-
cult to imagine a more perfect closure to a life dedicated to
service and spiritual commitment.

Judy’s spiritual journey found expression through her
natural desire and willingness to serve. Judy was born in
New York City. After majoring in psychology at  Grinnell
College, she worked for New Jersey Psychiatric Institute,
teaching emotionally disturbed children.  She later moved
to Chicago to work as a counselor at Bettheheim’s Ortho-
genic School, where she taught autistic children.  In Chi-
cago she became an active civil rights volunteer and worked
for open housing.

The move to Chicago was significant and life-changing.
Continuing her service-oriented career, Judy got her mas-
ters degree in psychology from the Illinois Institute of Tech-
nology, and became a rehabilitation counselor at its Psy-
chiatric Institute. By this time, however, she had  met Swami
Bhasyananda, the late minister of the Vivekananda Vedanta
Society, Chicago. With the teachings of Vedanta now be-
fore her, Judy embraced them without hesitation. As Judy
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DIVINITY AT WORK WITHIN THE WORLD

The following is adapted from an article by Swami Nikhilananda,
a disciple of Sri Sarada Devi, published in Living Wisdom: Vedanta
in the West, edited by Pravrajika Vrajaprana, 1994. Read the com-
plete article on the I nternet at http://www.srisarada.org/mother/
lw.html courtesy of Vedanta Press, Hollywood.

Holy Mother’s immaculate purity, her unceasing medi-
tation and prayer, her all-embracing compassion and utter
selflessness, endowed her with the delicacy and tenderness
of a maiden, a subtle grace and quiet dignity, and withal
guilelessness and simplicity.

Her innate motherliness put visi-
tors at ease. To a person coming to
her for the first time, she conveyed the
feeling that she had been eagerly wait-
ing for him. Holy Mother always in-
spired reverence but never a feeling of
remoteness...

It is extremely difficult for ordinary
men to recognize God when he is
embodied as man. An apparent vic-
tim of hunger and thirst, pain and
pleasure, hope and despair, sickness
and fear, he weeps, laughs, and suf-
fers without really losing awareness of
his divine nature. In the God-man hu-
manity blends with divinity. When
living at the phenomenal level the
God-man is alert about human affairs,
possesses practical knowledge and realism, and observes
the conventions of society. Side by side with divine ecsta-
sies, he cultivates humility, magnanimity, ethical sensitiv-
ity, love, the spirit of service, modesty, and other similar
traits in order to set a model for others. He also shows how
one living in the world can rise above it and enjoy inner
peace in the midst of life’s turmoil and worry.

The life of Holy Mother is a demonstration of these facts.
Though an embodiment of divinity, she identified herself of
her own accord with the lives of her relatives, the people of her
village, and her devotees. She rejoiced at the happiness of oth-

ers and wept at their suffering. Purposely she often suppressed
her true nature, because, as she said, “The excessive manifes-
tation of divinity creates fear in the minds of devotees; they
cannot feel intimate.” Once a disciple spoke of her being the
Divine Mother, and she said, “You always harp on that one
theme. I say that I am your mother, and that does not satisfy
you.” Her language was simple and natural, and her conduct
spontaneous and unostentatious. She never lost these charac-
teristics, even while giving initiation or spiritual instruction.

In her conduct she was always alert, re-
membering that in the future people
would regard her as an ideal to follow...

Her brothers regarded her as their
affectionate big sister, her nieces and
nephews as their indulgent aunt, and
her disciples as their mother. Many
ladies, after visiting her, said that she
was just like one of them. Yet she said
to a disciple that, even in the midst of
all her activities, by a mere wish she
could remember her divine nature in
a flash, and realize the world to be the
playground of maya. If she was con-
stantly conscious of her true self, how
could she fulfill her mission?

How humble she was! Once when
she was ill an ordinary priest was called
in to perform some special worship

for her recovery. After the ceremony she took the dust of
his feet. When someone told her of his having a loose char-
acter, she remarked, “That may be. One must show re-
spect for the brahminical garb. The Master was not born
to break traditions.”

Often she said to her disciples that she constantly prayed
for the total effacement of her ego. And yet she once said
openly: “I am the Primordial Power, the Mother of the
Universe. I have assumed this body out of compassion for
the world. I have been born in every epoch in the past; I
shall be born, too, in the future.”
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LITERARY FOUNDATIONS
While cataloguing biographies on Sri Ramakrishna for the Vedanta
Society of Southern California library, Brahmacharini Saraswati
happened on a rare find. Her review inaugurates the literary theme
in this issue of SRI SARADA SOCIETY NOTES

Sri Ramakrishna and His Disciples by Sister Devamata,
Ananda Ashrama, 1928.

From notes preserved from her stay in India from 1907 to
1909, Devamata faithfully reproduced what she gathered pri-
marily from Swami Ramakrishnananda in Madras, as well as
from other of the direct monastic and lay disciples in Calcutta.
From the latter association we have the benefit of her stories
of Sri Ramakrishna’s final days at Cossipore, and stories from
Holy Mother and the women disciples. Her receptiveness to

OFFERINGS TO MOTHER
The following are among the varied offerings left by visitors to Holy
Mother’s Cyber-Tantu at http://www.srisarada.org/.

Some time back I desired to retire to some secluded place
and spend time in prayer, meditation and doing some
simple social service. But Mother won't let me. She seems
to have placed me in the midst of the busy world. I know
why. Which Mother would not want her child to mature?
And how can maturity come, if one is not exposed to life's
trials and tribulations and allowed to face them squarely
and surmount them with Her blessing? Why not face them
when we are sure that when our steps falter, She will hold
your hand, and if hurt, take you in Her arms? — Saigon,
Vietnam d

Mother, please shower your bountiful grace and blessing
on us, your little children. Let us be filled with purity, as in
your prayer to the moon. Let us be filled with an uncarping
spirit, as in your very last message to the world. The whole
world, irrespective of cast, creed, religion or belief, good or
bad, are thine own little children; and Thou, as the loving
Mother, may Thou carry us little children in your arms and
protect us. — Port Monmouth, NJ d

Mother, the world fills my mind and I feel weary and
fearful. I come to you for refuge and strength, but thoughts
spin endlessly. I feel no comfort. Perhaps to escape the
thoughts, I fall asleep—but the sleep brings no rest.

I know you are my only refuge and my one desire. You
alone. But I cannot remember you often enough. Worldly
cares press in, and I become entrapped in their resolution.
There is so much to take care of, Mother.

Help me to be efficient, that I may remember you as I
work. For in this memory is my strength; knowing that we
are in this together. San Diego, CA d

the Holy Mother’s quiet graces is evident in accounts of their
tender meetings. Devamata continued to correspond with
Holy Mother for many years after returning to the United
States. Some of these letters appear in her book, Days in an
Indian Monastery, which recounts her life in Madras.

Devamata’s accounts offer insight into already familiar in-
cidents. For example, she presents Sri Ramakrishna’s thought
process when discriminating between Ganges clay and rupees
in an expanded form, thus makes his conclusion more readily
understandable and acceptable to the Western reader.

The last two chapters offer selections from Ramakrishna’s
teachings and a short piece about Vivekananda’s Western
sojourn. The former includes some aspects of the Master’s
teachings which, sadly in recent decades, have become de-
emphasized to the point of disappearance in the propaga-
tion of his message in the West. “Spirituality is caught rather
than taught” is the axiom that best describes those values.
The unfoldment of the innate essence of the individual,
rather than the spread of a movement, was the original
emphasis.

In attempting to bridge the gulf between East and West,
some of Devamata’s definitions of Sanskrit terms are not
quite accurate, but not totally erroneous. The book is a
truly remarkable achievement for a woman of her time. It
is unfortunate that it has been out of print for so long. The
prospective reader will have to scour libraries and rare book
shops for copies. Her other two books, Days in an Indian
Monastery and The Path Devotion are still available in pa-
perback.

Born Laura Franklin Glenn, Devamata was a native of
Cincinnati and a descendent of Benjamin Franklin. After
graduating from Vassar, she lived and studied in Europe
for ten years. In 1896, she first heard Swami Vivekananda
speak in New York, thereafter attending his classes and lec-
tures. In 1902, she became a member of the Vedanta Soci-
ety of New York and was put in charge of publications
under Swami Abhedananda. In that capacity she edited
Sara Ellen Waldo’s notes from the summer in Thousand
Island Park, published as the celebrated Inspired Talks. (See
article on Sarah Ellen Waldo, Page 4)

In March of 1907, Swami Paramananda, then a very young
assistant swami at the New York center, initiated her and gave
her the name Devamata, meaning “Mother of the Gods,” be-
cause she was so much older than himself. Later that same
year she collected his sayings. Published as Path of Devotion,
the collection continues to be popular generation after gen-
eration. Details of her lifelong association with Swami
Paramananda and his work are recorded in A Bridge of
Dreams, one of the better biographies of Ramakrishna Order
swamis in the West. She passed away in 1942, two years after
her guru.
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A CONSCIOUS BATTLE
Pravrajika Vivekaprana of Sri Sarada Math, New Delhi, responded
to these questions about karma yoga, conscious, selfless action, while
in San Juan, Puerto Rico, June 1999. (Transcribed by Shraddha)

Q: Does karma yoga challenge you?
But of course. All my daily experiences have to become

my teachers. If I am to rise to any level of inner control,
my whole experience has to become conscious experience.
In today’s world,we don’t have superfluous time and en-
ergy after we have done the day’s battle. Actually this is a
war, a daily battle, so I must use the energy very consciously,
controlled.

Q:  How is it that one should be conscious?
I should know that I am aware, and my mind should

not wander. Wandering of the mind is a waste of energy
— because it is not conscious. A wandering mind wastes
almost all energy.

Q : How do you keep sense organs fr om running after sense
objects?

There is a noise there. I can run and forget this com-
pletely — or I can keep it outside and pay attention to it.
Use this idea for everything. Do not be a compulsive slave
to your sense organs. There is noise — but I have the ca-
pacity to keep it in the background and pay attention to
something else. One should not run away with the senses.
One has to understand these principles, and then apply

them. One may fail twenty times, but the twenty-first time
will give some result.

Q: Can we anticipate fear?
A: No, you cannot anticipate fear. We are supposed

to become conscious of the fact that fear is a very deep part
of us. We must not forget it. If I know that fear is there, it
may not manifest itself just now, but it is there. Anger is
there, obsession is there. But what we do is think, “It wasn’t
there, I don’t know how it happened.” We think, “Some-
thing outside made me afraid or made me angry” — as if it
weren’t there to begin with. The outer stimulus merely
brings it up. What we are supposed to do is to know that
these things are there all the time, and at any time they can
erupt. Therefore we have to learn to be watchful about
ourselves, how we behave, how the ideas build up—and
how they lead me to fear or anger or obsession. Everything
takes place through feelings, through ideas, through im-
ages, thoughts, sensations, that’s all. There is nothing else.

And all these—sensations, feelings, thoughts, images—
take place at the conscious level. We have to learn how to
see through their rising. It’s like measuring the temperature
and the speed of the wind, and seeing in which direction it
is blowing, and then forecasting the weather tomorrow.

The strategy is left to each person, it is a personal war,
but what we need to understand is preparedness. We must
be prepared. Something that is within we need to be pre-
pared for, we need to know that these enemies are there.

Pravrajika Vivekaprana In Florida
Pravrajika Vivekaprana will be in Orlando, Florida from mid-July to mid-September this year. Dates and topics for

her classes will be posted on the Sri Sarada Society website at http://srisarada.org/. For information on accommodations
and other inquiries you may also e-mail Caroline Giorgi at zzclg@aol.com or Joan Shack at tour@srisarada.org.

VEDANTA—NEW VOICES
Several books related to Ramakrishna Vedanta have been published
during the past decade, many of which have been written or edited
by women. As a service to our readers, additional titles will be listed
in upcoming issues and we will offer occasional book reviews.

Vedanta: A Simple Introduction by Pravrajika Vrajaprana,
published by Vedanta Press, Hollywood, 1999, 89 pages.
A freshly written overview of one the the world's most an-
cient religious philosophies.

Bhakti, Dedicated Life of Helen Rubel by Elva Nelson, Fru-
gal Printer, New Hampshire, 1995, 49 pages.We are given
a glimpse into the life of this disciple of Swami Akhilananda
through reminiscnces and personal letters.

Centred in Truth: The Story of Swami Nitya-swarup-ananda
by Shelley Brown, M.D., published by Kalpa Tree Press,

New York, 2001, in two volumes.  Explores the life of the
founder of the Ramakrishna Institute of Culture in Calcutta.

 Josephine MacLeod and Vivekananda’s Mission by Linda
Prugh, published by Sri Ramakrishna Math, Mylapore,
Chennai, 1998, 601 pages. Offers a fascinating look at this
foremost supporter of Swami Vivekananda and his vision.

Swami Trigunatita: His Life and Work by Marie Louise Burke
(Sister Gargi), published by Vedanta Society of Northern
California, San Francisco, 1997, 434 pages. A direct dis-
ciple of Sri Ramakrishna, Swami Trigunatita began work in
San Francisco in 1903, at the request of Swami Vivekananda.

Portrait of Sister Christine by Pravrajika Vrajaprana, pub-
lished by Ramakrishna Mission Institute of Culture,
Calcutta, 1996, 107 pages. This American disciple of Swami
Vivekananda is remembered for her spiritual accomplish-
ment. She worked closely with Sister Nivedita in India.
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THE INSPIRED SCRIBE

Looking back a little more than a century we consider the contribu-
tions of Sarah Ellen Waldo, in our series on women who have helped
in shaping Vedanta in America.

It is through the lives of those near and dear to Swami
Vivekananda that we turn back the pages of time and re-
live those hollowed days of his presence amongst us. Sarah
Ellen Waldo is one of these: a disciple and ever-present
worker. Ellen was entrusted by Swamiji to transcribe his
talks in the very early days of the New York Vedanta Soci-
ety. So close was her association, so devoted her service,
her mind became as if one with his. And it was to her he
said, “How could you have caught my thoughts and words
so perfectly? It was as if I heard myself speak.”

We can picture Swamiji in his New York apartment on a
quiet afternoon in 1895 dictating to her his translation of the
Yoga Sutras, later published in England as Raja Yoga in 1896.
She sat, pen poised, ready to dip in ink the second Swamiji
broke the silence with some illuminating interpretation of the
sutras. Remaining for a time in a state of deep meditation, he
would emerge, suddenly. Sara was ready, poised, to take his
words down in longhand. Day after day she would leave her
Brooklyn home at 8:00 AM by horsecar, cross the bridge and
arrive at his lodging on W. 39th Street two hours later. Each
night at 9:00 PM, she made the same arduous trip home. Thus
time flowed in tireless service.

Again, it was Ellen who captured his most sublime ut-
terances for posterity, during those seven blessed weeks at
Thousand Island Park in the summer of 1895. Later pub-
lished as Inspired Talks, they capture Swamiji as the an-
cient rishi he was, come to earth to disseminate eternal

truths. Swamiji described himself as being at his best dur-
ing those weeks, training the twelve students who followed
him there in “Advaita realization.”

We imagine the spiritual impact Swamiji’s lecture had on
Ellen when first she heard him speak on December 30, 1894.
The Brooklyn Ethical Association had invited him to lecture.
That night, membership of this learned gathering sat spell-
bound, hanging on his every word. Ellen, herself a member,
was transfixed. The call had come. She never looked back.

We picture her half out of breath, trying to keep up with
Swamiji’s quick pace as they walk up Broadway. We smile
amusedly, thinking of Swamiji’s experiences preparing com-
binations of Western food in her kitchen. Her quiet home
was an occasion of rest for him on his free days. Images of
their association fill the mind.

Often referred to as “S. E. Waldo” in various writings, Sis-
ter Devamata describes Ellen as a tall, portly figure, familiar to
those who attended Swamiji’s classes. Extending a warm wel-
come to visitors, seating guests, renting chairs, printing tick-
ets, preparing flyers, mailing posters, noting names and ad-
dresses, taking notes, cooking and cleaning are the diverse ways
in which she served. Ellen writes to Sister Devamata, “there
was nothing I would not have done for him.”

In 1896, Swamiji wrote to her from England, “Why do
you not begin to teach? — Hold regular talks and lectures...
Wherever Ramakrishna’s children boldly come out, He is with
them. Plunge in boldly.” In undertaking his charge, Ellen was
considerably successful. She received a warm response from
her audience. He was her “blessed, blessed guru,” and to him
she was Haridasi, “servant of the Lord,” one among those who
best understood his teaching.

Joan Shack
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THE THREE PURITIES: FOLLOWING MOTHER’S EXAMPLE
Adapted from an article by Annapurna Sarada, associate editor of
NECTAR OF NON-DUAL TRUTH (Advaita-Satya-Amritam), a quar-
terly journal of universal philosophical and religious teachings, pub-
lished by the Sarada Ramakrishna Vivekananda Associations of
Oregon, San Francisco and Hawaii, http://www.SRV.org

When translated into English, Holy Mother’s three fa-
vorite words all begin with the letter ‘p’: purity, patience
and perseverance (shuddhi, dhriti and av astitha). This is
one of the foundational teachings that I received from my
teacher. Easily memorized, it readily becomes a source of
endless reflection and insight for living a divine life. For
the purposes of this article, we will focus on purity. There
exists a classic system delineating three aspects of purity
that provides a useful framework for appreciating this most
intrinsic quality of our Mother Sarada.

Dravya shuddhi refers to associating with objects and places
that are sattvic by nature, as well as maintaining their cleanli-
ness. By handling them, or being in their presence, one devel-
ops devotion for God, contentedness, dispassion, exaltedness
of mind and other components of spirituality. Speaking of the
power of subtle influences, Holy Mother has said, “As one
gets the fragrance of a flower by handling it or the scent of
sandalwood by rubbing it against a stone, one becomes spiri-
tually awakened by continuously contemplating God.”

Kriya shuddhi refers to performing those actions that are
righteous and nonharmful, neither driven by egoistic de-
sires and attachments nor by aversion. When one becomes
naturally disposed to good action and free of the need to
discriminate at this level, one next learns to discriminate
between the actions of the body and mind in contrast to
the actionless state of the Self. With respect to her own
awareness, Holy Mother commented that “even in the midst
of my activities, whenever I wish I can understand by the
slightest effort that all this is the mere play of Mahamaya.”

At the fundamental level, Chit shuddhi, purity of mind,
requires a maturity of discipline in the other two “puri-
ties.” The practice of mental purity consists of making the
mind one-pointed. Engaging in non-sattvic actions and as-
sociating with impure objects, persons and places create
distractions in one’s mind, thwarting inner peace and cre-

ating obstacles to spiritual practice. Holy Mother tells us,
“Know the worldly objects to which the mind is drawn to
be unreal and surrender your mind to God.”

When the mind finally tends toward one-pointedness,
one gradually realizes that the Self is distinct from the body
and mind. Even this is a still a stage, for as Holy Mother
explains, “After nondual knowledge dawns, God and all
else vanish into nothing... In the end, Mother pervades
the whole universe. Everything becomes one. This is the
simple truth.”

It is with this in mind that we can cherish the sublimity
of Mother’s life, a life that was the perfection of conven-
tional purity and dharma while exceeding their limitations.
Her realization far transcended the idea of purity based
upon a dualistic outlook consisting of right and wrong,
virtue and vice, and so forth. Purity that is understood only
in terms of what is impure does not culminate in the high-
est Wisdom. Holy Mother, herself, was established in the
highest nondual Reality that simultaneously supports, per-
meates, and transcends relative existence with its attendant
pairs of opposites. This explains how she could give such
practical and compassionate guidance to spiritual aspirants
in any mode of life, set an unceasing and sterling example
of right action, and at the same time be perfectly sponta-
neous according to the needs of the moment.

Holy Mother shows us the culmination of dravya and
kriya shuddhi resulting from her pure mind and universal
Motherhood. Sri Ramakrishna kept a loving and protec-
tive eye on Holy Mother. She obeyed him implicitly in
most matters, but when he told her not to associate with a
woman known to have led an impure life, she refused. In
Holy Mother, we find that through her pure mind, which
was based upon the knowledge of the Self and not merely
on the diligent observance of conventional purity, she was
not only incorruptible but actually conferred purity on
others, as seen by those whose characters were reformed by
her presence.

Holy Mother emphasized that it is the mind that is first
made impure, and then one sees impurity externally. From
Continued on page 2: PURITY
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TAKING LIFE IN STRIDE
Pravrajika Bhaktiprana, senior nun with the Vedanta Society of
Southern California, Hollywood, shares experience and insight on
aging and disability.

Q: How does a devotee deal with changes in the body as one
ages, and how does it integrate into one’s spiritual life?

Well, it seems to me that these things come on so gradu-
ally that one is not really aware of what’s happening. As far
as physical handicaps go, sometimes they start very early
in life and you do not really realize the extent of what’s
going on. For instance, the onset of my ankylosing spondyli-
tis was when I was first out of college in 1945, and I passed
it off just thinking it was nerves. It wasn’t until 20 years
later that I discovered I had an arthritic ailment of
ankylosing spondylitis, arthritis of the spine, which is a
hereditary condition. That makes one a little more objec-
tive about one’s ailment, knowing that you have something
that you cannot prevent. When I told my father, he said,
“Oh, yes, your grandfather had it.” So that puts a new
light on it. It is not something that you have done particu-
larly, or something that you can help. It is just a factor that
you have to deal with and find out what you can do to
make it bearable or better or improved in whatever way is
possible...

I think one has to consider there is a fact of karma, and
everybody has something, some kind of ailment or some
kind of debilitation that comes sooner or later. So you just
accept that this is par for the course. This is what I’ve got.
Somebody else may get cancer or some other horrible ail-
ment. I think that when it comes on slowly or at an early
age, that you have more opportunity to just accept it and
find out in a very matter-of-fact way what you can do to
improve it or what you can do to prevent its getting worse
or slow down its getting worse.

Q: What about the osteoporosis?
I didn’t discover I had osteoporosis until a few years ago

when they gave me a bone scan. I was  a little disappointed in
my doctors, that they didn’t suspect... So, well, now I’ve got
osteoporosis. What do I do for it? Get some medicine, do
some exercise and surrender it to the Lord. Everything may be
done as an offering to God. We try to offer up our very best.
But when we haven’t got the best to offer, we offer what we
have. It reminds me of the story of Krishna dancing on the
serpent. The serpent tells him, “Well, Lord, all I have to offer
is poison. That’s the best offering I can give you.”

When you first receive the news that you have some-
thing incurable or irreversible, it may hit you like a blow.
One can’t help but be upset briefly about it. But later you
can be more objective and think that other people have

things that are worse. No matter how bad it is, one can
always think of instances that are worse, and be glad one
does not have something that turns out to be worse than
what you have. I think that having an inner life, some kind
of spiritual discipline, spiritual beliefs, ambitions, or faith
does help one to prepare for aging as well as for any ca-
lamities that may happen in one’s life. I think it makes it
easier to stand back and be a little bit more detached. Find-
ing out one has an incurable illness is, naturally, a shock.
But one can come to terms with it, I think, by just remem-
bering that it is the body. Even though you feel it in the
body—you feel the suffering, and sometimes it may be to
a point where you cannot keep your equanimity—I think
if one works at just trying to put it at the Lord’s feet, and
surrender to the Divine Mother, or whatever aspect ap-
peals to you, that one can overcome it to some extent.

Learning and growing towards fullness of being happen
as one continues one’s spiritual practice. Even though it is
frustrating sometimes when the mind does not cooperate,
which may be most of the time, at least one has the satis-
faction of knowing one made the effort. That is as much as
we can do, make the effort and then leave the rest to karma,
to the grace of the Lord, or however you want to put it.

There are occasions when one may be falling apart briefly,
but rather than just throw up one’s hands and say, “Why
me?” think instead, “Why not me, why not this?” You know,
everyone has to go through something. Rather than try to
escape, it is better to just try to accept whatever comes and
detach yourself from it. d

Continued from page 1: PURITY

the ultimate standpoint, it is not a matter of making things
pure by the practice of cleanliness or avoiding pollution
from contact with objects and places, as in the lower prac-
tice of dravya shuddhi. Nor is it the performance of endless
rites and charitable acts that make one’s actions pure with
regard to kriya shuddhi. Purity itself lies in recognizing the
purity of the Self. Yet, this is not recognized without spiri-
tual self-effort. More than any other practice Holy Mother
prescribed japa (repeating the Divine Name) for purifica-
tion of body and mind: “The mantra purifies the body.
One becomes pure by repeating the Mantra of God.” In
view of the three purities, japa is a perfect synthesis. The
mantra is one with the Deity, thus placing the sensitive
and focused practitioner in the holiest of company. The
body and mind are both the tools used and the holy place
wherein this sacred action of japa practice takes place.
Mother is known to have regularly repeated the mantra
100,000 times a day for the benefit of her disciples. Thus
has she earned the reverent epithet, Japaharini Devi, “She
who confers salvation through the Holy Name.”
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During the centenary of Sri Ramakrishna,
Swami Raghavananda searched for places sancti-
fied by the visit of Sri Ramakrishna and came across
the house of the sweeper of the temple garden of
Dakshineswar, Rasik, who would call the Master
“Father.” One day as the Master returned from
the Panchavati, Rasik, though of the lowest caste,
boldly approached him and, falling prostrate be-
fore him, prayed, “Father why don’t you bless me.
What will happen to me?” Full of compassion, the
Master assured him, “You have no need to fear.
You will have your wish fulfilled. You will see me
at the time of death.” Under the cover of night,
Sri Ramakrishna had visited Rasik’s house to clean
the open drain with his own hair in order to de-
stroy the pride of being a Brahmin.

Shortly before his death, Rasik requested his sons to carry him outside to a holy spot, a nearby tulsi plant. At the
moment of death, he cried out in astonishment, “You have come to me, Father! You have really come, Father.” The
Master gave him immortality.

The property was gifted to Sri Sarada Math in 1998. A four-level building has been constructed on the site. On
November 23, 1999, Most Revered Shraddhapranaji Mataji, President of Sri Sarada Math, laid the foundation stone.

The new center opened this fall. Among activi-
ties to be offered are computer and language classes
for the poor and meritorious girls of the locality,
and seminars and scripture classes. The second level
will house a permanent display of the history of
Sri Sarada Math since its inception. Looking out
from the meditation hall and assembly room on
the fourth level one can see the Kali Temple at
Dakshineswar rising above the houses.

A large mural of Rasik at the feet of Sri Rama-
krishna graces the wall as one enters the center. Pro-
viding a blessed historical significance to the center,
it serves to convey the attitude with which the work
was undertaken—as an offering at the Master’s feet.

Joan

AN HISTORICALLY SACRED SETTING

Sri Sarada Math
NOW ON THE INTERNET

You can now visit the official web site for Sri Sarada
Math at http://www.srisaradamath.org. This is happy news
to devotees who have been awaiting the presence of
Mother’s Order on the Internet. Visitors will find a ‘virtual
puja’ among the unique features.

Joan Shack, Sri Sarada Society president, happened to
be visiting the Math’s headquarters in Dakshineswar, when
the new site was unveiled this August.

SAMVIT REMINDER
Samvit is the semiannual journal published in English

by Sri Sarada Math, first introduced in 1980. Its title, Sam-
vit, is a Sanskrit word meaning “knowledge which leads to
enlightenment.” The publication offers readers holy com-
pany through scripture, prose, and poetry. Readers in the
United States and Canada may order and renew their sub-
scriptions in the West by sending their name, address and
$6.00 (U.S. dollars) subscription payment to Sri Sarada
Society at the address given below.
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 Centred in Truth: The Story of Swami Nitya-swarup-ananda,
by Shelley Brown, M.D., published by Kalpa Tree Press, New York,
2001, in two volumes. Reviewed by Steven F. Walker

In her richly detailed biography and selection of writ-
ings and reminiscences, Dr. Shelley Brown has given us an
unparalleled portrait of a swami of the Ramakrishna Or-
der notable for the originality of his thought and for the
vigor with which he acted for the realization of his ideas.
For this reader, three things stand out in the life of this
remarkable swami. Other readers will surely find other high
points in his inspiring life and writings.

First, we read of his devotion to the spirit and letter of
Vivekananda’s teachings. Swami Nityaswarupananda treasured
the dream of creating a School of World Civilization, a dream
he believed coincided with Vivekananda’s plan for an “Inter-
national University” which Swamiji wished to establish in
1894, according to Marie Louise Burke’s Swami Vivekananda
in the West: New Dicoveries. As the swami was to say, “I live
and move and have my being in one of the dreams of Swami-
ji.” He wanted people to be educated for world civilization
and global consciousness, and to be free of parochially de-
fined cultural allegiances. In his later years he focused on study-
ing the spirit and on observing the very letter of Vivekananda’s
Rules and Regulations of the Ramakrishna Math; he insisted
on its importance for his Order.  As one of Swami
Nityaswarupananda’s monastic colleagues remembers,
“Swamiji’s Rules remained his constant companion till the very
end, as sacred to him as the Bhagavad Gita, to be read daily,
the clarifier of all doubts.” His last publication, Divine Rights
of the Sangha, embodies his passionate commentary on this
text.

The second thing that stands out in my mind is the very
practical, activist nature of the swami. One devotee remem-
bers him saying “I do not believe in words, I believe in things
being done”. Those of us who have enjoyed the hospitality of
the wonderful Ramakrishna Mission Institute of Culture in
Calcutta especially need to be reminded how much it was the
swami’s creation—its cosmopolitan spirit, its openness to the
dialogue of cultures, not to mention the meticulously planned
and executed buildings at Gol Park. Exactly how all this came
into being, with all its ups and downs, is one of the most
fascinating features of Dr. Brown’s biography.

Finally, the third outstanding characteristic of Swami
Nityaswarupananda’s life seems to me to be his particular
devotion to Sri Ramakrishna as represented in photographs.
In two lectures given at the Vedanta Society of New York
in 1988, recorded in Volume 2, the swami tells how as a
boy of thirteen he discovered the photo of Sri Ramakrishna
in sitting posture in an issue of Udbodhan, adding that
“my life has been inextricably linked with his feet from the
very first day of my seeing that photograph.” He often spoke
in later years of the meaning and the effect of this and the
two other photographs in which, he said at the Sacramento
center in 1963, “if we have the capacity—the power of
mind—we can see nothing but God himself.”

The second volume contains, along with a variety of
texts penned by the swami, a series of personal reminis-
cences by those who had been blessed by his company.
The last of these, and perhaps the most moving for me, is
that of his personal servant, Rashbehari.

In Centred in Truth Shelley Brown has produced a me-
ticulously researched and beautifully written biography and
an inspiring anthology, with interesting photographs and
a well done index for each volume.

AN INSPIRING LIFE
BOOK REVIEW
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What is the nature of patience? What does it consist of? Is it
merely “putting up with troubles?” Holy Mother’s life of ex-
treme patience shows us that it certainly includes the quality
of titiksha, forbearance in disagreeable circumstances. How-
ever, her steadiness in patience shows us that it is based upon
something more than mere passivity, resignation or submis-
siveness. Patience, in order to be lasting, must
be founded on viveka, discrimination between
the real and the unreal, and vairagya, detach-
ment from the unreal. Holy Mother consis-
tently taught us to pursue this all-important
perspective, a practice that has been called
“mano yoga,” the yoga of mental discernment
and mindfulness.

Mother reminds us,“Even this body, the
identification of the self with the body, must
go. What is this body, my darling? It is noth-
ing but three pounds of ash when it is cre-
mated.” We may wonder what remains. “It
is the body alone that changes, the Atman
remains the same,” Mother answers.

By detaching our self-identity from the
body, life-force, mind, intellect, and ego –and the false un-
derstanding that these are real and capable of fulfilling us –we
nurture our identification with the all-pervading Self. This
Self, or Atman, is the deathless Witness of all phenomena and
is eternally free, pure Consciousness. This identification revo-
lutionizes one’s experience of the world, amounting to a tran-
scendence based upon all-pervasiveness and all-inclusiveness
– the very heart of the universal Motherhood we see in Holy
Mother. Such a being “sees as God sees,” as Meister Eckhart
puts it. Thus, Mother affirms and encourages us, “Therefore,
forgetting your personality, try to realize your identity with
God.”

This realization frees us from brooding and chaffing at the

impositions of this transitory world, gross and subtle. What
was formerly a practice of patience and forbearance in person-
ally trying circumstances, becomes an attainment wielded
without the slightest touch of rancor, just as space (akasha)
patiently provides location for the entire universe. As we see
in Holy Mother, she was not just the mother of a handful of
devotees; she was established in awareness of her Self as the
Mother of all beings in all realms.

To follow her example of steady patience, our discrimina-
tion and detachment must mature and free us from suffering

at all levels. In the language of the Bhagavad
Gita, all possible sufferings arise from three
categories: adhyatma, adhibhuta and
adhidaiva. Though pain is inevitable for the
embodied, suffering, and its consequent anxi-
ety, irritation, and intolerance, are modifica-
tions of the mind, which is distinct from the
Self. Transcendence of these sufferings is one
of the great attainments of life and is an inte-
gral component of that steady patience we see
in Holy Mother’s life.

Adhyatma is suffering that arises from in-
ternal causes associated with the body due to
birth, growth, disease, old age, decay, death,
or from those arising in the subtle body: the
mind (manas), intellect (buddhi) and ego

(ahamkara). The sufferings of this latter group include grief,
shame, unworthiness, despair, anger, pride, jealousy, fear, lust,
greed, and so on – all of which are brought on by our false
identification with mind and body, and our feeling of separa-
tion from God. Mother once confided in a disciple that once
she had met the Master, she never knew what worry was. From
her earliest years, her mind was trained to think of and dwell
in God alone, the ultimate antidote to all anxiety. Swami Vive-
kananda has also stated that all are atheists, even those who
profess belief in God, if they indulge in any kind of worry at
all.

Adhibhuta is the suffering that comes from external ob-

TRUE PATIENCE: MEETING LIFE’S CHALLENGES
Adapted from an article by Annapurna Sarada, of the Sarada Ra-
makrishna Vivekananda Associations of Oregon, San Francisco and
Hawaii (SRV). It is the second in a series on H oly Mother’s three
favorite teachings, Purity, Patience and Perserverence.

Continued on page 4: PATIENCE

Family Life: Holy Mother’s niece, Radhu,
gave her aunt many trying moments.
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ALL ARE WELCOME
Children are gathering in Mother’s presence to play happily, recall
blessed moments and discuss common challenges w e encounter in
spiritual life. Where? In Holy Mother’s Courtyard, an online Inter-
net forum. Here are excerpts from some of the entries.

Paritosh Kaul in Queens, New York, shares memories of
Holy Mother’s disciples:

“I don’t know how many of you were able to meet Pravrajika
Mokshaprana, who was the second President of the Sarada
Math...

“My second meeting took place at Sarada Math, Dakshines-
war, where I spoke to her for some time. That day she pre-
sented me with two photographs, one of Mother and the other
of the Panchavati at Dakshineswar. Then she presented me
with Inspired Talks by Swami Vivekananda and wrote, ‘May
Swamiji inspire you.’

“I later started to write to her. Those letters were what gave
a glimpse of her personality. She was all Mother and was al-
ways concerned about my wellbeing, what had happened, what
exams did I appear in and what were the results. She herself
would give me small details about the weather in Dakshines-
war, or where she had been so that I always felt a strong con-
nection. In every letter, whether it was a postcard or a letter,
there was always one small spiritual pearl there. Even a small
thing, like ‘Do your japa regularly,’ so that even with the rela-
tionship, she made sure that the spiritual ideal was not com-
promised.”

And Vriji Aswani in Wilmslow, Cheshire, United King-
dom, introduces Story Time:

“I like stories. So I will tell one to the children of the Mother.”
 Once there was a king who was going to put to death

many people, but before doing so he offered a challenge. If
any of them could come up with something, which would
make him happy when he was sad, and sad when he was
happy, he would spare their lives.

All night the wise men meditated on the matter . In
the morning they brought the king a ring. The king said
that he did not see how the ring would serve to make him
happy when he was sad and sad when he was happy.

The wise men pointed to the inscription. When the
king read it, he was so delighted that he spared them all.
And the inscription? "THIS TOO SHALL PASS."

Again, Paritosh writes, “I know we are all busy. Yet just a
few conversations here would go a long way in making the
courtyard reverberate with the laughter and conversations
of her children.” All are welcome in Mother’s Courtyard.
You will find your way there by entering Holy Mother’s
Cyber-Tantu at http://www.srisarada.org.

SPIRITUAL UNFOLDING
Atmavrata Puri (formerly Elvira Graci) tells about life in spiritual
community on Salt Spring Island, B.C. She is a long-time devotee
who has taken Sannyas (v ows of renunciation and spiritual com-
mitment). Her ordination took place at the Sri Saradeswari Ashram
(Gauri Ma Ashram) in Kolkata (Calcutta). Traditional Hinduism
identifies Sannyas as the final stage in life.

The Mahapurush Forest of Peace Monastery and Com-
munity, is a non-affiliated spiritual community founded
on the spiritual vision and goal of its members—that of
offering ourselves to the quest of inner transformation and
union with the Divine.

Over twenty-five years ago, Sam Graci, Purnavrata (for-
merly Gail Pearpoint) and I shared a vision of living in spiri-
tual community. Our common inspiration and Vedanta tra-
dition is that of Sri Ramakrishna, Sri Sarada Devi, and Swami
Vivekananda. Five years ago we joined together on Salt Spring
Island, British Columbia to lay the spiritual foundation of
what is now called the Mahapurush Forest of Peace Monas-
tery and Community.

Sam operates a small business that financially supports
the community. We are situated on 12 acres in a serene
and beautiful natural setting surrounded by forest and
meditative paths. The property has been divided into two
compounds, one the residence of our community brother,
Sam, and the other the monastic setting where both
Purnavrata and I reside and where rooms are made avail-
able to retreatants.

The Community has expanded to include outside mem-
bers who share the observances and daily recall of our Com-
munity precepts. Our shared practices and observances also
include prayer, meditation, silent periods, and study, balanced
with work, outreach activities, exercise and “creative leisure.”
Each Monday is a designated day of silence and at the end of
each month we observe three days of silence. The primary
outreach services we provide to others are the setting, space
and support for weekly scheduled meditations, prayer and
study (people of all traditions and faiths are welcome), Tai
Chi classes and retreats.

One of the main practices of our small community has
been that of developing awareness, appreciation, seeing each
other in the highest light while “working” individually and
collectively on our shortcomings and divisions.

Taking into account our own particular yearnings and spiri-
tual vision, along with factors of life experiences, etc., the for-
mation of the Community has been a creative exploration
requiring earnest prayer, discernment, and thoughtful con-
siderations of moderation and balance. Through Mother’s
Grace, the community is deepening and maturing as we con-
tinually open to her Will, Mercy and Love.
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PRAVRAJIKA SATCHITPRANA’S
2001 VISIT TO URUGRAY

The small Vedanta Centre of Uruguay, Ramakrishna
Shanti Ashrama, with branches in Montevideo (Capital
City) and La Paloma (200 km from the Capital), had the
blessing and privilege of receiving Pravrajika Satchitprana,
from Sri Sarada Math, Dakshineswar, India. This was her
third visit to the country and it was the longest – from Sep-
tember 16 to November 2, 2001. Previously, she has been
in Uruguay in 1997 and 1998.

Her agenda was always very intense. It included giving
morning and evening classes, leading seminars and retreats,
and availing herself, very generously, for many personal
interviews. Pravrajika Satchitprana possesses authority, great
knowledge, charm and a wonderful power of communica-
tion. She knows how to explain these ideas to Westerners.
As a result, the response from audiences at various places
along the tour was always excellent: warm and very much
interested in what she had to say.

Pravrajika Satchitprana had time enough to visit more
cities than on previous visits. Her tour included
Montevideo, Duranzo, La Paloma and Rocha. People at-
tended classes regularly creating a very intense atmosphere,
making it possible to develop very profound topics.

Durga Puja was celebrated October 23-25. A retreat on the
Chandi was the culmination of Mataji’s stay. She was very
much inspired, her talks were very substantial and profound.
The topic, the Divine Mother, was new to many participants,
thus creating a highly spiritual and exhilarating climax with
the enthusiastic involvement of all.

Pravrajika Satchitpranaji’s visit gave Uruguay devotees
great spiritual incentive and a yearning to go deeper into
the Vedantic truths. Mataji has many followers here that

Sri Sarada Math News

PRAVRAJIKAS TO VISIT UNITED STATES THIS SUMMER
Plans are unfolding for a visit by Pravrajika Satchitprana and Pravrajika Prabuddhaprana. The two sannyasinis from

Sri Sarada Math, Dakshineswar, India, will arrive in the United States on June 28 and remain through early September.
This is Pravrajika Satchitprana’s first visit to North America. She has made three prior visits to devotees in South

America, where she has been warmly received. (See following article.) Pravrajika Prabuddhaprana accompanied Pravra-
jika Vivekaprana and Pravrajika Amalaprana in 1993 when they came to Chicago to participate in the Parliament of the
World’s Religions. Pravrajika Prabuddhaprana is the first American to join Sri Sarada Math in India.

While in America Pravrajika Satchitprana and Pravrajika Prabuddhaprana will make pilgrimage to many of the places
associated with Swami Vivekananda. They will also be giving lectures  and holding retreats with devotees on the East and
West Coasts, and in Puerto Rico.

Sri Sarada Society is sponsoring the visit together with other devotee groups. Updated information will be available on
the Internet. For easy reference go to http://srisarada.org/tour.html. Inquiries by telephone may be made by contacting
Joan at (518) 869-6088 on the East Coast and Amrita at (805) 684-2509 on the West Coast.

are eagerly awaiting her return. We are deeply and pro-
foundly grateful for the blessings that the Divine Mother
poured over Uruguay in sending to this far-off  lands, and
so many times, her dear daughter.

Mataji left Uruguay for Brazil on Nov. 2, remaining in
South America until early January 2002.  Her routine was
very intense till the very end of her visit.

Sarasvati, a Uruguay Devotee

NEW CENTER CELEBRATED
Sri Sarada Math celebrates the beginning of construction

of the Order’s new premises at Sidhgiri Bag, Varanasi, India.
The dedication ceremony was performed by Revered Pravra-
jika Shraddhaprana Mataji, President, Sri Sarada Math and
Ramakrishna Sarada Mission, on April 1, 2002. A public meet-
ing was held at the center the following day. The new center
was made possible by all who contributed to the Varanasi
Project. The first phase of constuction is expected to be com-
pleted in time for the dedication.

Revered Swami Ranganathananda Maharaj, President,
and Revered Swami Gahanananda Maharaj, Vice President,
of the Ramakrishna Order visited and blessed the new site
in February.

Holy Mother spent time in Varanasi, or Banaras, as it was
then called, and considered it a very sacred city. It was there
that Sri Ramakrishna had a vision of Mother Kali untying the
knots of bondage and Lord Shiva whispering the mantra of
liberation into the ears of the departed.   The first President of
Sri Sarada Math, Revered Bharatiprana Mataji, spent twenty-
seven years of her life in Varanasi performing intense tapasya.
Revered Mokshaprana Mataji, the second president of Sri Sa-
rada Math, also had great love for the Holy City of Shiva. She
had an earnest desire that a Math center be established there.
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jects. It refers to what other people, animals and the envi-
ronment can inflict on the psycho-physical being, as well
as the suffering caused by seeking after experiences in the
“external world.” It is important to note that Holy Mother
taught that “the universe is simply mind made manifest.”
It is our tendency to see creation as somehow outside the
Self that causes so much strife. From both the standpoint
of creation/multiplicity and Ultimate Reality/absolute
unity, we can hear Holy Mother saying, “No one is a
stranger, my child, the whole world is your own.”

Adhidaiva relates to suffering caused by the celestial and
subtle realms or powers, referring to those forces that benefit
by one’s attachment to the world, who receive pleasure from
the selfish and unmindful use of the senses and sense objects.
This refers in particular to the cosmic forces that empower the
senses. So long as one leads a worldly life, these forces remain
mostly quiescent. However, those treading the path of spiri-
tual life, practicing detachment and mastery of the senses, of-
ten find resistance coming from all quarters: family, friends,
work, society. When detachment and selflessness get estab-
lished, these forces are overcome.

When we look at Holy Mother’s life–her residence in
the tiny nahabat, long absences from Sri Ramakrishna and
hardships faced following his death, trials with devotees
and relatives, and ill health–we admire and revere her pa-
tience and equanimity under all circumstances. Patience,
practiced with discrimination and detachment, in accord
with Mother’s example and teachings, begins as a spiritual
discipline for the purification of the mind. Through self-
effort and grace, it transforms into a natural spiritual qual-
ity – one of the gems possessed by the illumined being.

SIMPLY IDEAL
BOOK REVIEW

Vedanta: A Simple Introduction by Pravrajika Vrajaprana,
published by Vedanta Press, Hollywood, 1999, 89 pages.

If you have been wanting a book about Vedanta to give
to an inquisitive friend or family member, Vedanta: A Simple
Introduction may be just what you are looking for.
Undaunting in tone and appearance, this slender volume
offers a fresh, clearly written overview. Basic concepts are
explained in very visual terms. Karma, maya, and samskaras
are likened to boomerangs, clouds covering the sun, and
grooves on the mind, respectively. When the mind's usual
state is described as "A lake that is whipped by waves, fouled
by pollution, muddied by tourists and made turbulent by
speedboats," the image is easily grasped.

This book will help any spiritual adherent understand
better the core of his or her own tradition against the uni-
versal, all-embracing backdrop of Vedanta. The chapter on
Harmony of Religions simply, sincerely, honors each tra-
dition. Like a good teacher, the author is keenly aware of
her readers throughout. Anticipating where misunderstand-
ings are likely to occur, she draws the reader's attention to
the point she is making using a short question and answer
format.  The logical presentation of her explanations is an-
other example of her concern for the reader.

The author, a nun at the Sarada Convent in Santa Bar-
bara, California, has plenty of experience in distilling the
principles and concepts into written form. She has edited
books and articles on Vedanta for publication in both In-
dia and the United States, which include writings of Swami
Shraddhananda and Swami Lokeswarananda.
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IN MOTHER’S WORDS: “I am the mother of the wicked, as I am the mother of the virtuous.

Never fear. Whenever you are in distress, say to yourself, 'I have a mother.'”

Dedicated to Holy Mother
 Winter 2002, Volume 8, Issue 2
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This year marks the 10th anniversary of the founding of Sri
Sarada Society as an independent, nonprofit devotee organi-
zation dedicated to promoting the manifestation of Holy
Mother's inspiration in the West. When the idea came to of-
fer devotees in the United States a convenient way to receive
Samvit, the semiannual journal published in India by Sri Sarada
Math, one could scarcely imagine the challenges and adven-
tures ahead. This was a simple, modest project.

Soon, “simple” became exciting. As preparation for the
Centennial Anniversary of Swami Vivekananda’s arrival in
America was taking form, a new project emerged. With
the help and enthusiasm of devotees across the country,
Sri Sarada Society had the privilege of sponsoring
Pravrajikas from Sri Sarada Math as participants in the 1993
Parliament of the World’s Religions. The visit of Pravrajika
Amalaprana, who is now General Secretary of the Order,
Pravrajika Vivekaprana, and Pravrajika Prabuddhaprana to
America forged a lasting bond between Western devotees
and Holy Mother’s monastic daughters in India.

Sri Sarada Society continues to sponsor periodic visits
by pravrajikas, together with other devotee organizations
and groups which are forming.

In 1993, the Society received a substantial donation which
was to be used to assist Sri Sarada Math in establishing its
work in the United States. At nearly the same time, the Ridgely
estate was being put on the market for sale. After being as-
sured that the various Ramakrishna Vedanta groups were not
interested in acquiring the estate, Sri Sarada Society became
involved in a project which seemed the next step to take: the
purchase of this property, which was intimately associated with
Swami Vivekananda and made sacred by his presence.

Although Mother and Swamiji had different plans for
Ridgely, Sri Sarada Society feels blessed to have launched
this effort. Entering into an option contract to purchase
took the 83-acre estate off the open market and was the
beginning of three years of ground-breaking work to get
the word out and raise funds. We did this through special
events, pamphlet distribution and other means, including
a television appearance on a regional station. Newspaper

REFLECTIONS, VISIONS, AND APPRECIATION

ads were placed, sponsored by friends and admirers of
Swamiji. During presentations to Vedanta groups around
the country, a video, Swami Vivekananda at Ridgely, told
the history of the estate.

Because of insufficient funding, Sri Sarada Society was
unable to renew its purchase option in January 1997. Nev-
ertheless, we continued our fundraising efforts until March,
when we were notified of Belur Math’s interest in the es-
tate. Later that year, Vivekananda Retreat, Ridgely, was
founded and Ridgely's future within the Vedanta tradition
was secured.

Prior to the Ridgely project, fundraising was not a part
of the Western Vedanta movement. Setting aside our own
reluctance in this regard has, perhaps, opened the way for
additional projects, large and small, which flower from the
service and generosity of others.

In 1996, “Holy Mother’s Cyber-Tantu,” our website
dedicated to Sri Sarada Devi, was among the first Internet
offerings from the Ramakrishna-Vedanta tradition. Since
then, Mother’s presence on the Internet has fostered com-
panionship and sangha among devotees, many of whom
do not have a Vedanta center nearby.

We have expanded this issue of SRI SARADA SOCIETY NOTES

to six pages, in honor of our anniversary. In this issue, we
are pleased to announce the release of A CHALLENGE FOR

MODERN MINDS, a book containing selected lectures given
by Pravrajika Vivekaprana. The publication represents a
three-year collaboration with Edith Tipple, who approached
Pravrajika Vivekaprana and Sri Sarada Society about pub-
lishing a book of edited talks.

We are also excited about the feature article on Holy Mother.
It comes from Sreemati Mukherjee, a devotee who has under-
taken the service of translating reminiscences of the Mother
written in Bengali.

And, appropriately, for our anniversary issue, we include
an article on Frances Leggett, the daughter of Frank and
Betty Leggett. It is through France that the Ridgely estate
remained within the Leggett family for three generations,



“You have not yet understood the wonderful significance of Mother's life, none of you. But gradually you

will know. Without Shakti (Power) there is no regeneration for the world.” — Swami Vivekananda
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Brahmins! Some of them therefore wondered whether it was
appropriate that Swamiji should be seated on the same pedes-
tal as Sri Ramakrishna and Holy Mother, and receive the same
kind of worship that was being offered to them. A group of
devotees from East Bengal had therefore exempted Swamiji
from occupying the same position in their shrine, which they
offered Sri Ramakrishna and Sri Sarada Devi. When news of
this occurrence reached Holy Mother’s ears, she chastised this
group of devotees by forcefully declaring, “Where Naren is
not worshipped, Thakur does not accept worship!”

Let me allude to another incident. Another group from
East Bengal had done the very opposite of the group men-
tioned above. They had enshrined Swamiji on the same

pedestal with Sri Ramakrishna and Sri
Sarada Devi. While visiting Mother’s resi-
dence at Baghbazar, a doubt crossed some
of their minds: “Was it all right to place
a disciple (Vivekananda) on the same seat
as his Master? Would Mother approve of
their decision?” With trepidation in their
hearts, they informed Mother of their ac-
tion. Mother’s face momentarily became
grave. The devotees once again experi-
enced fear in their hearts. Suddenly,
Mother declared in a severe tone, “What
do you think Thakur would have done
had he been present. Would he have
placed Naren beside him, or would he
have taken him on his lap?” The devo-

tees found the answer that they were seeking and their hearts
filled with joy.

I’ve witnessed a particular scene with my own eyes and
received confirmation of it from other devotees too —
Swami Brahmanandaji Maharaj would often quake with
fear when he went to meet Holy Mother. He would not
even be able to articulate his words properly. Even though
the great householder disciple Sadhu Nag Mahasay would
manage to reach the steps leading to Mother’s residence
with trembling feet, he could not manage to reach Mother’s
room, and often had to be carried there. Thus, what else is
left to be said about Mother? It is because we have served
at her feet that we are now required to answer queries from
interested and eager devotees. Otherwise, am I equipped
to speak about Mother?

HOLY MOTHER: POWER UNVEILED

Sreemati Mukherjee of Kolkata,West Bengal, India, has given us a portion of her translation of Lavaya Kumar Chakraborty’s
reminiscences of Holy Mother, originally published in Bengali in SRI SRI MAYER PADAPRANTE Vol III, compiled by Swami
Purnatmananda and published by Udbodhan Karyalaya in 1997.We are pleased to include this excerpt in our 10th anniver-
sary newsletter.

 The secrecy and mystery of the Veda that is Mother’s
life make it very eloquent. The Divine Mother remained
in this world like a nineteenth-century Bengali housewife,
enveloped in modesty. When we think of Brahman and
his Shakti, the masculine and feminine, we think of the
duo that was Sri Ramakrishna and Holy Mother.

The immensity and magnificence of Thakur’s spiritual life
were perhaps revealed to some, but Holy Mother remains an
eternal mystery. So secret and yet so deep! When questioned
closely about her, Ramakrishna’s sannyasi disciples declined
to answer most of the time. Swami Premananda once re-
marked: “Who has ever known Mother, who has ever under-
stood her?” He would close his observation with an invoca-
tion to her: “Salutations to you Mother,
Salutations to you!”

I once heard the same Swami narrate a
visit of Swami Vivekananda to Holy
Mother. It was during the monsoon sea-
son in Calcutta. The Ganges had swollen
its banks. Swami Vivekananda and Swami
Turiyananda had set out from Belur Math
to visit Mother at Baghbazar. Swami Vive-
kananda was then unwell, running a tem-
perature of 102 F. Suddenly Turiyanandaji
observed Swamiji drinking the water of the
Ganges, and putting some on his head.
When the former cautioned him about
how it could further impair his health,
Swami Vivekananda remarked, “0 Brother!
I am going to visit Holy Mother. God knows, if there is even
a trace of impurity anywhere in my being, I’ll be destroyed.
My heart quakes with fear!” Perhaps, in these words of Swami
Vivekananda, who is said to carry the chalice of Thakur’s spiri-
tual work, we get some indication of the true nature of the
Holy Mother.

Swami Vivekananda was Thakur’s foremost disciple, the
inheritor of his spiritual riches, and the primary exponent of
Thakur’s spiritual principles to the world. Although Thakur
described Swamiji as a Saptarshi brought down from empy-
rean yogic realms to aid Thakur in his work, many people in
those days failed to regard Swamiji with that kind of exalted
respect because he was the son of a Kaisthya. They simply
viewed him as Narendranath Dutta, the son of Vishwanath
Dutta, hailing from a caste that was inferior to that of the



“She is Sarada, Saraswati. She has come to impart knowledge. She has descended by covering up her beauty

this time... She is full of wisdom. Is she of the common run? She is my Shakti.”— Sri Ramakrishna
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I have seen that at one time only initiated devotees were given Mother’s picture. Today, of course, Mother’s image can be seen
everywhere — on roads, in theater halls and on cinema halls. Undoubtedly, for the benefit of the whole of society, shy and
retiring Holy Mother was fiercely guarded by Thakur’s sannyasi disciples. Once Swami Saradanandaji Maharaj had cautioned
me about writing about Holy Mother. He had said that if I ever quote her, I should do it very, very carefully. About Sri
Ramakrishna he said that although I could quote him from time to time in my writings, I should do it with extreme caution
and care.

Nowadays, I observe with a profound feeling of awe how Thakur’s thoughts, teachings and intuitions about God and
spiritual life are flooding the whole of Indian society, and spiritual seekers are drawn like a magnet towards him. We must
remember Thakur’s inimitable words in this context: “Those who have ever called on God with deep yearning in their heart,
will have to come HERE.” His words have indeed come true.

Swamiji had remarked that what would the full unleashing of the power of Thakur’s coming be like, when its begin-
nings were already creating such a stir! I note with wonder that those who are being attracted to this new path, are mostly
interested in knowing about Holy Mother. Mother was Mahashakti but few people are aware of the manner in which she
expressed the infinite power of her being!

My mind goes back to an incident that is deeply significant, but is not known to many. I had the good fortune to learn
about it from revered Swami Abhedanandaji Maharaj. Abhedanandaji had composed a stotra for Holy Mother and had
an earnest desire to read it out to her. When he expressed his wish to Mother she appeared startled and asked him, “What
stotra? Dedicated to whom?” Whereupon, the Swami replied that it was dedicated to Her. She seemed quite taken aback
by his answer and quietly replied, “Son, why a stotra for me?” However, she had to give in to the entreaties of her sannyasi
son and devotee, and started listening quietly. Abhedanandaji started to intone the now famous “Prakriti Paramam. . .”
When Abhedanandaji came to the part where he says Ramkrishnagatapranam or “she who is dedicated to Ramakrishna
soul and body,“ Mother became absolutely still. When he uttered the words “Tattnamasravanam priyam or “she who
loves to listen to the name of Ramakrishna,” tears started flowing from her eyes. When Abhedanandaji uttered
Tattbhavaranjitakaram, or “she who enriches the bhava or spirituality of Ramakrishna”, he found Thakur seated where
Mother had been sitting all this time — Mother’s figure had completely vanished! Maharaj, who had been sitting, his
legs folded beneath him, also transcended the limits of his being. There may have been other experiences that the Swami
had but they remain untold to us, although he leaves us enough to build upon.

Continued from page 1: REFLECTIONS

Happy Anniversary,

SRI SARADA SOCIETY!
Congratulations to Sri Sarada Society, and my gratitude

to all who have involved in it for all these years. Each of us
is important; those who lead with ideas, and those who
shoulder responsibilities, as well as those of us who benefit
from so many wonderful blessings.

I send my appreciation to Joan-Ma who, as friend and
mother to me, has seen me grow spiritually. My best wishes
for the realization of the high goals that Sri Sarada Society
stands for.

Shraddha, Puerto Rico

Swami Vivekananda said that in order for Vedanta to be-
come real and viable, we must experiment with it, thereby
making it our own. He believed every attempt mattered, for
each attempt, each experiment, draws us closer to realizing
the significance of Vedanta’s teachings in our everyday life.

As I look  back over the decade, I am heartened by the
growing number of devotees everywhere who are embracing
and expressing their Vedanta grounding though a variety of
avenues, including the arts, literature, music, service and study.
I am grateful that, through the Sri Sarada Society, Mother has

thus keeping alive the direct and sacred connection with
Swami Vivekananda.

While each project undertaken during this past decade
has brought with it a measure of satisfaction, we have dis-
covered that the path from start to finish is seldom straight.
Often a project has required more time and energy than
we imagined. However, looking backwards in time, we are
reminded that it is in the struggle that we find the greatest
opportunity for self-discovery and spiritual growth.

We look back with gratitude to the Holy Mother for the
opportunity to serve and to meet, to work with and be
inspired by, sincere devotees across the country and
throughout the world.

Joan, Albany

c

given me the privilege of working closely with others and the
opportunity to communicate with and learn from devotees
via the Internet. I am constantly reminded of the universal
aspect of  devotion and spiritual commitment which binds us
together.

Jayanti, San Diego



WHO WE ARE: Sri Sarada Society is a nonprofit organization dedicated to the furtherance

of Holy Mother’s inspiration in the West, particularly as it manifests through women.

�4

May all blessings follow her through life. She was keenly
desired and prayed for and she comes as a blessing to you
and your wife for life. I have not the least doubt. I only
wish I could come to America now if only to fulfill the
form—“the sage of the East bringing presents to the West-
ern baby” But the heart is there with all prayers and
blessings and the mind is more powerful than the body.

These words of benediction from Swami Vivekananda
marked the birth of Frances Howard Leggett, daughter of
Betty and Frank Leggett and niece of Josephine MacLeod.
Born on November 30, 1896, in New York City, France,
as she came to be called, was to play a pivotal role in the
preservation of her ancestral home, Ridgely Manor.

It might have been young France who greeted Swamiji on
his return to Ridgely on August 26, 1989. We can imagine
her running barefoot across the lawn to see this impressive
stranger. Her father, who would pull her around in a little
wagon, writes in a letter to Joe  (Josephine MacLeod or
Tantine), “Babe enjoys nothing so much as walking over the
Ridgely lawn and taking her daily drives.” Almost three years
old at the time of the “Great Summer” of Swamiji’s visit, France
was enchanted by the country life on the estate, running from
one chestnut tree to the other, wandering to the stables to
visit the horses and Tweed, the collie, feeding the chickens,
and playing with her cousins who stayed at the Inn, a house
on the grounds of the estate.

From the account given by Alberta, Betty’s daughter from
a previous marriage, we can imagine a special morning in the
Hall of Ridgely Manor, when a very young France presented
Swamiji with flowers she had gathered in the garden. Swamiji
accepted them, saying, “In India we give flowers to our teach-
ers.” He then blessed her, uttering some Sanskrit words.

Relentless logic, a lifelong characteristic
of France, was evident from her early years.
In letters written by her guardian, Miss
Looker, and her mother, some of the child’s
sayings were recorded. Asked if she would
like to have her hand held, France replied,
“No, if I had only one leg you could take
my hand but I can walk alone because I
have two legs.” One day, while in church,
she inquired, “Why do you pray?” Her
mother responded, “to ask God to take care
of us.” The quick reply came: “You needn’t
do that. He takes care of his children any-
way. Father (referring to her own father)
does and we don’t pray to him. It seems
silly.”

In her book, LATE AND SOON, France describes in vivid im-
ages her childhood memories of an evening in late autumn at
Ridgely, the hour before her father was to arrive home.

 Apples piled high in the bowl by the door; leaves, crim-
son and yellow glimmering in the vase by the stairs; flames
from the big wood fire reflected in the dark panes of the
windows; outside, the silent lawns spreading wide about
the house, protectingly. The house in the midst of these,
its white columns reared into the darkness, aglow within,
secure. The hour for Father’s coming:  Being dressed to
greet him; the listening for the carriage wheels; the feel-
ing of being someone, someone needed and important.

When France was 12, her father suddenly passed away. The
focus of her life then became England. Living in the Margesson
home gave France a sense of comfort and belonging. Lady
Isabel Margesson was her Aunt Josephine’s close friend. It had
been in the Margessons’ London house that Swamiji conducted
classes and met Margaret Noble and the Seviers, disciples who
would serve significantly in Swami Vivekananda’s mission.

In 1916, France married David Margesson, the son of Sir
Mortimer and Lady Isabel. As a young boy, David had also
been blessed by Swamiji. Although France and David made
their life in England, family visits to Ridgely kept alive a con-
nection with her past. Like her father, she was drawn to the
familiar; like him, the simplicity of country life spelled con-
tentment to her. Eventually, a search would draw her back to
her childhood home.

It was during one of her visits to Ridgely that France found
an old black box containing letters of her parents. Many years
later, on a summer day in England, she happened to open the
box. France’s special contribution to the history of the Vedanta
movement in the West took seed at that moment. The fruit, a
book, told the transatlantic story of her parents’ marriage. It
also spurred France to explore her own life and heritage, lead-

ing her to return to Ridgely in 1942. Now
a woman of 46, she came this time to stay.

Written at Ridgely and published in
1968, LATE AND SOON gives a personal ac-
count of Swami Vivekananda’s interaction
with her family members and the shadow
that his death cast on the family. We read
of Swamiji’s close relationship with the ex-
tended circle of family and friends, and of
the contributions they made to the new
Ramakrishna Vedanta movement, both in
the West and in India.

We are also given insight into her
aunt, Josephine MacLeod. From
France’s research we are reminded of
how much Swamiji shaped Tantine’s

A BLESSED HERITAGE

France Leggett
Taken at Ridgely, 1958
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destiny, inspiring her to make his mission her own. We
also are given insight into Tantine’s role in her niece’s up-
bringing.

Reading LATE AND SOON, we are transported into richly
written scenes involving Swamiji, as in the following
glimpse of his stay at Ridgely in 1999.

Oh, the golden days and velvet nights and walks under
the stars barefooted on the dewy grass; and talks of God
and the human soul – and late hours gatherings in the
Hall, door open to the summer night, while song of crickets
interpenetrated the Swami’s rolling sentences that none
dared to answer as one by one they crept silently to bed.

In the 50’s, in search for a structured form of spirituality,
France converted to Catholicism for a brief period. She had
the music room in the Manor converted into a chapel. Today,
that room serves as the shrine room for the year-around Vive-
kananda Retreat center, now at Ridgely. Eventually, France
returned to her Protestant roots.

It was France’s habit to read in the mornings from the GOS-
PEL OF SRI RAMAKRISHNA by “M”, and Vivekananda’s THE YOGAS

AND OTHER WORKS, published by the Ramakrishna-Vive-
kananda Center, 1953. She made notes in the margins of these
two books, which are now in the possession of her son, Frank
Margesson.

In consultation with Swami Prabhavananda in Holly-
wood, she reedited the letters of Vivekananda which had
already been published. She sent him pages of names and
expressions which needed elucidation writing, “I think it
very important to know who the recipients of the letters

are, as far as possible.” In one letter to Swami, dated Octo-
ber 11, 1967, she defined her reasons for undertaking the
editing. “Grammatical mistakes should be corrected for
smoother reading,” she wrote. But the “main reason in my
opinion for a new edition of the letters is not to have them
published in a void as have been the other editions.” France
sent her editing to Swami “for your judgment.” Christo-
pher Isherwood wrote the introduction to her book. This
introduction was published in Vedanta in the West in 1968,
issue number 164. France had intended to publish these
reedited letters in England, either through George Allen
and Unwin Ltd. or Robinson and Watkins Books Limited.
This did not come to pass.

France also drew upon the friendship of Swami
Nikhilananda, who was in New York. The Swami would
visit Ridgely on the way to Thousand Island Park. He was
very protective of her and sent copies of all his books to
her signed, “With warm personal regards.” In fact, France
welcomed a number of Swamis into her home at Ridgely,
as evidenced in the family photo album.

France passsed away in February 1977. She was buried next
to her parents, Frank and Betty, in the Leggett plot at Sleepy
Hollow, some 80 miles from Ridgely on the other side of the
Hudson River.  The estate was willed to her son.

On April 21, 1902, shortly before he left his body,
Swamiji wrote to Josephine MacLeod, “Frances Leggett has
my blessings from before her birth and will have forever.”

Our thanks to France’s son, Lord Margesson, for his assistance with
this article.

Soon To Be Released

Sri Sarada Society is happy to announce the publication of
A C H A L L E N G E F O R  MO D E R N  MI N D S  by Pravrajika
Vivekaprana of Sri Sarada Math, India. The volume includes
twelve lectures given by Pravrajika Vivekaprana in the United
States. They have been selected and edited by Edith D. Tipple
of Santa Barbara, California. An except appears on page 6.

We expect A CHALLENGE FOR MODERN MINDS to be avail-
able mid-December. Individual copies may reserved by send-
ing $15 (includes shipping) per book to Sri Sarada Society.

We also welcome contributions to offset publishing cost
and to purchase copies to be sent to India.

Additional information will be posted on the Internet at
http://www. srisarada.org/challenge.html.

Sri Sarada Society joins with Edith in expressing our grati-
tude to Pravrajika Vivekaprana and Sri Sarada Math for being
given the privilege of undertaking this project.

Publishing Notes

COMING FULL CIRCLE

Happy Anniversary, Samvit!

The year 2003 marks the 25th Anniversary of SAMVIT,
the semiannual journal published by Sri Sarada Math's New
Delhi Center.

Help Celebrate by requesting SAMVIT!
The suggested yearly donation for SAMVIT via Air Mail

within the United States, Canada, and Puerto Rico is $6
(U.S. currency only). New requests and renewals may be
sent to Sri Sarada Society at the address below. Be sure to
include your mailing address and to write “Donation for
Samvit” on your check.

SA M V I T  was the initiative of Revered Pravrajika
Muktiprana, the first General Secretary of Sri Sarada Math
and Ramakrishna Sarada Mission. The journal offers read-
ers a broad range of spiritual reading. Poetry, biographies,
and scriptural studies are found together with scholarly
and reflective articles about a variety of spiritual topics.
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DOES IT MAKE ME FREE?

The following is an excerpt from A CHALLENGE FOR MODERN MINDS by Pravrajika Vivekaprana.

Basically, we are all doing only one thing, seeking freedom. Swami Vivekananda said that every single atom seeks
freedom. He also said that, though no one seeks anything else, we do not understand what we are searching for, what
freedom is, and because we do not, we get entangled in pleasures which give satisfaction — but not freedom. Vedanta
asks you not to forget that you seek nothing but freedom. In order to do that, we need to know what the word means.

There is only one standard: Does it make me free? Food gives me freedom for the moment, but hunger comes back
again. Something is useful; something else is aesthetically appealing. Each gives me satisfaction, but not permanent
freedom. The moment I get hold of something that I think will give me freedom, the mind moves on to something else.
Though we have the feeling that this world is very real, if it were, if it were the ultimate, the attention would not wander,
it would remain fixed.

Vedanta acknowledges the presence of the subtle, but it says that freedom is not there either. If it were real, after
getting it, we would not feel frustrated. The mind which wanders to something else proves that what it leaves cannot
satisfy the basic standard.

Vedanta encourages us to apply the same standard to everything: Does it make me free? Social, economic, and politi-
cal issues make our reality, our laboratory, but they do not give us the conclusion, which is only to be found in our own
understanding. We forget this reference to our own understanding. We have become externalized again and again and
need to get back to the self. We need methods of training our attention in order to bring it back to the source, which is
within. That is what meditation is, the constant getting back to oneself.

To say that we have become materialistic means nothing. There is no question of right or wrong, good or bad, but a
question of understanding. Understand properly, get hold of a method, and go straight to the heart of the question. It is
personal research and can only be done alone. Group experience can give participation, but that is external and cannot
be internalized. If we want the external, then we should realize that we are not going to reach that deeper level.

Swami Vivekananda also predicted that science would make discoveries which would support Vedantic ideas. The
West now offers the East tremendous insights. The problem is that we fail to observe those insights which are right there
in front of us. Science has gone deeper, and more deeply still, into matter and has come to understand that shapes and
forms and all that is considered physically very real, in actuality is not so. When you look at an object, the form seems to
be very real and solid, but the same thing seen through electronic equipment vanishes. Unfortunately, the common
Western man has no awareness of this scientific truth.

These ideas must be given back to society. The principles have been discovered, but the proper language is now
needed to link human experience so that every human being can understand the depth of these ideas.
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MEETING MOTHER

Continuing Sreemati Mukherjee’s translation of Lavaya Kumar
Chakraborty’s reminiscences of Holy Mother, originally published
in Bengali in SRI SRI MAYER PADAPRANTE Vol III, compiled by Swami
Purnatmananda and published by Udbodhan Karyalaya in 1997.

It was the month of November in the year 1912. I had
arrived at Kasi (now Varanasi). The evening after my arrival I
went to the Ramakrishna Advaita Ashram to find revered
Master Mahasay (M) reading aloud to a group of devotees
seated around him. Slightly further off, Swami Turiyanandaji
was pacing the floor and listening to M’s readings.

As soon as his eyes alighted upon me, M questioned me
with his habitual courtesy, “Hello, how are you? Take a seat
now, and we’ll talk later.” I sat down at his request. After the
completion of what he had been reading he
asked me again, “Have you read the Gopi
Gita?” I replied, that I had made scattered
readings but had not read it in a systematic
or consistent manner. He urged me to read
it, avowing its excellence. I told him that I
would read it and smiled to myself. 0f course
the Gopi Gita was a wonderful text and more
so to him, Sri M, who had been, as Sri
Ramakrishna said, a part of Sri Krishna’s
brajaleela. After a few mutual inquiries, Sri
M told me that Holy Mother was residing
nearby, in a house called Lakshminivas, and
I should go and make my pranams to her.

When I set out to meet Holy Mother,
evening was almost drawing to a close and
night was commencing. After crossing Can-
tonment Road I started walking towards Lakshminivas. I
passed a newly developing area...Lakshminivas was a little fur-
ther, and I continued down a narrow lane, where I met
Brahmachari Rashbehari Maharaj. He was going from
Lakshminivas to Advaita Ashram. We exchanged a few words,
after which he asked me about Master Mahasay and inquired
whether I noticed any change in him. When I failed to add
anything on that point, he offered me some information him-
self. He said that a girl that Master Mahasay had been very

fond of, had recently died in Bombay of cholera. Apparently
the telegram informing Sri M had arrived three to four hours
ago, but he appeared quite undisturbed. The Brahmachari
added, “I’ve renounced the world, but if I were to hear about
the death of a dearly loved one, I would not be capable of such
composure so soon after receiving such news. Although Mas-
ter Mahasay has not technically renounced the world, this
incident gives us an index of his greatness.” I absorbed this
piece of information with a deep feeling of awe.

Rashbehari Maharaj gave me directions about how to reach
Mother’s house. As I departed, I noticed I was being followed
by two young men who were on a travel tour of India.

I arrived at my destination but found no one there.
Rashbehari Maharaj had told me that
Mother would be on the upstairs mud ve-
randah, but there too, I found no one. At
one corner of the verandah, I noticed a crea-
ture completely covered in rough clothing.
Estimating that this must be Mother, I
made my pranams to her and left with a
heavy heart. I resolved to visit the
Visheshwar Temple and the banks of the
Ganges, to make up for my heavy feeling
of loss and disappointment.

Entering Vishwanath Lane, I encoun-
tered Master Mahasay coming from the
opposite direction. Putting a friendly
hand on my shoulder, he asked me if I
had had Mother’s darshan. I sadly told
him that I had simply seen a bundle of

clothes. He listened quietly while I narrated my entire ex-
perience. After hearing the whole story, he asked me if I
had been alone. I replied that there had been two other
youths with me. Sri M asked if I knew them and I replied
that I did not, and that they had perhaps conceived the
idea of visiting Mother, overhearing his instructions to me
at Advaita Ashram.

Sri M laughed and told me that I had been deprived of
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darshan because I had been in the wrong company. He said,
“Although, you had gone with the intention of paying obei-
sance to Mother, those youths had simply gone to see what
Paramahamsa’s wife was like. After all, you know, Paramahamsa
is a pretty famous man!” I too laughed when I heard that.

He then told me, “Tomorrow in the morning, take your
bath in the Ganges, get flowers, bel leaves, fruits and sweets,
and visit her alone.” The last word he uttered in an undertone,
as though he were saying something very profound and sig-
nificant. Once again he repeated, “If you see someone follow-
ing you, create detours and go to see her alone.” After this
conversation, he went back to the Advaita Ashram and I went
towards the temple of Vishwanath.

Early next morning, when I got lost on my way to
Daswamedh ghat and arrived at Prayag ghat, I found the
memorial to a sadhu whom I had known and revered, and
who had passed away two years back. I had searched in
vain for this memorial in many places, but stumbled upon
it today. After my ablutions I acquired some flowers, bel
leaves and sweets and made my way towards Lakshminivas.
Thankfully, I had no unpleasant experiences on the road
this time. As I was about to enter the narrow lane leading
up to Holy Mother’s house, I noticed a woman standing at
the main entrance, in a somewhat forlorn posture, a veil
covering half her face. I wondered to myself, “Is that
Mother?” I remembered the incidents of the previous
evening and noted to myself the difference between yester-
day and today! Is it possible that such good fortune should
be mine? Mother’s posture seemed to suggest to me that
she was waiting for her children coming from afar. Almost
in a trance I arrived before her, and asked, “Are you
Mother?”

“Yes, my son, I am your Mother.”
“Truly, my mother?”
“Yes, I am the Mother of you all.”
“Our Mother?”
“Yes, son, the Mother of this universe.”
I thought to myself that she truly was Jagadamba, the

Mother of the Universe. As she noticed that I was about to
make my obeisance or pranams to her she said, “Wait, not
now.” Instead, she turned to call someone, “Kestalal, 0
Kestalal.” Krishnalal Maharaj (Swami Dheerananda) came
running. Seeing me, his face broke out into a smile. He knew
me from before, and like many others associated with Mother,
felt a deep happiness if he noticed someone receiving Mother’s
grace. Mother gave him orders: “Here, take all that he has
brought and keep it in the puja room. I’ll take a quick bath in
the Ganges and then use all this for puja and Thakur’s bhog.”

After I put everything in Krishnalal Maharaj’s hands, I tried

to touch Mother’s feet. Once again she said, “Just wait a little,
my son.” Turning to Krishnalal Maharaj she said, “Please fetch
some Ganges water in a tumbler.” Quickly depositing all that
I had brought in the puja room, Krishnalal Maharaj returned
with a small tumbler of Ganges water. Mother instructed, “Pour
some on my son’s hands.” I knew that I could now touch
Mother’s feet, and I put my whole heart into the action. I was
filled to the brim with happiness. Yet, a small feeling of doubt
remained—why had Mother insisted that I wash my hands
with Ganges water before I touched her feet? Was it because
she discerned some impurity in me? The all–knowing Mother
read the unhappy question in my heart and assured me, “Son,
you brought things for Thakur’s puja with those hands. How
could I allow you to touch my feet with those very same hands?
That is the reason why they had to be washed.”

I was left speechless. I didn’t try to restrain my tears.

REMEMBER...
Paritosh Kaul shares his thoughts about this significant reminder:
“Remember you are a child of Mother.”

On “Remember”—We often tend to forget who we are,
and there are multiple reasons for forgetting. We are so en-
grossed and entangled in our own webs of Maya that the truth
often is hidden from us. More correctly, we are not perceptive
enough to see the truth or perceive it. If we can be always
aware of who we really are, then we are slowly but surely clear-
ing the web of Maya.

On “You”—This is perhaps what touches me the most.
The fact is not about someone else but me. It is specifically
about me. As people, and unlike Mother, we see the world
through our own “colored glasses” and we make judgements
according to our nature. Yet, with whatever the prejudices we
have and whatever we think is right or wrong, we continue to
have an eternal relationship with the Mother.

I would like to stress these words. The all–accepting nature
of the Mother is such that She accepts us as Her children,
with our imperfections. We play in the world, fall and stumble,
yet She is always there to help us every step of the way. This
help is personally directed to each of us. Reading “you” in
“Remember you are a child of Mother,” I am aware that it is
me—Paritosh, with my faults—who has a relationship with
the Mother.

On “Child”—Trust, faith, and dependence on the Mother
are some of the characteristics of a child. If we develop these
feelings of total surrender to the Mother, then each of us be-
comes a Girish Ghosh who has given the “power of attorney”
to the Mother. When there is total surrender we cannot take a
wrong step, since every step will be taken with the Mother in
Continued on page 3: “REMEMBER...”

Continued from page 1: MEETING MOTHER
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A LIFE GRACED BY SERVICE
As part of our continuing series on women who have contributed to
the Vedanta Movement, Josephine Lazarus, of Phoenix Arizona,
shares her remembrances of her friend, Wendy Taylor.

In May 1989, I accompanied a fellow spiritual seeker to
Zimbabwe, South Africa, where the Swami Nishreyananda
resided and had established several centers of the Rama-
krishna Order. When I arrived in Harare, I was transported
to the compound that served as the Mission. There was
Swami glowing with light and energy like a diamond. The
household consisted of Swami, an African manservant, Mrs.
Tunmar, and Wendy Taylor. Mrs. Tunmar was about
Swami’s age and worked in the drapery department of a
downtown store. Being the two younger women, Wendy
and I gravitated together. She shared her story with me.

A girlfriend had brought Wendy to a lecture given by Swami.
She found Swami to be a brilliant and exciting speaker. His
love of the Divine Mother and spiritual wisdom were conta-
gious. Wendy told me that from the first meeting she knew
this was her path. Over time, her commitment to the center
deepened and she quit her job, taking residence with Mrs.
Tunmar in the other half of the house.

She supervised the running of the ashram: answered phones,
typed letters, edited talks, organized the library and saw to the
care and feeding of the ashram household. It was Wendy who
made sure that Swami's food was prepared as needed, that he
had his rest after meals and that transportation arrangements
to and from devotees’ homes were made.

It was a blessing for each family to have Swami in their
home. They spend all day preparing wonderful South In-
dian food. The vegetables used in the preparation were of-
ten grown organically in their gardens, gardens that Swami
had himself supervised the planting of during the troubled
times of revolution and civil war.

The house and grounds of the ashram needed constant
maintenance. She arranged for devotees to come and do
simple work or arranged for them to do larger projects.

Together with other devotees she dressed the images and
cared for the shrine. Swami only wore clothing cast off by
Ramakrishna! (Cloth which had draped his shrine statue.) He
slept on a simple bed behind the altar to Ramakrishna as his
father had done as temple keeper. She also arranged for devo-

tees to have time with Swami so no one felt excluded. One
day she took me aside. She was very concerned. As she put it
“Each devotee wants to serve the Swami, it is not right if one
disciple serves him so much that others cannot.”

Her sweet nature and Swami’s unvarying routine of wor-
ship and prayer gently guided the day, which began each morn-
ing at 4:30 or 5:00 AM. My friend Karen stayed with Swami
and Wendy at a house in New Jersey. She remarked to me
how very present Wendy was with her service. Wendy’s being
was devoted to him and she served him with her every breath.

Swami loved to travel and tour. Although Wendy was a
European, she was accepted in all the households, Asian or
European, to which they went. Swami loved seeing new
things and people and when he couldn’t go himself he sent
Wendy as his eyes and ears. A tour was arranged for me to
visit Victoria Falls and a game park and Swami required a
full report of my actions and impressions. The entire time
I felt he was there with me.

Wendy was with Swami at his mahasamadhi, as were many
devoted friends, all chanting the Gita. After he passed she re-
turned to South Africa and spent her last days compiling small
books of Swami’s writings and talks. To the readers’ delight,
these retained the freshness of his speech. She and I kept in
touch but in these pre-email times correspondence took a long
time. My husband and I tried to bring her to our home for a
while but she declined. Her spirit seemed to be ebbing away.

We came to know she had a brain tumor, and grieved to
learn she had passed on to be with Swami. A lot of ques-
tions remain about whether he cared for her or she him.
But surely her short life was sweet with service to Swami
and the Mother.
Continued from page 2 : “REMEMBER...”

mind. Even if we perceive it to be a mistake, we should all be
aware that the Mother is taking care of us and, hence, we will
be fine.

On “Mother”—All of Mother’s children have personal ex-
periences and a relationship with the Mother. Moments of
silent communication, when we felt no one else was listening
to the inner cries of our heart, are those special times when we
felt Mother was with us. Each one of us has felt it. May we
remember and reflect upon these experiences.

Mother, bless us that we may understand the true meaning
of the words, “Remember you are a child of Mother.”

Readers Comment on “A Challenge for Modern Minds”
“It is a special treat to go over familiar ground in a fresh way...”
“I did not think that this subject would be as interesting for me, but I can hardly put the book down...”
“I find that reading from it each morning helps my meditation.”
“Pravrajika Vivekaprana is a very intense speaker. It's helpful to be able to stop and ponder on what she has said...”

To order A Challenge for Modern Minds by Pravrajika Vivekaprana, visit http://www.srisarada.org/challenge.html.
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Book Review

SAINT SARA
SAINT SARA: THE LIFE OF SARA CHAPMAN BULL, THE AMERICAN

MOTHER OF SWAMI VIVEKANANDA by Pravrajika Prabuddhaprana,
published in 2002, by Sri Sarada Math, Dakshineswar, Calcutta,
498 pages. Reviewed by Janet Walker.

This remarkable book, written by an American–born
nun of Sri Sarada Math, sheds important light on the spiri-
tual development and mission of Sara Chapman Bull
(1850–1911), whose spiritual, administrative, and finan-
cial support were crucial to the growth of the Vedanta move-
ment from the mid–1890s to her death. It also illuminates
the remarkable group of people from America, Britain, and
India, all of them students and associates of Swami Vive-
kananda, who nourished the Vedanta movement in its early
years in those three countries.

Sara Bull is a less colorful personality than the two other
Western women who were important students and friends
of Swami Vivekananda and supporters of his mission in
the West and in India—Josephine MacLeod, the socialite,
and Margaret Noble (Sister Nivedita), the educator and
Indian freedom-fighter. But Swami Vivekananda had so
much confidence in her intelligence, her conviction, her
vision, and her judgment that he put her in charge of the
fledgling Vedanta work in America shortly after he met
her. Sara Bull’s closest friends called her “Saint Sara,” rec-
ognizing that she possessed the qualities of spiritual steadi-
ness, wisdom, and forbearance. This book sheds impor-
tant light on Sara Bull, demonstrating how she worked
quietly and steadily, with intelligence and vision and using
her superb administrative skills and her inherited wealth,
to help spread Vedantic ideals among American intellectu-

als and to further the Vedantic ideal in India. When Sara
Bull met Swami Vivekananda in 1894, this insight enabled
her to see him immediately as a spiritual teacher of the
highest order, and she became his disciple, taking on also
the role of mother to him. A letter written in 1895, near the
beginning of her service to the Vedanta movement, reveals
the spiritual insight that underlay Sara Bull’s life and work:

The experience of my life has taught me that back of all
differences of thought, of ideals, of individual concep-
tions of duty and morals, there was something, for me,
divine in each sincere human soul with whom I came in
contact, if I held to the high purpose of its discovery. (And
this [practice] constitutes to me the brotherhood of man
and the fatherhood of God)...

The major events of Sara Bull’s spiritual life were clearly
her becoming Swami Vivekananda’s disciple in 1894; her
co-organizing the Greenacre Conferences in Maine from
1894 onward and her organizing of the Cambridge Con-
ferences at her home in Cambridge, Massachusetts from
1894 onward; her friendship with Josephine MacLeod and
Sister Nivedita, and the idyllic days they spent in spiritual
companionship with their teacher Swami Vivekananda in
Kashmir in 1898; her meeting with Sri Sarada Devi in 1898
(Sara Bull was the one who had the photograph of Holy
Mother taken that is worshipped around the world); and
the receiving of sannyas from Swami Vivekananda in 1899.
The book allows us to see Sara Bull as a multifaceted per-
son striving for spiritual illumination throughout her adult
life, whether as the young wife of the famous Norwegian
violinist and patriot, Ole Bull; as the forbearing mother of
a difficult daughter; or as the devoted student, friend, and
mother of Swami Vivekananda.
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PERSISTENCE: SETTING THE IDEAL
We are pleased to offer the third in a series of articles by Annapurna
Sarada, of the Sarada Ramakrishna Vivekananda Associations of
Oregon, San Francisco, and Hawaii. (http://www.SRV.org)

In an earlier issue, we mentioned that three of Holy
Mother, Sri Sarada Devi’s, favorite words, when rendered
in English, all begin with ‘P’: purity, patience, and perse-
verance. Holy Mother’s three P’s are really four. Peace is the
fourth, and from the standpoint of daily life and spiritual
practice, peace of mind dawns when each of these qualities
is fully implemented and assimilated. From this plateau
ultimate Peace is perceived. However, being the very na-
ture of the Soul, called  Atman, we can-
not think of this absolute Peace as a
goal, for it is Ajata and Akshara, un-
born and imperishable–it is always
“ours,” we need only make ourselves
ready to perceive it. The stars at the
edge of our galaxy are always shining,
but mankind had to undergo prepara-
tions in order to see them.

Previously we have examined “pu-
rity” and “patience” in light of Mother’s
life and teachings. We will now take
up perseverance. “Perseverance” calls to
mind consistent effort aimed at a par-
ticular goal. Liberation, called moksha
in Sanskrit, is the highest goal accord-
ing to Vedanta. The saints and sages
all exhort us to apply intense effort to
realize it. Swami Aseshanandaji, Holy Mother’s last living
monastic disciple, said in one of his final lectures, “If your
goal is high, your effort must be tremendous.”

Holy Mother encouraged her disciples to persist in their
disciplines. Perseverance nourishes and tests one’s sincerity,
without which there can be no progress. Mother thus coun-
sels, “One should practice japa with some devotion, but this
is not done. They will not do anything, but only complain,
saying, ‘Why do I not succeed?’...Can one have the vision of
God everyday? Does an angler catch a big carp everyday, the

moment he sits with his rod? Arranging everything about him,
he sits and concentrates. Once in a while a big carp swallows
the hook. Many a time he is disappointed. Don’t relax the
practices for that reason. Do more japa and meditate.”

As a result of persevering in spiritual practice, one grasps
the transitory nature of experiences; they all begin, con-
tinue, and end. Further, the mind is seen to fluctuate be-
tween tamas (inertia), rajas (restlessness), and sattva (bal-
ance.

Holy Mother teaches, “You must at least sit down once
in the morning and again in the evening. That acts as a

rudder to a boat. When one sits in medi-
tation in the evening, one gets a chance
to think of what one has done–good or
bad–during the whole day. Next one
should compare the states of one’s mind
in the preceding day and the
present...Unless you meditate in the
mornings and evenings along with work,
how can you know what you are actu-
ally doing?”

In this way, one recognizes the Wit-
ness of the mind’s activities and experi-
ences, and becomes steadfast.
Shankaracharya, in his stotram, Bhaja
Govindam, sings: “Through the com-
pany of the good arises non-attachment;
through non-attachment arises freedom
from delusion; through freedom from

delusion arises steadfastness; and from steadfastness arises
liberation in this life.”

But a feeling of love and wonder comes over one upon
looking at persistence in Holy Mother’s life. What did she
have to gain? Was she bound? Did she need to perform
disciplines for Her liberation? It may be that in her early
life she had to apply effort to pierce through the veil of her
own self-imposed Maya. Yet, as she herself states, “I never
knew what worry was. And the vision of God, it lies, as it
Continued on page 3: PERSISTENCE
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Drawing from her own experiences wih children, Pravrajika
Akhandaprana, from the Vedanta Society of Southern California,
suggests ways that the light of Vedanta may be passed to future gen-
erations. As the author notes, this is a challenge which lies at the
heart of Vedanta’s potential influence as a spiritual force within the
world.

What can Vedanta offer to Western children? This ques-
tion can be quite challenging for small Vedanta Societies and
small “unaffiliated” Vedanta Groups. If we do not answer it
squarely, we may as well forget about a growing and universal
Vedanta movement in this world. Ramakrishna Vedanta of-
fers an excellent perspective from which to explore and un-
derstand modern day religions and spirituality. As Sri Rama-
krishna said, “God (Ishvara) has made different religions for
different minds, times and countries. All views are paths (to
Truth).” Life is a never ending learning experience, and chil-
dren are eager to learn.

Even if just one or two children come to a small group,
they can be welcomed and incorporated during the first
15 minutes or so of a meeting. Children love to wave in-
cense around symbols or pictures and love to learn their
names and something about them. Why not let them do
this for everyone? Or, if they are very shy, let them help in
some way (hold the incense while you light it, be held by
you while you wave the incense, etc.) Another possibility

is to let them put a flower, bouquet or garland at each sym-
bol or picture. Then everyone could participate in a very
simple chant or song. For example:

Om Truth above me, Om Truth below me.
Om Truth before me, Om Truth behind me.
Om Truth beside me, Om Truth inside me.
Om Truth everywhere. (Chant Om 5 times.)
Om shanti, shanti, shantih. (repeat)
Om peace, peace, peace.
Peace be to all creatures.
Namaste (I salute the Divine in you.)

Nothing could be more simple. Very young children love
to hold a decorated card with an Om on it and make the
appropriate motions (above, below, etc.). An additional
special prayer or song could be done by all. If the children
are older, there could perhaps be a short introduction to
the theme or topic of the day and perhaps a very short
story could be read to illustrate basic relevant ideas. Then
the child or children could go to a special area just for
them to pursue other activities suited to their age–any-
thing positive and constructive will do. A snack or treat
and juice before leaving will make everything perfect! (Try
to find out what they like and also have non-sugar alterna-
tives like a salted snack mix.)

Even if there is no formal lesson, just the practice of
coming together and exercising thoughtfulness and uni-
versal love is an activity that our global community cannot
get enough of. What the world needs now more than ever,
is pockets of people everywhere learning to make the whole
world their own. Sri Ramakrishna, Sri Sarada Devi and
Swami Vivekananda have started a special universal ball
moving in that direction, and it is up to all of us to keep it
bouncing.

If there is supervision available for the children, perhaps
some time could be spent planning a special presentation
(of a comfortable length) during one of the holiday sea-
sons, which could be given at the beginning or end of a
meeting. The key to attracting young people is encourag-
ing participation. If one is actively involved in something,
it really makes a difference to the body, mind and heart. As
the child grows up, we may find in that child a wonderful
friend and helper, and a good human being who can go
out into the world and keep our universal ball bouncing.

To  be continued...

EDITOR’S NOTE: Future segments of this article explore the univer-
sal meaning  of “God” and present elements of a simple program
honoring the seasons. The author has developed several materials for
“participatory children’s pujas,” which she is willing to share. Addi-
tionally, a CD of children’s songs will soon be available. For infor-
mation contact akhandaprana@vedanta.org.

PASSING ON THE LIGHT

BEDTIME PRAYER

Great Mother of my mother and me!
The songbirds are sleeping in their nest;
Tired too, in Thy enfolding arms
I lay me gently down to rest.

Great Mother of my mother and me!
The lily, sleepy, droops low its head;
Sleepy too, I ask Thy loving hand
To tuck me softly in my bed.

 Great Mother of my mother and me!
Bees, ants, all little things are sleeping;
I too am little and I pray Thee
To take me in Thy tender keeping.

As we begin a new series which will consider ways in which Western
children may be brought into the circle of Vedanta, we are pleased to
offer this selection from MY SONG GARDEN, a book of poetry for
children. The author is Sister Devamata, Laura Franklin Glenn.
Born in Cincinnati, Ohio, she first heard Swami Vivekananda in
New York in 1896, and was later placed in charge of publications
after becoming a member of the Vedanta Society of New York.

�
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Book Review

INSPIRATION
A HEART POURED OUT: A STORY OF SWAMI ASHOKANANDA by
Sister Gargi, Kalpa Tree Press, 2003, 472 pages. Reviewed by Joan
Shack.

Its very title is a window into the soul of this biography
of Swami Ashokananda, which exposes the heart of the
Swami as well as that of the author, his disciple, Sister Gargi
(Marie Louse Burke). In so doing, it speaks directly to the
heart of the reader. The author’s name will be familiar. In
their  quest to learn about Swamiji, who has not turned to
her six-volume classic, SWAMI VIVEKANANDA IN THE

WEST: NEW DISCOVERIES? Now she pays homage to the
spiritual teacher who encouraged her to take up this monu-
mental endeavor.

Through the eyes of the author, the reader has the rare
privilege of encountering a dedicated life–the highest teach-
ing of a great soul!  How much more powerful its transfor-
mative impact to have seen it lived first hand!

The list of projects undertaken during Swami
Ashokananda’s ministry is, to say the least, notable and in-
clude: building a temple in Berkeley, developing the Olema
retreat, and publishing the journal, Voice of India. Addi-
tionally, the Lake Tahoe property was purchased, the old
temple in San Francisco was renovated and the Sacramento
Center established.  Notwithstanding, it is the examples of
material help he rendered, such as donating food, cloth-
ing, and dishes from the kitchen or giving financial back-
ing for medical care or college tuition, that strike at one’s
heart. Minute attention was given to the lives of his stu-
dents in all aspects, whether sacred or mundane.

There is never a lapse in the book’s ability to hold one’s
attention.  And just as those in the Swami’s circle of asso-
ciation were “stretched mentally, emotionally and spiritu-
ally,” the reader feels similarly challenged.  The author’s
style and narrative talent, rendered more powerful by the
depth of love for her teacher, affords the reader this oppor-
tunity. Be it from accounts of his laughter ringing down
the hall; or by his impassioned words, which were nuggets
of spiritual gold; by his quick wit; or by his personal spiri-
tual experiences—the reader is “stretched” mentally, emo-
tionally and spiritually by this rich, multi-facetted portrait.

And yet, it is not the Swami’s personality that one comes
away impressed with.  The underlying reality of Sri Rama-
krishna and Swami Vivekananda in his life is what cap-
tures one’s attention and imagination.  Not because the
Swami frequently declared, “Sri Ramakrishna is the road
and remover of obstacles.” The reason is much more subtle
and compelling. By abiding moment-by-moment in the
heart of that reality—a place of “profound security,” Swami

made it real and thus accessible to his students. And like
the Swami of his disciples, the author expects the reader
“to be capable of containing the whole” truth of the life
she portrays—what and who it points to.

  This is a story of a spiritual guide who had a keen grasp
of the needs of his students, and of the Western mind.
Tapping the Western work ethic, he used karma yoga in
shaping the character of his students.  He worked along-
side them chopping trees, digging ditches and even pleaded
a case before the military draft board, in person. His method
was practical, “hands on.”  He presented his students with
a twofold ideal which arose naturally from their acceptance
of Vedanta.

Every student of Vedanta has, in my opinion, two dis-
tinct duties.  One is to live and practice the principles of
Vedanta, realize the Truth through self-discipline and
meditation and prove in his own life that Vedanta is not
empty forms.  The other is to help maintain the Vedanta
movement from which he has derived so much benefit
himself, so that similar benefit can be extended to more
and more men and women.

I do not want you to feel the burden of these responsibili-
ties.  Take them naturally and you will find that you
have the strength to discharge them fully.

His students were challenged to live meaningful lives—
dedicated to causes greater than themselves and not de-
fined or bound by their own mental limitations.  One spe-
cific challenge the community faced was the purchase of
two thousand untamed acres of retreat property.  The Swami
had been thinking in more modest terms, of buying twenty
secluded acres.  How would it be possible for a small soci-
ety to undertake a purchase of this magnitude? With faith
in Sri Ramakrishna and in each student’s ability for “great
achievements,” he pressed forward. The power of faith to
ignite the spirit to service is unmistakable.  Ennobled and
called to greatness, one’s capacity to be and to do expands.

Continued from page 1: PERSISTENCE

were, in the palm of my hand. Whenever I like, I can have
it...Even in the midst of my activities, whenever I wish I
can understand by the slightest effort that all this is the
mere play of Mahamaya.”

Mother’s persistence was naturally for the benefit of her
children.  As she told a disciple, “I have done much more than
is necessary to make my life a model.” No less than Sri
Ramakrishna’s amazing austerities, Mother’s persistence in
sadhana and service, natural and utterly selfless, overflowing
with love, and established in true Knowledge, parted the veil
of Maya and made intimacy with God easy of access.
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In the Fall 1999  issue of Sri Sarada Society Notes, we reported
that Sri Sarada Society had received ten glass slides dating from
1873 to 1906, through the efforts of Rosanne Buzzell, archivist
for the Eliot Baha'i Community and historian for Green Acre, in
Eliot, Maine. The slides were produced from photographs taken
by Ralph Sylvester Bartlett, a relative of Sarah Farmer, and show-
case familiar figures in Vedanta's early history.

Earlier this year we received a request for scans of the two slides
of Swamiji. This request, coming from Pravrajika Virajaprana of
the Vedanta Society of Northern California, San Francisco,
prompted us to have all the slides scanned. This digital format
helps to preserve the pictures while also rendering them easy to
share with others. In preparing the scans for reproduction in a
book being published in India, the nuns in San Francisco were
also able to digitally  enhance the very worn images of  Swamiji.

 We are pleased to be able to share the slide images with our
readers. In this issue are two photos of Mrs. Frances Leggett (Betty)
and her sister, Josephine MacLeod, together with Olea Bull, daugh-
ter of Sara and Ole Bull. Both were taken in Norway, the  home-
land of Ole Bull, a world  famous  violinist. Born March 4, 1871,
Olea was named after her father; her name also referred to a mytho-
logical stringed instrument played by angels. It was not uncom-
mon to see Olea in the company of her mother’s friends, as Olea
seemed to prefer Josephine’s free spirit to the company of her
mother.

In the photo at right, the threesome has been to dinner with
Queen Victoria’s granddaughter, Princess Maud Charlotte Mary
Victoria, and her husband, Prince Charles of Denmark, within  a
year of the couple’s coronation as King and Queen of Norway, on
November 22, 1905. Charles was elected king, taking the name
Haarkon, after Norway  gained independence from Sweden.

PRESERVING GLIMPSES OF HISTORY

 Betty Leggett, Josephine MacLeod and Olea Bull
at Floien, Bergen, Norway. July 1906.

Olea Bull, Betty Leggett and  Josephine MacLeod at
the Holdts Hotel, Bergen, Norway, after dinner with
King Haarkon and Queen Maud. July 23, 1906.



IN MOTHER’S WORDS: “I cannot contain myself when one draws near me and calls me Mother.”

“Destiny dare not throw my children into hell.”
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MOTHER OF US ALL

Holy Mother’s shrine decorated for her 150th Birthday Celebration at Sri Sarada Math, Dakshineswar, India.

The following incident from Holy Mother’s life has been recorded in SRI SARADA DEVI AND SRI SARADA MATH, published by Sri Sarada Math
in honor of Holy Mother’s 150th Birth Anniversary. We have a limited number of copies of this 76-page booklet to give away. Send requests
to Sri Sarada Society, P.O. Box 38116, Albany, New York 12203. Requests will be filled in the order received.

Happy Birthday Mother!

You are invited to join devotees
around the world in a salute to Holy
Mother for her 150th birthday. You
may offer a virtual flower, showing
your location on a map of the world,
and leave a message. Visit http://
srisarada.org/ or http://srisarada.org/
birthday.html to offer a flower to
Mother.

h
“Today the world is in great need

of Holy Mother’s message
of universal love and compassion

irrespective of caste, creed,
color or status.”

Revered Pravrajika Shraddhapranaji
President, Sri Sarada Math

Dakshineswar, India
December 13, 2003

A woman who had taken a wrong path was rejected by her family. Holy Mother gave her refuge and, attracted by
Mother’s love and sympathy, the girl began to come to her often. However, women from respectable families did not
look upon the girl with favor. Golap-Ma argued with Mother, “Mother, don’t allow this girl to come here. You are not
able to tell her; I will.” Mother calmly said, “How can this be? She will come to me. She is my daughter.”

A much respected woman devotee said, “If she comes, we will not come.”
When Mother heard this from Golap-Ma, she said in a firm voice, “If she doesn’t want to come, she won’t come. If

anyone doesn’t want to come, let them not come. But she will come to me. Everyone has someone; she has no one but
me. She will be with me. I will not prevent her from coming because someone will not come if she does.”

Everyone was astonished to hear
these words from Mother. Holy
Mother is the Mother of everyone:
the fallen, the tramped-upon, and the
oppressed.



WHO WE ARE: Sri Sarada Society is a nonprofit organization dedicated to the furtherance

of Holy Mother’s inspiration in the West, particularly as it manifests through women.
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A D I S C I P L E ’ S  J O U R N A L :  I N  T H E  C O M PA N Y  O F  S WA M I

ASHOKANANDA by Sister Gargi (Marie Louise Burke). New York:
Kalpa Tree Press, 2003, 263 pages.

“What can I tell you? I only did what Swami Ashokananda
asked me to do,” Sister Gargi once told me many years ago
when I vainly sought to interview her for an article. To
those who knew her, such humility was characteristic of
this slightly built, intense woman who not only wrote a
brilliant biography of her guru, A HEART POURED OUT,
but over a span of several decades produced a meticulously
researched published record of Swami Vivekananda’s life
in the West that stretched over six volumes.

Also, typically, she notes in her preface to A DISCIPLE’S JOUR-
NAL that she never expected this record to be read by anyone
other than “her doting older self.” Fortunately for us, it is now
in published form. Through its intimate revelations, she tells
us a great deal about what it is like to be a true disciple. Sister
Gargi is painfully honest in revealing the weaknesses, fears,
and doubts that assailed her during her years of association
with Swami Ashokananda. He was a tough taskmaster—aus-
tere, often uncompromising, and occasionally hot-tempered.
But Sister Gargi seemed to sense that with each jostling of her
ego, she was growing inwardly. Her deep affection for and
complete dedication to her teacher would never leave her.
Apparently, the Swami earned this affection through his deep
concern for her as well as for his other disciples. She notes:
“Swami Ashokananda’s concern for his disciples extended to
every aspect of their lives, for there was nothing that did not
bear upon their spiritual lives. He kept his finger on our every
thought and deed....”

In spite of Sister Gargi’s enormous literary output during
her long life, her journal reveals a woman who often struggled
with writer’s block and frequent bouts of doubt and uncer-
tainty. The Swami was usually there to both admonish and
encourage her. When she jokingly said that she wished there
was something one could rub on the brain to make it work,
he replied that “If you have the desire to say something, the
right words will clothe it. Create the desire within yourself.”

LASTING GIFTS TO VEDANTA

Book Review

 A Vision Made Manifest

I met the then Marie Louise Burke in 1978 when I joined
the San Francisco convent. Being an avid student of Swami
Vivekananda and having devoured her book about his first
visit to the West, I was naturally very eager to meet her. I
did so, more or less by accident, when we ran into each
other on the way down to the laundry area. Over the years
she shared many original materials with me and read and
critiqued many of my own manuscripts. In the late 1980s
I did the illustrations for two of her books, unusual forays
(for her) into short story writing. I got tremendous satis-
faction from her joy at the way I had brought especially
HARI THE LION to life. She was like a little girl, oohing and
aahing over the paintings. Later, she adapted HARI THE LION

as a hilarious play for our Sunday School children, and I
had the additional joy of coaching the young actors into
suitably “advaitic” lions with roars that at least did not make
everyone giggle, and entertained Gargi, who had a won-
derful sense of humor and fun, no end.

Gargi told me many things, but what made the biggest
impression on my mind was her remark that her six volumes
on Swami Vivekananda’s visits to the West contained not one
thought of her own. The series, she told me, was nothing but
an embodiment of the vision of Swami Ashokananda, who
had been convinced that Swami Vivekananda’s teaching at the
end of his life expressed almost qualitatively new insights into
Vedanta for the modern world.

The key idea was “All this is verily Brahman,” actually a
great saying from the Chandogya Upanishad, but brought
to life by Sri Ramakrishna and Swami Vivekananda in terms
of the innate divinity of every single being, particularly
human beings. Swami Ashokananda liked to emphasize that
in Swami Vivekananda’s thought not only is every form of
God personalized, but also manifests the full and complete
God. Swami Ashokananda felt that this new and uncom-
promising Advaita had not been sufficiently emphasized,
and it was his dream that Gargi’s books should set the stage
and provide ironclad evidence for their development, as
well as support for their ultimate acceptance globally.

Sister Gayatriprana

He encouraged her to take notes when she was impressed with
an idea. It would seem she took this advice to heart, for we
have this intimate journal to prove it.

We can be grateful for the outstanding editing and pub-
lishing effort of Dr. Shelley Brown. I am that certain if Swami
Ashokananda were alive to read this remarkable book, he would
applaud it. And, of course, Sister Gargi would no doubt re-
spond, “Well, I only did what I thought you would ask me to
do.” (Thank you, Swami Ashokananda!)

Cliff Johnson

Though the years we have included articles about women who have
contributed to the expression of Vedanta in the West. The intent of
these articles is never to raise the individual above others, but rather
to celebrate the living spirit of Vedanta that they shared with others
and to inspire in ourselves and our readers the awareness that we all
contribute to the living spirit of Vedanta, each in our own way.

Among those who have inspired us is Sister Gargi, Marie Louise
Burke, who passed away this past January at the age of 91. Sister
Gargi touched many lives, not simply as a renowned writer, but
because she was a dedicated follower of Vedantic principles.
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A STEADY SPIRIT
Irma Zillessen is remembered in our series on women who have
helped in shaping Vedanta in America. It is auspicious to note that
she passed away on December 22, 2003. This is the historical date
of Holy Mother’s birth 150 years ago.

Irma Zillessen died peacefully in her sleep, at 102 years
and five months of age. Born in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania,
she eventually moved to New York. There she taught high
school English and journalism at Long Beach High School
in Long Beach, until her retirement in 1962.

Betty Robinson of Ocean Grove, New Jersey, remem-
bers first seeing Irma at a Sunday service at the Rama-
krishna-Vivekananda Center in New York City in the
1960s.  For many years, Irma drove a group of devotees to
Thousand Island Park in upstate New York for the sum-
mer seminars on the Upanishads conducted by Swami
Nikhilanandaji.

In 1972, because of her husband’s health, the couple
moved to Sun City, Arizona. Her husband passed away in
1976. In Sun City, Irma continued her connection with
Vedanta by offering organized readings and discussions in
her home. She continued this service for 28 years. She was
also a steady supporter of the Ridgely purchase effort un-

dertaken by the Sri Sarada Society in 1994.
A friend notes that she was a “great soul” who “touched all

who knew her.” Relatives remember her as “the true giver” in
the family. Devotees remember her “balance, straightforward-
ness, and unwavering loyalty to the truths of Vedanta.”

At age 95, in her own steady hand and with clear a mind,
she wrote in a note to Betty Robinson dated April 29, 1996:

I go to California and Chicago ashram sometimes,
also Seattle and Sacramento. I spent a week in Sacra-
mento last August. Swami Swahanandaji of Los Angeles
comes over here to Phoenix twice a year. But I do miss
having a Center in my own back yard.

I’m 95 years young, live in my home alone and drive
my own car. Mother has been good to me. Why, I don’t
know!

Hope you are in good health.
Love in Mother. Irma Zillessen

Irma’s last two and a half years were spent in a full nurs-
ing care facility where she was loved by all who cared for
her. She would correct their grammar and bring a smile to
their faces. In whatever situation and wherever she found
herself, Irma gave to those around her.

Joan Shack

PRAVRAJIKA SATCHITPRANA RETURNS THIS SUMMER
Devotees look forward to a return visit by Pravrajika

Satchitprana of Sri Sarada Math, Dakshineswar, near
Kolkata, India. The two-month West Coast visit is being
co-sponsored by Sarada Center in Southern California and
devotees in the Seattle area. At the time this article was
written, there were openings for both men and women
wishing to participate in retreats and other activities. Con-
tact information for each location is given below.

Pravrajika Satchitprana will arrive on the West Coast on
June 12 and depart from Seattle on August 18.

Sarada Center in Carpinteria, California

Two retreats are planned at a Santa Barbara religious
retreat complex, with sleeping accommodations  and meals
provided. The Isa Upanishad will be studied during a week-
end retreat, June 18 to 20. The second retreat, Monday
through Wednesday, June 21 to 23, will focus on the
Vivekachudamani.

Pravrajika Satchitprana will also be joining in two
ashrama-routine sessions at Saradalaya in Carpinteria. These
sessions will be held from June 26 to July 4 and from July
8 to13. The “ashrama routine” means three periods of medi-
tation and three classes daily, including question and an-
swer periods, and a shared lunch. The teachings of Holy
Mother, Sri Ramakrishna, Swamiji, and the Bhagavad Gita

will be topics of study. Participants are free to attend as
many or as few days of these ashrama-routine sessions as
they wish.

For further information or to register for either of the
retreats or the ashrama-routine sessions please contact Sar-
ada Center at saradacenter@aol.com or visit the center’s
website at http://www.saradacenter.org.

Seattle, Washington, and Vancouver, BC

Arriving in Seattle on July 16, Pravrajika Satchitprana
will conduct two four-day ashrama retreats, from July 19
to 22 and August 9 to 12. The Bhagavad Gita and the
Kena Upanishad are among the class topics, with
other lectures and evening talks planned throughout her
visit. A much anticipated five-day women's retreat will be
held from August 2 to 6. Retreats will include meditation,
class, and discussion.  Pravrajika Satchitprana will also speak
in an interfaith program being held at the Vedanta Society
of Western Washington on Sunday, August 1.

 A retreat has been planned by the Vivekananda Society
of British Columbia in Vancouver, July 28 to 31.

For information on planned events in Seattle and
Vancouver or to arrange for lodging in the area, please con-
tact Barbara Smith at staffbarbsmith@earthlink.net or call
(425) 486-7089.
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The following notes are from a nine-day stay at Pangot ashram in the foothills of the Himalayas, at an altitude of 6500 feet. Opening its
doors in October 2003, the ashram was established to provide a place for in-depth study and practice of Vedanta for Western women.
Pravrajika Vivekaprana of Sri Sarada Math directed its construction. These entries are based on a devotee’s visit from December 26 to
January 4, 2004.

d Flowers considered midsummer in New York State—marigolds, sweet williams, snapdragons, California pop-
pies—are blooming here now. New flower beds are being prepared and planted with cuttings as they are in the spring,
April–May, in New York. It snowed the second day I was here. It is hard to tell what season of the year it is!

d At this elevation, though it is December, the sun is so hot during the day that one needs sunglasses and sun lotion.
The stars are so abundant in the clear night sky! The snow-peaked mountains and terraced foothills provide a breathtak-
ing view in all directions. A loftier setting in which to study the lofty ideas of Vedanta could not be found. A quieter
setting in which to deeply contemplate or meditate could not be found. To take advantage of the setting a longer,
extended stay is advised. Thakur once said, “Look at the Himalayas. Aren’t you inspired by feelings of God?”

d The guest house is very accommodating to Western devotees. Each bedroom has an adjoining bathroom and is
furnished with two single beds, night stands, chairs and a table, and an electric heater.  There are two guest houses in
Pangot for overflow numbers. At one such, I saw a monkey climb out an open window with a tomato in his mouth and
one in each paw. Electric service is prone to be off for periods of time. Solar lights are strategically placed in the ashram
and solar-powered lanterns in each bedroom were donated to the guest house.

d Classes were held with Pravrajika Vivekaprana seated
in the open, beneath the blue sky, with the mountains serv-
ing as a backdrop. We read the last lecture of four that
Swami Vivekananda delivered in London, entitled “Practi-
cal Vedanta.” A question and answer format dominated.

d From the train station at Kathgodam, the drive up to
Pangot is a steady climb up winding roads on the sides of
mountains. Motion sickness may be a concern. For half the
trip, the road is a single lane and can be impassable in the
winter due to snow or ice. It takes approximately two hours by
car. Beautiful vistas present themselves along the way.

For information about a stay at the Pangot ashram, send
email to Indu@ebindia.com.

PILGRIM NOTES

Retreat House in Pangot
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IN MOTHER’S WORDS: “Suppose one of my children has smeared himself with dirt. It is I,

and no one else, who shall have to wash him clean and take him in my arms.”

Adapted from an article submitted by M. Lakshmi Kumari, Presi-
dent of Vivekananda Vedic Vision Foundation, India.

Like the proverbial ray of the full moon which, reaching 
inside the shell of an oyster in the depths of the blue sea, 
is said to condense into an exquisite priceless pearl, so did 
divine grace descend into the noble Mukherjee family at 
Jayrambati near Calcutta and condense into the immaculate 
gem “Sarada.” This young girl was to bless the world later 
as the divine consort of Sri Ramakrishna. Blessed indeed 
became millions who called her Mother and entered through 
her into the inner sanctum of the Divine Mother. 

Sri Ramakrishna found in her the personification of 
Prakriti and Shakti and, bestowing upon her Divine Moth-
erhood, he created for generations of suffering humanity 
a haven of peace and solace, an oasis in the arid desert of 
worldly life. Sri Ramakrishna considered her an incarnation 
of Saraswati, born to bestow knowledge on others. Swami 
Vivekananda saw in her the nucleus of shakti, out of whose 
blessing would once again grow Gargis and Maitreyis.

To Sister Nivedita, she was Sri Ramakrishna’s final word 
on the ideal of Indian womanhood, his own chalice of 
his love for the world, a token left with his children. In 
Mother’s own words: “I am the mother of the virtuous; 
I am the mother of the wicked; when you are in distress, 
say to yourself, ‘I have a mother!’” To a world crying for 
love and understanding, here is a message most simple yet  
most sublime.

Brought up in rural surroundings, young Sarada was 
quite free of any artificiality. To this simple upbringing was 
added her early intimate association with Sri Ramakrishna, 
from whom she imbibed the rarest of spiritual qualities and 
also lessons in worldly wisdom. Throughout her life she 
remained immaculately pure, an open window to divinity. 
She was a model wife, mother, friend, philosopher, and 
guide in one. Compassion, tolerance, and acceptance of 
one and all arising out of infinite love and mercy were the 
hallmarks of her life. Despite her own orthodox upbring-
ing, despite being surrounded by orthodox elderly lady 
disciples of Sri Ramakrishna, she never hesitated to accept 
the foreign disciples of Swami Vivekananda into her home. 
Even criminals found a place in her heart.

The polluting influences of baser human emotions, such 
as lust, anger, hatred, etc., could never gain entry into her 
heart. From childhood, it was her constant prayer that she 
should remain unsullied by evil thoughts. How practically 
successful she had been is borne out by the spontaneous 
adoration of Swami Abhedananda.

Pavitram caritam yasyah, pavitram jivanam tatha
Pavitrata swarupinyai, tasyai Devyai namo namah

Whose character is immaculate,
Whose life is pure,
Who is the personification of purity,
To that Devi my prostration.

Little wonder then that she became the chosen bride 
of Sri Ramakrishna and received from him in abundance 
the training, discipline, and self-knowledge that were  not 
only meant to raise herself to the ultimate in self-realiza-
tion, but also to impart knowledge and guide hundreds to 
the same goal. That years after her passing away, her name 
and her simple life and teachings continue to inspire and 
guide many, in ever-increasing intensity, bears testimony 
to the truth and purity that she personified and which she 
emanated from within. That from the so-called mundane 
activities of cooking and other household duties,  including 
dedicated service to her husband, mother-in-law, and fam-
ily members, as well as to a steady stream of   devotees and 
guests, she could crystallize a divine personality, inspiring, 
supremely lovable—this is greatness. That she made her own 
life a model of simplicity, renunciation, and service—in this, 
her greatest message, we  witness the glory of a life attuned 
to the Supreme.

HOLY MOTHER: PURITY INCARNATE 

Happy Birthday, Mother!

Join devotees from Europe, Asia, North and South 
America, and elsewhere who have offered virtual flowers 
in a salute to Holy Mother as part of a worldwide 150th 
birthday observance. Our interactive birthday map of the 
world will remain active through Mother’s coming birthday. 
Visit http://srisarada.org/birthday.html.
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PASSING ON THE LIGHT
Pravrajika Akhandaprana, from the Vedanta Society of Southern 
California, continues her discussion of how Vedantic ideas may be 
shared with Western children, thus building a spiritual future.

Both parents and children can share in an exploration of 
special topics which are of interest to those familiar with 
Western Abrahemic traditions. For example, Abraham is 
the common biblical ancestor—great-great...great-grand-
father—to the Jews, Christians, and Muslims alike. 

There is great need for the West to understand its own 
divine name—“God”—more clearly and to see the beautiful 
unity and diversity in that name. All children, no matter 
what their origins, will have to come to terms with the word 
“God” in Western education, so learning its real meanings 
can be of value. 

The English word “God” originated from the ancient 
German guth, which meant “divine will, divinity, something 
sacred, auspicious, good, good earth, farm complex.” God 
could actually be explained as Ground Of Our Dwelling 
(physical, mental, and spiritual ground in one), as revered 
Swami Sarvagatananda of Boston is fond of saying. Guth 
was originally a word like “deity” or “divinity,” which could 
be used for a male, female, or nonhuman god. Ancient 
people often had the sense of the whole of existence pulsat-
ing with divinity, order, energy, spirit, intelligence, invis-
ible “magic”—the unknown factor. Somehow, in the West 
especially, we have lost this broad outlook on “God” and 
we have reduced “God” to a male creator in the sky, with 
a white beard and  an only “son,” who created his beloved 
human Adam, made a woman from Adam’s rib, and made 
all creation for their use. 

Interestingly, the original most frequently used names of 
God in the Abrahemic traditions are:

Elohim (Hebrew) 
Jewish; plural of El, meaning “The Sacred.”

Alaha (Aramaic)
Christian; often explained as “The Unity, The One.”
(El and Al are interchangeable in Middle Eastern languages.)

Allah (Arabic)
Muslim; “The All.” 
(Probably the English word “all” is a cognate.)

Most people are not aware that the word which Jesus 
actually used for “God” was Alaha. In Judaism, Christianity, 
and Islam, the various names for “God” all actually refer 
to one and the same “God.” When Christianity conquered 
Northern Europe, various forms of the word guth were 
adopted by the people in those lands to indicate Alaha, 
since they preferred to use their own language. The ancient 
Germanic language later evolved into English, which was 
then transported to America.

Most people are also not aware that before Elohim, Alaha, 
and Allah in the Middle East, there was a Great Goddess 
Allat or Elat. While the goddess aspect was suppressed dur-
ing the historical and cultural shift to male supremacy, it is 
only fair to remember that our modern word “God” actually 
refers to the One Mother–Father of us all. No separate words 
like “goddess” or “god” are even needed! Plus, of course, 
God is also more than the body and mind and any idea of 
gender. Our highest concept of God really is the invisible, 
indescribable ground of Existence, or Ground Of Our 
Dwelling. But Vedanta says that worshipping some form of 
God can also be helpful to people who yearn for something 
more tangible and yearn to remember God and see God in 
everyday life. Eventually, such religious practices can lead 
one to the highest Truth. 

There are some very interesting ways to introduce these 
ideas to children and adults alike. At the Vedanta Society 
in Hollywood, we have been experimenting with seasonal 
children’s celebrations, which help to give various insights 
into the nature of God. For each celebration, a special shrine 
is set up appropriate to the seasonal theme and a simple sort 
of “participatory puja” is done. Formal rules are kept to a 
minimum. Muhammad once said that children are ever pure 
and may wear their sandals into the mosque! The children’s 
pujas can also be performed before the adults. As Sri Rama-
krishna once said, “God is directly present in the person who 
has the pure heart of a child and who laughs and cries and 
dances and sings in divine ecstasy.”

 EDITOR’S NOTE: Pravrajika Akhandaprana is happy to share infor-
mation about seasonal celebrations for children and will soon have 
a CD of children’s songs available. Inquiries can be emailed directly 
to her at akhandaprana@vedanta.org.

A Challenge for Modern Minds
German Version Published

We are pleased to announce that A Challenge for Modern 
Minds, a series of lectures given by Pravrajika Vivekaprana of 
Sri Sarada Math in India, has been translated and republished 
in Germany. The German edition was made possible through 
the dedicated efforts of the translator, Dietlind Kloppmann, 
who also published the translation in June 2004. It was 
printed by the Vedanta-Zentrum Wiesbaden e.V. Individual 
copies cost 7€. Orders may be sent to Marianne Eckert, 
Rheinstr. 27, D-55276 Dienheim, Germany.

 Available as An E-book

The original English version is 
available in E-book format for $4.95. 
To purchase and download, visit the 
Llumina Press web site at http://www.
llumina.com/store/achallenge1.htm.
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THE EARLY YEARS
This is the first of four installments on the life of Laura Glenn, Sister 
Devamata, first disciple and chief assistant of Swami Paramananda. 
The author, Joan Shack, is grateful for the support and information 
provided by Mother Sudha of the Cohasset Vedanta Center.

Laura Franklin Glenn first met Swami Vivekananda in 
New York City, at the age of 29. The date was March 14, 
1895. Her reminiscences provide us with her first impres-
sion of him. And through them, we experience in small 
measure what it must have been like.

A sudden hush, a quiet step on the stairs and Swami 
Vivekananda passed in stately erectness up the aisle to the 
platform. He began to speak; and memory, time, place, 
people, all melted away. Nothing was left but a voice 
ringing through the void. It was as if a gate had swung 
open and I had passed out on a road leading to limitless 
attainment. The end of it was not visible; but the promise 
of what it would be shone through the thought and flashed 
through the personality of the one who gave it. He stood 
there—prophet of infinitude.

Their second meeting occurred in December of that year. 
Swamiji was living and holding classes at 228 West 39th 
Street. The lodging houses of New York City in the latter 
half of the nineteenth century had a community kitchen 
and bathroom. Swamiji rented two parlor rooms on the first 
floor of the building. Through her later writings Laura, then 
Sister Devamata, takes us back to that glorious time.

It was a heterogeneous gathering at the classes in those 
shabby lodgings—old and young, rich and poor, wise and 
foolish….We all met day after day and become friends 
without words or association...If he suggested tentatively 
omitting a class because of a holiday or for some other 
reason, there was a loud protest always. 

Throughout 1895, the interest of Laura and her friends 
was scattered among numerous speakers and various topics: 
philosophy, metaphysics, and astrology. By the winter of 
1895–1896, their interest became focused solely on the mes-
sage and work of Swamiji. It became for them “the foundation 
of our daily living, the stimulus that urged us onward.” From 
December 9 to February 25, Swamiji held, by conservative 
estimates, 70  classes and delivered 10 public lectures. Dur-
ing the period when she was attending all his classes, Laura 
experienced a shyness, a reticence, preventing her from com-
ing in personal touch with him for a considerable time. There 
are many written testimonials that the force of his presence 
created reactions ranging from shyness to exhaustion. One 
evening at the close of a lecture, Swamiji stopped her and said, 
“You come so faithfully, yet you never speak a word.”

During his closing lecture of the season, entitled “My 
Master, His Life and Teachings,” which he delivered in the 

Madison Square Concert Hall on February 23, 1896, Sister 
Devamata describes Swamiji as being “swept [away] by his 
subject.” She continues, “The force of it drove him from one 
end of the platform to the other. It overflowed in a swift 
running stream of eloquence and feeling. The large audience 
listened in awed stillness and at the close many left the hall 
without speaking. As for myself, I was transfixed....”

Sarah Ellen Waldo, an indefatigable worker in the 
early days of the movement, corrected and edited many 
of Swamiji’s lectures for publication. In 1901, this literary 
work was transferred to Laura. The first task she undertook 
was the editing and publication of Swami’s two volumes on 
jnana yoga. In 1902, she was put in charge of the Publica-
tion Department of the New York Vedanta Society. She 
worked with Swami Abhedananda, minister-in-charge, in 
the publication of numerous books. Under his guidance, 
she underwent intensive spiritual training. She writes that 
this regimen entailed

. ..great regularity, careful diet, above all, firm resolution. 
I charted my day as a sea captain might chart his voyage. 
I rose early, ate lightly, had fixed hours for spiritual prac-
tices and stated hours for publication work…the training 
included the practice of posture, breathing exercises, an 
exercise in concentration and a subject of meditation.

During this period, she describes an evening in her pri-
vate chapel in her apartment, near the Society’s house. “I 
was just beginning my meditation when Sri Ramakrishna 
stood before me—a colossal figure made of pure light, with 
glistening garments. Overawed, I fell on my face before 
it, crept slowly nearer and laid my forehead on the feet. I 
knew no more. When I returned to normal consciousness, 
I found I had been lying in front of the altar for more than 
an hour.” 

The following evening and the following, he appeared 
again to her at the same time. “I learned that whether 
clothed in an earthly body or manifest in super-earthly glory, 
Sri Ramakrishna was a living Presence, moving among men 
and women, to aid and to bless, to guide and to shield, in 
the fullness of his love.”  

While spending the summer of 1907 in the Catskills of 
New York State, she re-edited the notes Miss Waldo had 
taken of Swamiji’s teachings in the summer of 1895 at 
Thousand Island Park. Swamiji delivered 43 talks there in 
seven weeks; these talks are considered to be the core of his 
teachings in the West. Holding out her book of notes to 
Sister Devamata, Miss Waldo said, “If you are willing to take 
them and work on them and bring them out, I am glad to 
pass them over to you. If I tried to do anything with them, 
I should be thinking all the time how lacking they were.” 
Eventually they were published as Inspired Talks.

Next installment: Days in India 
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Book Review

WISDOM FROM THE EAST

JOURNEY OF THE UPANISHADS TO THE WEST by Swami Tatha-
gatananda, Minister-in Charge of the Vedanta Society of New York, 
2003. Reviewed by Pat Gibbons.

The Upanishads, a source of the great spiritual teach-
ings known as Vedanta, are thought to be dated anywhere 
between 4500 and 1200 BC, depending on the particular 
scholar who makes the calculation. The Rishis, both men 
and women, to whom this knowledge was revealed in their 
meditations, were without written language. They passed 
these revelations on orally, in the form of carefully memo-
rized chants. Down the centuries this wisdom spread over 
all of India and then through much of the ancient world, 
along with the early beginnings of science and mathematics, 
which also had their sources in India. 

In this remarkable narrative, Swami Tathagatananda gives 
a detailed account of how this sharing of wisdom came 
about. Traders from the ancient world discovered India’s 
material wealth long before Alexander the Great arrived in 
327 BC. Along with her goods they brought India’s wis-
dom; thus Hindu philosophy became known throughout 
the civilized world of that time. In Rome, Greece, and 
Egypt, as well as other parts of the Near East, traces have 
been found of both Indian artifacts and, on another level, 
Vedantic teachings.

In France, the discovery of Sanskrit and the Vedas had 
a profound effect upon scholars such as Romain Rolland 
and writers such as Balzac. Rolland became a devotee of Sri 
Ramakrishna and was the author of a well-known biography 
of the Master. Swami Tathagatananda notes that in France 
the influence of Vedanta was, to a great extent, romantic; 

its discoverers were enthralled by the poetry of the great 
Sanskrit writings and even more, for those who were able 
to master it, by the Sanskrit language itself. 

German writers and philosophers such as Kant, Hegel, 
Max Müller, and Paul Deussen, to name only a few, as 
Swami points out, are well known to have been profoundly 
affected by the teachings of India. This was also romantic 
in part, but it went much deeper and had a profound and 
permanent influence on their thinking. 

Because of its presence in India, England was the first 
country to bring India’s treasures to Europeans in the 
eighteenth century. Sir William Jones, the founder of the 
Asiatic Society, was the first great Indologist and several 
others followed. Romantic poets such as Sir Edwin Arnold, 
Blake, Wordsworth, and others came under the influence of 
Vedanta and were severely criticized because of it. This leads 
us to the American Transcendental Movement, which Swami 
Tathagatananda calls the Brahmanism of New England and 
describes in detail. Emerson, Thoreau, and Walt Whitman 
were among those powerfully influenced by Swami Vive-
kananda when he came to Boston. His influence would later 
spread to William James and others.

When I was in school I enjoyed reading poets such as 
Wordsworth, Blake, and Whitman and assumed that they 
simply thought high thoughts because of their genius alone. 
No one explained that the source of these thoughts was 
Vedanta. Teachers, I think, were often also ignorant of it or 
did not want to discuss such a “suspect” philosophy. I found 
Swami Tathagatananda’s detailed account fascinating and 
enlightening. The Transcendentalists were true Vedantins.

It’s impossible to cover everything contained in this book 
in a brief review. I feel I can safely say that Swami Tatha-
gatananda covered every aspect of the movement of Vedanta 
through the world, showing us where it went, how it traveled, 
and the people who were responsible for its spread.
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IN MOTHER’S WORDS: “To err is human. One should not take that into account. It is harmful for oneself. 

One gets into the habit of finding fault.”  

NOT FINDING FAULT: A PRACTICAL UNDERSTANDING
Adapted from an article by Jayanti that appears in MOTHER OF ALL, 
a Souvenir volume published by the Ramakrishna Sarada Mission, 
Delhi, in honor of Sri Sarada Devi’s 150th birth anniversary.

What does Holy Mother mean when she says, “I can no 
longer find fault in anyone”? From the highest perspective 
we know that Mother experienced all as Brahman. For those 
of us—the rest of us—who are not at this level, however, I 
think Mother’s words and action convey a more practical 
application. Clearly, Mother did see what we would call 
“faults” in others. She couldn’t claim to be the “Mother 
of the wicked” if she did not recognize 
“wickedness.” Therefore, there must 
be some other meaning. Mother sees 
our imperfections without passing judg-
ment. 

Mother tells us that enumerating a 
person’s faults has no positive effect. 
Instead, it is the person who criticizes 
who suffers. “One shouldn’t lose oneself 
in so much sputtering. If one sees the 
worst of everything, one feels pain.”

Once we understand that by “not 
finding fault” Mother means that we 
are not to judge others harshly for their 
mistakes or imperfections, this becomes 
a practical principle. Forgiveness and 
patience become spiritual practices leading us toward loving 
kindness on the one hand and nonattachment on the other. 
Genuine love, Mother tells us, is without expectation. 

“Let me tell you how to love all equally,” she instructs. 
“Do not demand anything of those you love. If you make 
demands, some will give you more and some less. In that case 
you will love more those who give more and less those who 
give you less. Thus your love will not be the same for all.” 

To a sadhu in charge of an ashram Mother gives this 
advice on how to guide others: “Love can achieve anything. 
You can never make someone obey you by using force or by 
employing a roundabout way.” 

I am reminded of a saying of Jesus, “Thou shalt love thy 
neighbor as thyself.” In Vedanta circles we give this the high-
est meaning of advaita (nondual understanding), that is, by 

saying that the Self in the neighbor is your own Atman. While 
this is true, it is not something we readily experience. Again, 
we can derive a more practical spiritual meaning. For us to 
love our neighbor as ourself, we must first have or develop a 
sense of self-worth. This also applies to the universal Golden 
Rule of “Do unto others as you would have them do unto 
you.” In order to know what is good or beneficial for others 
we need to know what is good for us from the standpoint of 
spiritual worthiness. This alone is true worthiness, a state 
which rejoices in the benefit given others. The person with 

the fleeting sense of worthiness that 
comes from an inflated ego fears that the 
“bubble may burst” at any time. Such 
a person selfishly tries to protect his or 
her ego, often at the expense of others. 
Likewise, a person who feels unworthy 
looks for unworthiness in those around 
him. “One finds fault in others after 
bringing his mind down to that level,” 
Mother observes—that is, to a level of 
unworthiness.

“If you want peace, do not find fault 
with others. Rather see your own faults. 
Learn to make the world your own. No 
one is a stranger, my child. The whole 
world is your own.”

These well-known words of Mother’s, uttered before leav-
ing the body, are initially disturbing to Westerners. To be told 
to “see one’s own faults” feels too familiar. Once again, we 
are being told to be self-critical of our imperfections. Once 
again, we are reminded of our unworthiness. Or are we? 

Here is the wonder of Mother’s loving acceptance! In her 
eyes, human imperfections are not cause to feel unworthy. 
Yes, as spiritual aspirants, we want to work to overcome our 
faults and become better, purer, and more receptive to and 
aware of the divinity within and around us. Yet the very fact 
that we have not reached this goal means that we are not yet 
perfect. Mother loves us as we are. And we can find peace 
from accepting ourselves and others in this same way. We can 
realize that we have much in common with those all around 
Continued on page 2: NOT FINDING FAULT
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FEELING THE LIGHT WITHIN

WHY?
Why is it pussycat has fur
 And I have only skin?
Why does she lie still and purr
 While I always make a din?

It is because

Girls, boys and pussycat
 Live to different ends;
Which doesn’t mean that
 They cannot be good friends.

Why is it puppydog can bark
 And I can only scream?
Why can glow-worm make a spark,
 While I cannot give a gleam?’

It is because

Girls, boys, dog, worm and cat
 Act to different ends;
Which doesn’t mean that
 They should not be good friends.

Why is it bull-frogs can croak
 And I can only call?
Why fire-flies their fire can poke,
 While I have no fire at all?

It is because

All have different ways to go—
 This for one, that for others;
They purr and bark, croak and glow,
 Yet are all our brothers.

From MY SONG GARDEN, a book of poetry for children, by Sister 
Devamata, Laura Franklin Glenn.

Sandra Giacosa visited the Pangot Retreat Center for women in 
June 2004. She lives in  Montevideo, Uruguay. 

I give thanks for having had the opportunity to be in 
Pangot—an experience so special for me that it is difficult 
to put fully into words.

It is like having been in a place out of time and dimen-
sion and in which I had a glimpse of that which we are 
really looking for. It is strange because at the same time 
I felt that it was a place well known to me, like feeling at 
home. A perfect union between the beauty of the nature 
that surrounds us and that other beauty which is so subtle 
and at the same time so immense that it is impossible for us 
to describe. And I feel that all that strength and indescrib-
able beauty is heightened with the presence of Pravrajika 
Vivekapranaji.

At first I thought it was going to be difficult for me to 
adapt. Although I had been in India before, this was my 
first experience with the Ramakrishna Sarada Mission (the 
service branch of Sri Sarada Math). But to my surprise I 
felt as if I had come home. As a consequence, departure 
was very hard for me.

The environment has a tangible energy and at the same 
time a peace that nurtures the spirit in a marvelous way—a 
place that seems suspended in time and for this reason is 
eternal, a place in which I felt so in harmony that it made 
me appreciate the greatness of the human spirit.

Since my visit, I feel that a part of me has stayed there  
and this helps me in the search that I have to continue in 
the place where I was born.

I want to again thank Mother for giving me the possibility 
of being touched in the soul. It is my wish that many more of 
us will be able to go there and feel the greatness that we—all 
women—have and to learn how to wake it up.

Editor’s Note
We extend our sincere apology to Swami Tathagatananda, 

Pat Gibbons and to our readers because of an unfortunate er-
ror that appeared in the review of the swami’s book, JOURNEY 
OF THE UPANISHADS TO THE WEST. While editing the review we 
inadvertently made it to read that Ralph Waldo Emerson, 
Henry David Thoreau, and Walt Whitman had met Swami 
Vivekananda and had been influenced by him. 

Neither Swami Tathagatananda nor the reviewer, Pat Gib-
bons, made this reference, which is historically impossible. As 
originally written the review refers to Swamiji’s welcome by 
those who had been influenced by the earlierTranscendental 
movement, with which Whitman, Thoreau, and Emerson were 
associated at various times during its history.

us. We share the present limitations of our human birth, and 
we share the potential of realizing that all are One.

Mother’s love flows from the fountain of the highest 
advaitic truth. Through coming to feel this love, which is 
untainted by worldly desire, we are drawn closer and closer 
to this goal. Following Mother’s practical example of dealing 
with others appropriately and lovingly, without judgment, 
ill-will, or selfish expectation, reflects the ideal of divine 
motherhood. By thus removing the social and psychological 
barriers separating us from others, we open the way for our 
own realization. This path of universal acceptance, made 
manifest in Sri Sarada Devi, is available to everyone.

Continued from page 1: NOT FINDING FAULT

In Answer to Your Inquiry
Readers frequently ask if they may contribute to the cost 

of receiving SRI SARADA SOCIETY NOTES by mail. Printing and 
postal costs are approximately 96¢ an issue, averaging in 
both foreign and domestic mailings. Any amount that you 
would like to donate is both welcome and appreciated.
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INDIA: 1907–1909
Second in a series on the life of Laura Franklin Glenn, Sister 
Devamata, who became Swami Paramananda’s first disciple and 
served as his chief assistant.

The New York Vedanta Society was founded by Swami 
Vivekananda himself in November 1894. It holds the dis-
tinction of being the first center of the Ramakrishna Order, 
preceding Belur Math. In 1906, Swami Paramananda, 
Swamiji’s youngest disciple, was sent from India to assist at 
the center, where Swami Abhedananda was the minister in 
charge. Disembarking from the boat anchored at the pier 
in the New York harbor, Swami Paramananda was greeted 
by Laura Glenn. Within a few months, she would become 
his first disciple, receiving from him the name Devamata, 
meaning “Mother of the Gods.”

He arranged for her to go to India and study under Swami 
Ramakrishnananda, sending her off with the words, “You 
are going to the land of great souls, go in freedom. If you 
should meet with one whom you would rather have as your 
teacher, do not be bound by any thought of me.”

The next two years were rich in experiences, engraved 
indelibly in her memory. For most of this time, she lived 
across from the Madras Math under the direct spiritual guid-
ance of Swami Ramakrishnananda. This daily contact with 
one who had witnessed the divine lila of Sri Ramakrishna 
counted among her most precious Indian memories. She 
had a profound reverence for him. He had a motherlike 
solicitude for her. 

In DAYS IN AN INDIAN MONASTERY Devamata chronicles the 
religious life of India as she witnessed it during these years. 
Perceived as they were through the reverential and apprecia-
tive eye of a devotee, the various spiritual practices of India are 
captured in their essential spirit, as were various religious and 
social observances. Also recorded were reminiscences of the 
six-month visit of President Maharaj, Swami Brahmananda, 
to South India toward the close of 1908.

Addressing her as Sister, President Maharaj noted that 
December, “You are the Christian member of the Math. 
You should give us a Christmas party.” Devamata set up a 
Christmas altar behind fragrant hangings of jasmine gar-
lands. Bread and wine, symbols of the Christian Eucharist, 
were placed beside the altar. Another table was piled high 
with fruit, sweetmeats, and plum cake. 

President Maharaj then requested her to read the story of 
Christ’s birth. Then lights, incense, and burning camphor 
were waved before the altar and hymns were sung. He later 
confided to her that as she read the Bible, Christ suddenly 
stood before the altar dressed in a long blue cloth. “He 
talked to me for some time,” the swami told her. “It was a 
blessed event.”

From Madras, Devamata made a pilgrimage to Calcutta. 

Sister Christine met her at the train station. Due to illness 
in Holy Mother’s household, she boarded at the school 
started by Sister Nivedita in the locality of Baghbazar. Every 
morning she walked several long blocks to Holy Mother’s 
house. Mother gave her the privilege of making her bed 
and ordering everything in her room. On Devamata’s first 
visit, Mother allowed her to massage her body, thus fulfill-
ing her inner desire. 

At another time Mother offered her two choice mangoes 
that had been gifted to her. Devamata responded, “It would 
give me greater pleasure to have you keep them.” Mother’s 
reply came quickly: “Do you think it will give you greater 
pleasure to have me keep them or give me greater pleasure 
to have you take them?” The response arising in her own 
heart, Devamata answered: “It must give you greater plea-
sure because you have a larger heart to feel it.”

Mother’s unbounded affection and tender care can be 
sensed in all her letters to Devamata. Typically addressing 
her as “my sweet daughter,” she wrote in one

Your loving letters are duly in hand. . . . I always remem-
ber you.. . .Whenever I see the place you used to sit and 
meditate your loving form comes to my mind. All the 
inmates of the house always speak of you.” 
   With my blessings,
   Your most affectionate Mother

Devamata’s first visit to the Kali Temple at Dakshineswar 
was in the company of two of the Master’s disciples, Swami 
Saradananda and Yogin-ma. Counting it as one of her most 
vivid memories, she wrote, “I sat under the banyan tree where 
Sri Ramakrishna attained the vision of eternity. I pushed 
barefooted through the brambles to the bel tree to which he 
had fled for deeper seclusion. I bowed before the image of 
the great Mother of the Universe where he had worshipped, 
I lingered in the room where he had lived and taught.”

Devamata went on pilgrimage to Dakshineswar several 
more times, once in the company of Master Mahasaya, 
recorder of the GOSPEL OF SRI RAMAKRISHNA, then with Sister 
Christine and again with Lakshmi-didi, the Master’s niece. 
She saw almost daily direct disciples who had served Sri 
Ramakrishna, such as Swamis Saradananda, Adbhutananda, 
and Premananda. She sought out those who had known 
him like Girish Chandra Ghosh, Golap-ma, and Ramlal-
dada, Ramakrishna’s nephew. They narrated incident after 
incident of his life, their many personal experiences with 
him, and the words he had spoken. 

Sailing back to New York on September 17, 1909, her 
heart was filled with inspiration. Her being felt full of the 
tangible presence of Sri Ramakrishna, a presence enlivened 
through the memories of those who had had intimate 
contact with him. 

Joan Shack
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Swami Vivekananda’s Western Works. Revised and edited by Swami 
Brahmavidyananda. Volume 1, VIEW FROM THE CENTER: SWAMI 
VIVEKANANDA ON A UNIVERSAL SPIRITUALITY, Temple Universal 
Publishing, 2003, 248 pages. Volume 2, THE WAY HOME: SWAMI 
VIVEKANANDA ON THE ESSENCE OF SPIRITUALITY, Temple Universal 
Publishing 2003, 288 pages.

“I have a message for the West as Buddha had a message 
for the East.” Thus it is, during the latter phase of his short 
span as world teacher, that Swami Vivekananda realized 
and stated his mission. Such a bold, clear statement should 
lead us to ask, “So, what was Vivekananda’s message to the 
West?” 

The Swami was himself very careful to address what he 
saw as distinct differences between Western society and his 
homeland and to fashion his message to address the needs 
and potential of each. Yet, among the published writings 
about Swamiji and numerous compilations of his lectures, 
a complete, systematic presentation of his Western lectures 
has been missing. 

Such a goal has been taken up by Swami Brahmavidy-
ananda, an American monastic who has spent his life as a 
Vedantist studying Swamiji. In his own quest to find and 
understand Vivekananda’s message to the West, he saw 
the need to isolate and publish what might be called the 
“Complete Works for the Western reader.” This set will be 
an invaluable addition to Vedanta literature, aiding anyone 
wanting to learn Vedanta more closely as Swami Vive-
kananda unfolded it a little over a century ago. 

These teachings are being arranged according to themes 
found in Swamiji’s lectures, the first and foremost being the 

Book Reviews

PLUMBING PRIMARY SOURCES
universal principles of Vedanta, namely, that underlying 
unity that is the basis of spiritual impulse. This underlying 
unity, according to Swamiji, also drives the sciences and 
all secular life. 

Two volumes on spirituality, from the universal and indi-
vidual perspectives, are presently available. Volumes on each 
of the four yogas are expected to be released this year. 

SHAFTS OF LIGHT: SELECTED TEACHINGS OF SWAMI ASHOKANANDA 
FOR SPIRITUAL PRACTICE. Compiled and edited by Sister Gargi and 
Shelley Brown. Kalpa Tree Press, New York, 2004, 187 pages.

Gleaned from the notes taken by Sister Gargi and other 
disciples of Swami Ashokananda, the passages in this vol-
ume, many no longer than a sentence, are a treasury of 
guidance, clarity, and encouragement to spiritual sojourners. 
Vibrant and practical in style, the Swami’s words were espe-
cially directed to and for the Western mind and heart. 

The collection has been arranged first into three themes, 
“Spiritual Perspectives,” “Spiritual Practice,” and “The Ex-
perience of God.” Within this broad sweep, they are further 
divided by topic and arranged to reveal a multifaceted ap-
proach to spiritual understanding. The reader will no doubt 
discover that certain passages speak more loudly than others. 
Presently, I find the section on spiritual practice especially 
helpful. We usually have some idea of what we are to do 
when we sit for meditation (whether or not we are success-
ful). But how do we bring our spirituality into daily living? 
Subtitled “Feeling the Spirit—Inside and Out,” the section 
on spiritual practice is brimming with helpful tips.

Jayanti Hoye
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IN MOTHER’S WORDS: “Always be engaged in some work or the other. 

It is conductive to the health of both the body and the mind.”

THE SPIRITUAL VALUE OF WORK
Among the written reminiscences of Sri Sarada Devi, 

the Holy Mother, one by Sarayubala Devi tells of a visit 
by an older woman and her daughter-in-law. One imagines 
that they are frequent visitors, as we learn that one of them 
shows no hesitation in coming forward to dress Mother’s 
hair. What happens next is both touching and amusing. To 
everyone’s surprise, the woman pulls some strands of hair 
from Sarada Devi’s head and ties them into the skirt of her 
sari, saying, “I shall preserve them as a souvenir.”

While Mother is described as being embarrassed, there 
is a hint of humor in her reply: “Why would you do that? 
I have thrown away so much hair before.” 

A little later, after the worship and distribution of prasad, 
the women were still with Mother. Golap Ma and Sara-
yubala were also present. The older woman, 
who had known the Master, said, “Sri 
Ramakrishna gave us many instructions. 
But we have carried out very few of them. 
Had we followed his advice, we would not 
have suffered so much in the world. We 
are attached to the world and are always 
running after this or that work.” 

Who cannot relate to this woman’s 
plight? How wise she seems. How com-
mon for us to think: “Ah, if only I did not 
have so much to do, then I would be able 
to concentrate on my spiritual practices. If 
I could be free of responsibility, then....”

Mother’s reply stops us short. Instead of 
sympathizing with the woman and agreeing 
that her attachment to the world is unfortunate, Mother 
replies, “One must do some work. Through work alone 
can one remove the bondage of work, not by avoiding 
work. Total detachment comes later on. One should not 
be without work even for a moment.”

To me, this is a significant teaching by Mother. Like 
Arjuna in the Bhagavad Gita, when called to reflect upon 
our circumstances in the light of spiritual teachings we are 
apt to forget that we are where we are for a purpose. Or, 
more often, we mistake the purpose to be our own rather 
than God’s. 

Unlike Arjuna, we are not likely to be given a vision of 
God’s purpose, although bits and pieces may become ap-
parent through time. However, quite like Arjuna, we are 
called to trust that we are fulfilling that divine purpose 
and to realize this is true for whatever situation we are in. 
Krishna tells Arjuna, “You have the responsibility to work, 
but you have no claim to the fruit of your labor.”

Holy Mother reminds us that learning detachment is 
a process. As always, her teaching is practical: “Through 
work alone can one remove the bondage of work, not by 
avoiding it.” That is, it is only while engaged in the respon-
sibilities and activities at hand that we can begin to practice 
nonattachment. It is only in doing what is before us that 
we can begin to think we are doing God’s will. The mo-

ment we reject the responsibilities of our 
circumstances we are declaring them to  be 
our own, for we can only reject what we 
think is ours to claim in the first place. In 
so doing, we separate ourselves from God 
and divine will. This is both the cause of 
our attachment and the reason we think 
our circumstances unsuitable.

We must remember that our part in this 
divine play is born from our own karma. 
Hence Mother reminds us, “It is essential 
that one should work. It is through work 
alone that one may break asunder the bonds 
of karma; only then is one free from desires. 
One shouldn’t be without work even for a 
moment.”

Mother’s teachings are especially helpful for those of 
us who have felt the need to be more aware of the role we 
play in political activity. Like Arjuna on the battlefield, it 
seems that we are called by circumstance to do our duty 
as citizens. However, as spiritual aspirants, we have also a 
tremendous opportunity to practice nonattachment. As 
Mother tells one disciple, “Work to remove the sufferings 
of the world,” so may we put our best effort into holding 
up the higher goals and ideals of our nation and humanity 
while learning to leave the outcome to God.
Jayanti
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PASSING ON THE LIGHT
Recent issues of SRI SARADA SOCIETY NOTES featured 

a series by Pravrajika Akhandaprana on various ways in 
which the principles of Vedanta may be made meaningful 
to Western youth. One very effective way is through music 
and it was mentioned that she was working on a CD of 
children’s songs.

Recorded with the Sunday School of the Vedanta So-
ciety of Southern California, “Peace in 31 Languages” is 
now available. The CD includes 18 songs for learning and 
singing along with. Many of the songs were written and 
adapted by Pravrajika Akhandaprana herself.

The net proceeds from “Peace in 31 Languages” will go 
to UNICEF to help child victims of war. If you would like 
to purchase a CD, please send $20 or whatever you can to 
Sister Helga Bluemel (Akhandaprana), Sarada Convent, 
2027 N. Vine St., Hollywood, CA 90068.

SHIPS
In our park there is a lake
Quite big enough to sail upon,
But it seems to go nowhere—
How’ll I know when I get there?
I watch big ships sail to and fro
And I wonder if they know

Where they go.

Grown-ups sail around like that;
They run and rush both to and fro;
I often wonder if they know

 Where they go.

From MY SONG GARDEN, a book of poetry for children, by Sister 
Devamata, Laura Franklin Glenn.

PRAVRAJIKA VIVEKAPRANA RETURNS
Devotees on both the North and South American con-

tinents eagerly await the return of Pravrajika Vivekaprana 
to the West during October through December of this 
year. A senior nun of Sri Sarada Math, a self-administered 
women’s monastic order headquartered in Dakshineswar, 
Kolkata (Calcutta), India, Pravrajika Vivekaprana is head 
of a retreat center located in Pangot. Situated in the Hima-
layas, the retreat offers a quiet, peaceful setting for serious 
spiritual seekers. 

Pravrajika Vivekaprana has often visited the Western 
Hemisphere to conduct retreats and classes, since first com-
ing as a participant in the 1993 Parliament of the World’s 
Religions. She is now returning after a four-year absence, 
during which she established Pangot.

Her visit is made possible by the generous efforts of many 
devotees and is being co-sponsored in the United States by 
Sarada Center and Sri Sarada Society. During her ten-week 
stay, Pravrajika Vivekaprana will be giving classes and retreats 
in La Paloma and Montevideo, Uruguay; at the Vivekananda 
Retreat, Ridgely, in upstate New York; and in Santa Barbara, 
California.

To the right is a brief listing of dates and topics being 
offered in each location.Please contact those listed for 
complete information. You can also visit http://srisarada.
org/talks.html for updates. Sri Sarada Society is exploring 
innovative ways to make lectures by Pravrajika Vivekaprana 
and others more available to devotees.

A Challenge for Modern Minds, a collection of lectures 
by Pravrajika Vivekaprana, is available in paperback from 
http://vedanta.org and http://amazon.com and as an ebook 
from http://www.llumina.com/store/achallenge1.htm.

La Paloma, Uruguay
Octobet 6–11 Durga Puja Celebration
Shakti‚ the Divine Energy, the Divine Power
October 13–16 and October 25–28
Universal Message of the Bhagavad Gita

Montevideo, Uruguay
October 17–23 Retreat
Integration of Personality According to Vedanta
Contact Tamar Hesse about programs in Uruguay.
Phone: (00598) 479-6487 
Internet: atmarama@adinet.com.uy

Vivekananda Retreat, Ridgely, Stone Ridge, NY
November 5-6
Introduction to Practical Vedanta
November 8–12 and November 14–18
Practical Vedanta, Parts 1 and 2
November 19–20
Sister Nivedita and Swami Vivekananda
November 22–27 (women only)
Holy Mother and Advaita Vedanta
Contact Caroline Giorgi about programs at Ridgely. 
Phone: (845) 687-4574 
Internet: zzclg@aol.com

St. Mary’s Retreat House, Santa Barbara, CA
December 2–4 and December 5–7
Chapter Two of the Bhagavad Gita

Contact Amrita Salm soon to reserve a space at St. Mary’s.
Phone: (805)684-2509
Internet: saradacenter@aol.com, http://saradacenter.org
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GURU–DISCIPLE RELATIONSHIP
This is the third installment in a series on the life of Laura Franklin 
Glenn, Sister Devamata, who became Swami Paramananda’s first 
disciple and served as his chief assistant.

As Laura Glenn stood on the pier waiting for him to 
disembark, her heart told her, even before they had met, 
that this was the one: the teacher she was destined to fol-
low. Her inner “sense” proved to be true. In March 1907, 
within three months of his arrival, Swami Paramananda 
initiated Laura, giving her the name Devamata.

Shortly thereafter, he arranged for her to study in India 
under Swami Ramakrishnananda from 1907 to 1909. She 
returned wearing the garb of a brahmacharini. She became 
known to everyone as Sister Devamata.

The special guru–disciple relationship between Swami 
Paramananda and Devamata was also one of mother and 
son. He addressed her in his letters as “Mother, dear” and 
signed them as “your son.”

Sent to assist Swami Abhedananda at the New York cen-
ter, Swami Paramananda was later empowered by President 
Swami Brahmananda to work independently in Boston. 
Having no fixed headquarters, Swami Paramananda was 
delivering lectures in public venues and giving classes in 
private homes in the Boston area when Devamata returned 
from India. She became his bedrock of support, always 
there with practical advice and the needed know-how. And 
in the spring of 1910, the Vedanta Center found its first 
permanent home at 16 St. Botolph Street.

About this time, Devamata was appointed by her guru to 
administer the new Vedanta Center at 1808 Kalorama Road 
in Washington, DC. Dynamic and strong willed, Devamata 
often traveled to Washington to conduct classes and give 
lectures. Eventually, it became a branch of the Boston Center 
and remained so until it was dissolved in 1917.

In 1911, Swami Paramananda launched a magazine, Mes-
sage of the East, which was published continuously for over 
fifty years. Devamata was heavily involved in its publica-
tion, transcribing many of the swami’s lectures. By 1914, 
nine new booklets were published under Paramananda’s 
name based on the material she had garnered from his 
lectures and his letters to her.

In the predawn hours of May 19, 1914, members of the 
Vedanta Center arrived at 1 Queensbury Street. Alighting 
from their horse cab, they stood for a moment in silent 
prayer on the broad steps leading to the front door before 
entering their new home. Dedicated by Paramananda in 
the name of the Supreme Being of the Universe, the Center 
quickly became one of the accepted religious organizations 
in Boston. The community grew and by 1921 the house was 
full. Sister Devamata assumed the role of novice mistress to 
those who joined, imposing on them the austerity charac-

terizing her own spiritual life. Her penchant for rules and 
organizing stood in sharp contrast to the freedom-loving 
way of the swami. 

When the need arose to make extensive renovations to 
the house, Devamata supervised a six-month project. The 
change resulted in six new bedrooms, two bathrooms, a 
laundry room, large and small storage rooms, and a sun 
parlor. The dining room and cellar were also enlarged and 
the seating capacity of the chapel was increased.

Early in 1922, at the age of 55, Devamata contracted 
encephalitis. By May, her death seemed imminent. Para-
mananda asked the community to hold a three-day and 
three-night vigil in an effort to save her life. In the middle 
of the first night, Devamata suddenly felt a heavy burden 
drop from her. The doctor who came the next morning was 
stunned by the change in her condition. Over the next few 
months, she regained her strength, though her left side re-
mained partially paralyzed and her speech slightly garbled. 

No longer able to lecture, she turned to writing. Her 
efforts include a two-volume biography of Swami Para-
mananda, a biography of Sri Ramakrishna, a monumental 
compilation of Swami Paramananda’s works into A BOOK 
OF DAILY THOUGHGTS AND PRAYERS, and the still widely read 
book DAYS IN AN INDIAN MONASTERY, to name a few. 

As the house reached capacity again, the swami felt the 
need for a different line of action, a place set in nature where 
forms of human expression such as art, music, and crafts 
would be encouraged. It would be a home for a monastic 
community where individuals committed to sadhana would 
find room for self-expression coupled with self-sacrifice. 
A 140-acre tract of land high in the La Crescenta hills in 
California was found. In April of 1923, Sister Devamata, 
Sister Seva, and Mangala set off from the East Coast and 
traveled west to open Ananda Ashrama. The consecration of 
the ground for the Temple of the Universal Spirit at Ananda 
Ashrama took place in 1927. Dedicated to all the religions 
of the world, it was built under Devamata’s supervision 
during Swami Paramananda’s 1928 trip to India.

After she had been snatched from the jaws of death, 
Devamata’s attitude underwent a transformation from the 
austerity of the earlier days. And as she advanced in years, 
she faced increasing physical misery. She fractured her leg in 
a fall and spent months in bed. With the onset of Parkinson’s 
disease, her movements became more restricted. Eventually 
she was confined to a wheelchair. Dictating a booklet entitled 
COMPANION TO PAIN, she wrote, “Physical ailments are not a 
misfortune. They are often remedies—remedies for deeper 
sickness of the mind or heart or character. They cure by 
chastening. They make us brave, strong, and enduring. Pain 
allied with spirit heals and exalts.” Devamata passed quietly 
and suddenly in her sleep on December 15, 1942.
Joan Shack
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In this issue we include three images from the ten glass slides made avail-
able to Sri Sarada Society through the efforts of Rosanne Adams Junkins, 
archivist for the Eliot Baha’i Community and historian for Green Acre, in 
Eliot, Maine. The slides were produced from photographs taken by Ralph 
Sylvester Bartlett, a relative of Sarah Farmer, and showcase familiar figures 
in Vedanta’s early history, dating from 1873 to 1906. 

We note that Olea Bull, daughter of Sara and Ole Bull, was often found 
in the company of her mother’s friends. In the detail of a photo taken in 
July 1906, we see Olea (right) with Betty Leggett and Josephine MacLeod. 
The three are standing on a precipice on Mount Fløien in Bergen, Norway, 
the birthplace of Olea’s father. The sisters, Betty and Josephine, together 
with Sara had helped Swami Vivekananda establish his Vedanta mission both in the West and in India.  

To the right are photos of the Bull villa, both taken during the 1870s. The villa is located on a island in the North Sea 
called Lysøen, meaning “The Island of Light,” and was built in 1873 by Ole Bull. The Norwegian violin virtuoso had 
significant influence on contemporary music and often entertained fellow artists and musicians at this enchanted summer 
residence. The wood frame mansion is a blend of Norwegian, Moorish, and Russian motifs and includes a  sixty-foot music 
room with an enormously high ceiling supported by elaborately carved columns. Ole 
Bull transformed his 175-acre property into a fairy-tale kingdom by adding romantic 

paths, ponds, gazebos, 
exotic trees, and bushes 
amid the island’s lush 
natural forests. 

The world renowned 
violinist passed away on  
Lysøen in 1880, when 
Olea was nine years old.
In 1973 the villa and all 
its contents were given to 
the Society for the Pres-
ervation of Norwegian 
Ancient Monuments by 
Sylvea Bull Curtis. 
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IN MOTHER’S WORDS: “It is essential that one work. It is through work alone that one may break asunder the 
bonds of karma; only then is one free from desires. One shouldn’t be without work even for a moment.”  

APPLIED VEDANTA, ACTIVISM, AND MOTHER
In recent years I have been engaged as a political activ-

ist. Remembering a time when the political world seemed 
very unappealing, I could never have imagined that politics 
would capture my interest, much less be a means of spiritual 
practice. 

Because of my disability, I was invited to sit on my first 
government advisory committee soon after I graduated from 
college. I took my responsibilities seriously. It seemed that my 
commitment to truth, fairness, and reason were appreciated, 
even in demand, as requests for my service kept coming. 
Values were always important to me, but I naively connected 
them with results. Like the child who learns that rewards 
come from being good, I thought that “right outcomes” 
came from being principled. I worked hard to try to make 
certain these outcomes came about without realizing that I 
was being driven by my own expectations, however selfless 
they may have been. The more these efforts failed, the more 
confused and helpless I felt. It seemed that my values had 
failed me. Thus I found refuge in Vedanta, which taught 
that we have values for their own sake. I welcomed this as 
my first lesson. Something in me wanted to hold onto my 
values and Vedanta reassured me. Since it was the world 
that failed me, not my values, I assumed I had permission to 
“give up” being politically aware or involved in any way.

I think many of us come world-worn to Vedanta, hear 
the sublime teachings that the world is not real, and think, 
“Wow!” We begin throwing off past connections that have 
given us the most trouble and say, “Good riddance!” As 
spiritual aspirants, we may need to distance ourselves from 
a situation in order to gain new skills and perspective. I 
certainly needed to withdraw and was in no hurry to “get 
back into the thick of it.” I hadn’t yet realized that I could 
be involved in a different and more effective way. 

So you may imagine my surprise when, several years later, 
a swami told me that I had to vote because it was my duty 
as a citizen to do so. As “my duty as a citizen” has contin-
ued to broaden and feel more and more natural, I see the 
positive effects of 20 years in Vedanta. First and foremost, 
I no longer carry the burden of success. After participating 
in one effort, I can move on to the next. Activism calls for 
this kind of shifting of attention and readiness to act. 

Usually I have cited Swami Vivekananda’s teachings 
about karma yoga to explain how I can hope to make 
political involvement a spiritual practice. However, when 
a brother devotee told me recently, “I don’t get involved 
in political concerns. They will be resolved by the will of 
the Lord,” I found myself thinking not of Swamiji, but of 
Holy Mother. 

“Everything, no doubt, happens by God’s will,” said 
Mother, “yet one must work because God expresses his 
will through man’s actions. Do not relax your spiritual 
practices.”

Vedanta proclaims that we are divine in nature and that in 
our interaction with the world around us we are much like 
actors on a stage. We are called to play our roles purpose-
fully, with the truest intentions, while always being aware 
that we act in a broader production. This gives us the abil-
ity to mentally step back in the midst of acting and enjoy 
the show, just as an audience at a stage play is entertained. 
The more we are able to see ourselves as actors in a divine 
production, the less we are disturbed by the success or failure 
of our actions. Hence Holy Mother adds in the quotation 
above, “Do not relax your spiritual practices,” in order that 
we may lessen our attachments and eventually realize, for 
ourselves, God as the doer of all action.

I have been asked by devotees, “If all is God’s will, how 
can you take a particular position on anything?” I believe 
we must be committed to doing the best we can, with the 
purest motives we can muster, just as the stage actor plays 
his or her part well. The stage actor knows how the play 
ends, but most likely had no part in writing it. We do not 
know the outcomes. This is where faith enters in.

Mother spoke against various injustices and encouraged 
action by others. “If you don’t protest against such heinous 
action,” she asked a disciple, “who will do so?” It appears 
from this that Mother preferred activism to indifference.

An activist mentor of mine likes the statement: “Who says 
activism can’t be fun?” Vedanta affirms that it most certainly 
should be! For at the heart of being able to have fun is the 
gentle Vedantic reminder that we are not to take our actions 
and the outcomes of any effort too, too seriously.
Jayanti Hoye
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Q: How does a devotee deal with changes in the body as one 
ages? How does one integrate them into one’s spiritual life?

A: Well, it seems to me that these things come on so 
gradually that one is not really aware of what’s happening. 
As far as physical handicaps go, sometimes they start very 
early in life, and you do not really realize the extent of what’s 
going on. For instance, my ankylosing spondylitis, the onset 
was when I was first out of college in 1945, and I passed it 
off just thinking it was nerves. I did not go to a doctor. I 
only had spells of being unusually stiff for a couple of weeks 
at a time, about twice a year. It wasn’t until 20 years later 
that I discovered I had an arthritic ailment of ankylosing 
spondylitis, arthritis of the spine. That makes one a little 
more objective about one’s ailment, knowing that you have 
something that is completely something you cannot pre-
vent. It is just hereditary. They say that spondylitis is passed 
on through the male gene. When I told my father, he said, 
“Oh, yes, your grandfather had it.” So that puts a new light 
on it. It is not something that you have done particularly, 
or something that you can help. It is just a factor that you 
have to deal with and find out what you can do to make it 
bearable or better or improved in whatever way is possible. 
So it makes you a little more accepting and a little more 
objective about the whole thing. As Swami Bodhananda 
used to say, “The taxes we pay for the use of the body.” So 
that makes it a little more something that, well, it may be 
just natural and you have to live with it, so you do the best 
you can. Therefore, I think that helps a lot.

Q: If you’re having a little crisis, how do you handle it spiritu-
ally speaking?

A: I think one has to consider there is a fact of karma, 
and everybody has something, some kind of ailment or 
some kind of debilitation that comes sooner or later. So you 
just accept that this is par for the course. This is what I’ve 
got—somebody else may get cancer or some other horrible 
ailment. So I think that when it comes on slowly and at an 
early age, you have more opportunity to just accept it and 
find out in a very matter of fact way what you can do to 
improve it or what you can do to prevent its getting worse 
or slow down its getting worse. So I don’t think that it is 
that big a deal. There is no use fighting against it.

Q: What about the osteoporosis?
A: Osteoporosis I didn’t discover until a few years ago 

when they gave me a bone scan. I felt a little bit disappointed 
in my doctors. I know that I have had very good doctors, 
but they didn’t suspect it in my case because of my history 
and because of the other aspects and factors of my debilita-
tion—they didn’t suspect that I might have osteoporosis. 
So, well, I have osteoporosis. What to do for it? Get some 
medicine, do some exercise, and surrender it to the Lord. 
I mean...everything is done as an offering to God. We try 
to offer up our very best, but when we haven’t got the best 
to offer, why we offer what we have. It reminds me of the 
story of Krishna dancing on the serpent. The serpent tells 
him, “Well, Lord, all I have to offer is poison. That’s the 
best offering I can give you.” 

When you first receive the news that you have something 
incurable or irreversible, it may hit you like a blow and one 
can’t help but be briefly upset...But later, when you can be 
more objective, you can remember that other people have 
things that are worse. No matter how bad it is, one can 
always think of instances that are worse, and be glad one 
does not have something that turns out to be worse than 
what you have. I think that having an inner life, some kind 
of spiritual discipline, spiritual beliefs, ambitions, or faith, 
does help one to prepare for aging as well as for any calami-
ties that may happen in one’s life. I think it makes it easier 
to stand back and be a little bit more detached. We have 
to remember that the things that people do and say when 
they find out they have an incurable illness—naturally, it is 
a shock. But one can come to terms with it, I think, by just 
remembering that it is the body. Even though you feel it in 
the body, you feel the suffering, and sometimes it may be to 
a point where you cannot keep your equanimity, I think if 
one works at it, at just trying to put it at the Lord’s feet and 
surrender to the Divine Mother, or whatever aspect appeals 
to you, that you can overcome it to some extent.

Learning and growing toward fullness of being happens 
as one continues one’s spiritual practice, and even though 
it is frustrating sometimes when the mind does not coop-
erate, which may be most of the time, at least one has the 

PRAVRAJIKA BHAKTIPRANA: ON PHYSICAL CHALLENGE
Pravrajika Bhaktiprana passed away on March 30. She had been a monastic for 53 years. During her early years in Vedanta, she studied 
Sanskrit and Vedanta philosophy under Swami Bodhananda of the Vedanta Society of New York. She joined the convent in Hollywood 
in June of 1954, and in 1965 she received her sannyas vows from Swami Prabhavananda of the Vedanta Society of Southern California. 
A graduate of Juilliard, Bhaktiprana loved music, and she encouraged devotees who sought to express Vedanta through the arts. She was 
instrumental in the founding of a Vedanta center in San Diego, where she gave monthly lectures for many years. In later life she undertook 
an intensive study of Spanish, giving classes on Vedanta in Spanish in California, Mexico, and Brazil. 

Bhaktiprana’s cheerfulness and fortitude in the face of physical suffering inspired all who knew her. She shared her experiences and insights 
with readers of SRI SARADA SOCIETY NOTES in 2001. We have reprinted that interview here, in loving memory.

Continued on Page 5: BHAKTIPRANA
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Book Review

HOLY COMPANY 
Photographs of Sri Ramakrishna-Sarada Devi. Researched by 
Swami Vidyatmananda and Dr. (Ms.) Purba Sengupta. Chennai: 
Sri Ramakrishna Math, 2003, 92 pps. 

Before the age of the photograph, people wishing to 
worship the divine in human shape in the form of images 
had to use paintings or statues in temples or churches. By 
the nineteenth century, at least, in an age of mechanical 
reproduction, pictures of the divine were available to the 
worshipper not only in established houses of the divine 
but in the form of affordable paper or wooden images. In 
the Russian and Greek Orthodox traditions, for example, 
people worshipped the Virgin Mary alone or with the Christ 
Child, or St. George slaying the dragon, both in churches 
and in their homes, in the form of icons: brightly painted 
formulaic paintings that were available at many price ranges 
and in large and small sizes.

With the coming of photography, in the nineteenth cen-
tury, the image of the divine person could be reproduced in-
definitely. In the Ramakrishna tradition, we are fortunate to 
have a number of photographs of Sri Ramakrishna and Holy 
Mother, who, the publisher of the present volume reminds us, 
are the “first of the incarnations to be photographed.” Until 
recently, photographs of both Sri Ramakrishna and Holy 
Mother were available to view and worship in temples; if a 
devotee wanted to purchase them for worship at home, they 
were available only in single copies of various sizes. But now 
we have this wonderful book, in large format with glossy 
pages, which contains three photographs of Sri Ramakrishna 
and thirty of Holy Mother. Each photograph is numbered in 
large letters at the bottom of the page, and each photograph 
is provided with the place and date of the photograph and 
the name of the photographer, when these data are known. 
Furthermore, across from each photograph, on the left side, 
is an anecdote relating either to the context of the photograph 
itself or in reference to the subject of the photograph. 

That both Sri Ramakrishna and Holy Mother felt that 
photographs contained the image of the divine is clear from 
the publisher’s words that each of them worshipped their 
own photograph as an image of the divine. What is even 
more significant is that Holy Mother was once brought a 
photograph of herself, after which she “with great devotion 
touched it with her forehead.” When a lady devotee asked her 
why she was paying respect to her own photograph, Mother, 
realizing that the woman thought it strange for her to be 
worshipping her own photograph, answered: “Why dear? 
Sri Ramakrishna is present in this photo also.” Furthermore, 
monks at the Koalpara ashrama in 1911, on the occasion 
of a visit from Holy Mother to dedicate a photograph of 

Sri Ramakrishna for the shrine there, set a photograph of 
Holy Mother next to that of Sri Ramakrishna, knowing 
that “worship of the Lord is always accompanied by that of 
his Shakti, or power,” as recorded in an account by Swami 
Ishanananda that is mentioned in the book. Holy Mother 
worshipped both photographs in the Koalpara Ashrama on 
that occasion. The book assumes that Sri Ramakrishna and 
Holy Mother were “inseparable, as heat is from fire,” in the 
words of Swami Saradananda’s famous hymn, indicating 
this in its title: “Sri Ramakrishna-Sarada Devi.”  What that 
means for someone who wishes to use the book for worship 
is that, by worshipping one of the divine figures, one is also 
worshipping the other—though, since the photographs are of 
the two of them as individuals, one might feel drawn to the 
photograph of one or the other figure when worshipping. 

The book is clearly designed to be used by the individual 
reader as a means to worship. To this end, a saying of the 
divine figure is placed under each photograph. For example, 
under photograph Number 6 of Holy Mother, which the 
book informs us was taken by B. Dutta in his studio on 
Chitpore Road, Baghbazar, Calcutta, in 1905, is the famous 
saying of Holy Mother: “I am the Mother of the wicked, 
as I am the Mother of the virtuous. Never fear.” Whether 
or not one later associates this particular photo with these 
particular words of Mother, the placement of Mother’s 
words together with her photograph, when one looks at the 
photograph, stimulates spiritual thought as well as feeling. 
It is as if Mother were there before one, speaking person-
ally to the devotee, and as if Sri Ramakrishna were present 
speaking to one when one looks at his photograph. 

We owe a great debt to the two individuals, one American 
and one Indian, who conducted the research on which this 
book is based and whose work, coming together in this 
book, demonstrates that the attraction to these two divine 
souls knows no boundaries. Thanks to the publisher, devo-
tees can worship either or both of these two souls, or both 
of them together, if they can experience the two as one, at 
home, at work, or on a journey.  

Janet Walker



“She is Sarada, Saraswati. She has come to impart knowledge. She has descended by covering up her beauty 

this time... She is full of wisdom. Is she of the common run? She is my Shakti.”— Sri Ramakrishna
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Continuing our series on women who have helped in shaping Vedanta in America, we are pleased to offer this article on Elizabeth Co-
peland (also known as “Coppy”) by Pravrajika Prabuddhaprana of Sri Sarada Math, Dakshineshwar, Kolkata, India, whom Elizabeth 
had hosted when the sannyasini visited the United States.

When Elizabeth Copeland began attending Smith College in Northampton, Massachusetts, she was still unaware of Swami  
Vivekananda and that he had spoken on campus. She took a course in comparative religions, which motivated her to buy 
a copy of the BHAGAVAD GITA from a local bookstore, translated with commentary by Swami Nikhilananda. Elizabeth 
soon found herself at the Ramakrishna Vivekananda Center in New York. She became the swami’s disciple in 1951 and 
continued a regular correspondence with him after her return to Massachusetts. According to his advice, she attended 
the lectures of Swami Akhilananda, who had gone to Boston to establish the new Ramakrishna Vedanta Society. 

Elizabeth was leaving to go to one of these lectures one day when her elderly aunt asked what lecture she was going 
to. Elizabeth hesitatingly replied, “It is a lecture by a swami.” 

“Oh, a swami!” exclaimed her aunt. “Do you know, a swami stayed at our house when we were children?” 
“Really?” Elizabeth was taken by surprise. 
“Yes. Swami Vivekananda.” 
Elizabeth never knew how she managed to drive to the lecture, dizzy with the knowledge that Swami Vivekananda 

had stayed in her grandfather’s home in Lowell, Massachusetts. When she returned later that day she plied her aunt with 
questions about Swamiji. She learned that he had entertained the children by rewinding the endless yards of the cloth of 
his turban for them. And her aunt remembered Swamiji’s very large bright eyes. 

Elizabeth was present when her aunt passed away and heard her last utterance: “My God, Vive…!”
Elizabeth’s grandfather, Philip Young, was a minister at a Unitarian church. He had invited Swami Vivekananda to be 

his houseguest and to speak at his church in Lawrence, Massachusetts, in 1894. Elizabeth kept a BIRTHDAY BOOK of daily 
BIBLE quotatons, belonging to one of her aunts, which Swami Vivekananda had autographed with the message, “Do in 
childhood what will avail you in age.” She also proudly displayed an elaborately ornamented silver tea set (complete with 
sugar bowl, cream pitcher, butter dish, spoon holder, and other items), which Swami Vivekananda had used. She would 
use it only when senior monastics of the Ramakrishna Order, such as Swamis Gambhirananda, Bhuteshananda, Nityas-
warupanada, and others, visited her home. It is now displayed in the museum at Belur Math. Swami Gambhirananda 
wrote an article about his visit to Miss Copeland—who he thought was a hermit in the forest, because her house in a rural 
community was set back from the road in a wooded area. Elizabeth would drive the visiting swamis to nearby historical 
places and places associated with Swami Vivekananda, such as Kate Sanborn’s house and the old railway line on which he 
had traveled. Having researched Swami Vivekananda’s visit 
to Kate Sanborn, she tried her best to have Kate Sanborn’s 
house preserved as a historical site, if not as a Vedanta center. 
Her efforts were unsuccessful.

Elizabeth’s father was a conservationist and not particularly 
religious, though he liked the swamis he met through his 
daughter. He lived till his late nineties. On his deathbed he 
asked for the photograph of Sri Ramakrishna which hung 
on the wall in his room. Pressing it to his heart, he peacefully 
breathed his last.  Apparently Elizabeth’s entire family had 
been blessed for generations by Swami Vivekananda. 

Up until her death Elizabeth regularly corresponded with 
Pravrajika Muktiprana, the first general secretary of Sri Sarada 
Math, and sent donations to the women’s monastic order 
even before its inception. 

She lived to celebrate her ninetieth birthday at the Boston 
Vedanta Society. Swami Sarvagatananda, whom she drove 
back and forth every week to the center in Providence, Rhode 
Island, gave her a big party, inviting all the devotees who 
dearly loved her. She had lived a life of complete dedication 
to service of the swamis and devotees of both the New York 

CROSSING PATHS WITH A GIANT

Elizabeth Copeland (left) with Swami Nikhilananda and Mabel Colloredo, a friend 

of Miss Copeland’s from Boston, atThousand Island Park. Summer 1951.



“You have not yet understood the wonderful significance of Mother’s life, none of you. But gradually you 

will know. Without Shakti (Power) there is no regeneration for the world.” — Swami Vivekananda

5 
and Boston Vedanta centers. For many years she prepared 
the cottages at the Thousand Island Park retreat center for 
guests, opening and closing the cottages every summer. She 
had a very strong and positive “New England” personality. 
People were not the only recipients of her love and service. 
She loved animals. A childhood photograph of her showed 
her fearlessly holding up a pancake to a bear in Yellowstone 
National Park. Elizabeth had taught zoology at Smith Col-
lege, and later kept a kennel. At the end of her life she had 
a menagerie of pets in her house: three cats, a dog, a snake 
she named Vasuki, and two dozen or so uncaged parakeets. 
She loved to tell the story of her pet parrot, who sat on his 
perch with his head tilted, peering with one eye at a visiting 
Unitarian minister and squawking “Ramakrishna!” 

In November 1983 Elizabeth made a pilgrimage to India 
with two other devotees, thus fulfilling a long cherished 
desire. While there, she gave a quilt-sized knitted afghan 
which she had made to Swami Vireswarananda, who was 
then president of the order. The colorful afghan illustrated 
parables told by Sri Ramakrishna.

Elizabeth Copeland passed away on January 28, 1999. 
At her memorial service, Swami Sarvagatananda, minister 
of the Ramakrishna Vedanta Society of Boston, noted that 
she was “unselfish, all loving and deeply concerned about 
the welfare of others” and that her example demonstrated 
Holy Mother’s answer to the question, “How do we know 
so-and-so loves God?” When asked by the swami how it 
was that she could love all people, Elizabeth had replied:  “If 
you train animals and love them in spite of their mischief, 
you can love anybody in the world.”

“It is a great joy for me to know a person like this...that 
we had an opportunity to be with her and she with us,” 
the swami added.

EDITOR’S NOTE: Elizabeth Copeland wrote several poems on 
Vedantic themes. The poem printed at right is entitled “To Swami 
Vivekananda.” It was published in SAMVIT in March 2003.

Thou who burst all bonds asunder
Flooding all the world with light
Of Truth Eternal, shining brightly
Through the ages in the Great…
Thou who had the strength of Rama,
Sita’s pure unswerving faith,
Buddha’s heart and voice of Krishna,
Tempered with Sri Radha’s love,
Thou who moved on feet of Christ Child,
Touching with thy Master’s hand, 
By Sarada’s grace protected,
Ramakrishna’s Power Divine,
Breath of Shiva and the Mother…

Thou, O Great One, left the body,
How could body sheathe thy soul
Which was Spirit Universal
Vibrant throughout all the world?
Thou did leave unnumbered children
Scattered over all the earth.
Young and old of every colour,
Thou had taken all to care for.
Whom had they in life but thee?
Ever guiding through the darkness
Toward the Goal and Liberty.

Through thee they could find thy master,
Him who came to save mankind.
Ever will the touch be on them,
Bodies changing none will mind
Though the hidden anguish lingers
Smouldering within them still.
Beloved Guru, lead thy children
In this land to whom thou
Entrusted with thy sacred mission.
Let them feel, and make them know!
True and steady, ever onward,
Looking neither right nor left,
He is treading on thy pathway,
Chosen child, forever blessed.
May the others follow bravely,
Let them lead whenever they can,
Living boldly in thy teaching,
Working it throughout the land.

In the silence of thy presence
Poignant with the love of God,
May thy children’s anguish vanish
Giving place to joy unknown…
In the face of him thou gave them
Have them look, and see thine own

Elizabeth Copeland

TO SWAMIJI



satisfaction of knowing one made the effort, and that is 
as much as we can do—to make the effort and then leave 
the rest to karma, to the grace of the Lord, or however you 
want to put it.

There are occasions when one may be falling apart briefly, 
but rather than just throw up one’s hands and say, “Why 
me?” ask, “Why not me, why not this?” It will not be easy, 
but it’s something everyone has to go through. Rather than 
trying to escape, it is better to just try to accept whatever 
comes and detach yourself from it. 

Continued from Page 2: BHAKTIPRANA
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Book Review

PRACTICAL INSIGHTS
UNDERSTANDING VEDANTA LECTURE SERIES-1. THE PATH OF 
KNOWLEDGE by Pravrajika Vivekaprana. TransEdit Communica-
tions, New Delhi, copyright 2007, Ramakrishna Sarada Mission. 
92 pp.  

The first in a new series of published talks by Pravrajika 
Vivekaprana, THE PATH OF KNOWLEDGE is based on lectures 
delivered in Santa Barbara, California, in December 2005. 
Using the second chapter of the BHAGAVAD GITA as a point of 
departure, Pravrajika Vivekaprana focuses on the relevance 
of these ancient teachings to our lives today. This book, 
however, is not another commentary on the GITA. Rather, 
it presents an inspired overview of the human predicament 
and offers practical solutions for spiritual aspirants. While 
THE PATH OF KNOWLEDGE may be appreciated by a new-
comer to Vedanta, it is clearly intended for those who are 
familiar with the basic concepts of Vedanta as expounded 
by the Ramakrishna-Vivekananda tradition. 

Pravrajika Vivekaprana reminds us of truths so easily 
forgotten: “Whenever something unpleasant occurs we feel 
it is wrong and bad, tragic, abnormal, and ‘should not be’....
No one tells us how life actually is. This difference between 
should and is [is] very clearly revealed in the Bhagavad Gita.” 
In her chapter entitled The Paradox of ‘Should’ and ‘Should 
Not Be,’ Vivekaprana concludes, “’Should be’ comes from 
just below the level of consciousness so we can say it is a 
bundle of preconceived notions that we accumulate over 
the years as we live our life....The real sign of preparedness 
is to expect the subconscious to rise to the conscious level 
at critical moments. It [normally] rises to ‘attack’ when we 
are least prepared. What are we least prepared for? We are 

least prepared to let go of our existence.”
Another potent reminder comes in the chapter Attitude 

and Attention. Vivekaprana describes the tragic condition 
of our minds, when, as children “we are guided back to the 
material level and told this is all there is. It is like sentencing 
the human mind to eternal imprisonment in this material 
world of the senses within which we are constrained to do 
our seeking.” In our effort to transcend—but ignorant of 
the ultimate goal—the mind merely engages in a “game of 
transcending.” Instead, we must go beyond the ego-centered 
personality and change drastically. “This drastic change is 
given as the goal to Arjuna by Krishna, by his saying, ‘You 
think you speak very wisely, but you do not.’” 

Although we are counseled to “change drastically,” Vi-
vekaprana says, “We do not need to make drastic changes 
in our lifestyle. We just need to understand the goal; un-
derstand the movements of the mind; and realize that we 
are metaphysical to begin with. If we want the whirlwind, 
then that is also available, but we must not complain. Let-
ting go has to finally become highly conscious....Stillness 
is the food of the mind. The goal is personal research. Our 
attitude and attention show the path.

The final chapter, Questions and Answers, considers 
such questions as, “How is it that the ego does not help me 
in my journey?” and “Ego is a ray of Atman. What does 
that mean?” These questions and others offer compelling 
food for thought that will in turn assist us in our quest to 
transcend thought—and the mind, as we know it. 

THE PATH OF KNOWLEDGE begs to be re-read—even a few 
pages at a time—and contemplated. It is at times exquisitely 
simple in its message. At other times it is so conceptually 
dense—despite its accessible style—that one wishes for 
greater elaboration as a publication of larger scope.
Esther Warkov.



IN MOTHER’S WORDS: “These worldly ties are transitory. Today they seem to be the be-all and end-all of life, 

and tomorrow they vanish. Your real tie is with God.”

Dedicated to Holy Mother
Spring 2008, Volume 14
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LIFE’S STRUGGLES: REMINDERS OF SOMETHING MORE

Adapted from an article that originally appeared in the Spring 1999 
issue of SRI SAR ADA SOCIETY NOTES

Sri Sarada Devi managed a household, cooked, cleaned, 
and was surrounded by family members who caused her no 
end of trouble. Due to the death of her younger brother 
and the insanity of her sister-in-law, she assumed the life-
long care of her niece Radhu. We can identify with such 
a life because it is familiar. Hearing about the difficulties 
Mother encountered within her own family inspires faith 
that she truly understands our struggles. When she speaks 
of patience and forbearance, we can listen and learn because 
her life reflects our own. And if we pay close attention to 
her actions, we discover that patience and forbearance do 
not mean resigning oneself to less than expected. Rather 
they represent Mother’s positive embrace of the world 
around her. 

Knowing this world was not the whole of Reality, she was 
able to accept it without making demands. For this same 
reason, whenever necessary, she possessed the strength to 
withstand unreasonable demands on her. Mother’s day-to-
day example gives us a glimpse of Truth by showing us a 
different way to approach and embrace life, as well as how 
to let it go.

Radhu was in Mother’s constant care well into her adult-
hood. Yet a change was observed as Mother approached 
death. While she received other visitors despite the objec-
tion of those attending her during her final days, Mother 
refused even to look at her niece and forbade her to enter the 
room. Sri Sarada Devi is described as being a mother-heart 
of compassion. What caused such seemingly uncaring and 
paradoxical behavior? Mother gives a clue. 

She tells us that after Sri Ramakrishna’s death, he ap-
peared to her and placed a child in her arms. “This is your 
yogamaya,” he told her. After the Master had left the body, 
Sri Sarada Devi’s naturally high plane of existence lost its 
moorings within the world. The Master was now free. 
Likewise, Mother longed to be free from the bonds of physi-
cal life. Yet Sri Ramakrishna had left Mother behind for a 
reason. She had work to do. Something was needed to draw 

her mind back to the world. Mother recognized Radhu as 
the child Sri Ramakrishna had placed in her arms.

Radhu, Mother’s niece, her thread of union with this 
world, was certainly not the pleasant, ideal, loving child 
we would expect to be associated with Mother. A willful 
child and unstable adult, Radhu was a constant source of 
aggravation and trouble. It is recorded that she was even 
physically abusive to Mother. We expect that our life will 
one day be perfect and carefree, and we often resent anyone 
or anything which “spoils” our dream. Surely Sri Sarada 
Devi deserves the life we seek for ourselves?  

Yet Mother did not reject Radhu out of disappointment 
or bitterness. When her life was drawing to an end, she 
withdrew from the one thread of attachment which held her 
mind in the world. She knew her work was finished and that 
she had remained behind solely to help others understand 
that life offers us so much more than a pleasant, happy exis-
tence. We cling to our worldly attachments because we have 
forgotten our true nature. Gradually, through disenchanting 
blows, we come to want more from life. We expand our 
horizon to seek what is enduring. How much longer would 
our spiritual journey be if Mother offered us only pleasant 
experiences, if her life did not mirror our own?

This world is alluring, after all. We may be reminded 
of a story of Vishnu. After incarnating as a pig and having 
finished his rescue mission, Vishnu found it quite pleasant 
to remain on earth in his pig body. The gods tried everything 
to get Vishnu to assume his true identity, but not until 
Shiva came to pierce Vishnu’s pig body did the Lord emerge 
laughing. Being a pig was divine play to him! 

Like Vishnu, Mother knew her true identity. As she her-
self put it: “A realized soul laughs upon leaving the body, 
while we weep, being ignorant of our true nature.” Until 
it was time for her to leave the world, Mother remained 
bound for our sake through her attachment to Radhu. She 
did so in a way consistent with Truth, without hint or sug-
gestion that life founded on worldly attachments is meant 
to be the ideal.
Jayanti Hoye
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ARTISTIC SALUTES TO MOTHER
Esther Warkov offers her appreciation of Hymn to Holy Mother: 
Choral Suite with Flute, Harp, Organ, Tambura, and Finger 
Cymbals and Invocations: Hymns from the Upanishads, com-
posed by John Schlenck. Published by Vedantic Arts Recordings. 
Available online from http://vedantawest.org, http://amazon.com, 
and http://cdbaby.net or by mail to Vedanta West Communications, 
P. O. Box 237041, New York, NY 10023.

Recognizing that the appreciation of a musical work is a 
subjective experience, I offer a personal reflection on John 
Schlenck’s HYMN TO HOLY MOTHER, a choral suite with 
small ensemble based on the text Sri Sarada Stotram by 
Swami Abhedananda. While readers may be familiar with 
Schlenck’s many compositions and recordings from his over 
40 years as a professional composer and music director at 
the Vedanta Society of New York, I only recently learned 
of Schlenck from a Portland, Oregon, radio broadcast of 
RAISE THE SELF BY THE SELF: A CANTATA ON THE BHAGAVAD 
GITA. I soon came to appreciate Schlenck as a phenomenon. 
Whereas Western composers have incorporated elements of 
Indian music and/or taken inspiration from India’s sacred 
texts, Schlenck has created a unique repertoire focusing 
on texts, melodies, and persons central to the Ramak-
arishna–Vivekananda tradition. So after hearing the radio 
broadcast, I determined to survey Schlenck’s intriguing 
musical compositions and to share my enthusiasm with 
those unfamiliar with his works. 

HYMN TO HOLY MOTHER remains, for me, the perfect 
introduction to Schlenck’s sacred compositions. Its inspired 
quality allows the composition to be heard tirelessly again 
and again. As a testimony to this, I cite my own response as 
a listener whose preferences include contemporary Western 
art music, world music, and experimental jazz—in short, 
music of a complex nature. After I had heard HYMN TO 
HOLY MOTHER numerous times, it served as a constant 
companion during a year of transition. I found it capable 
of providing inspiration, comfort, peace, and fresh musical 
interest on each hearing. 

From a strictly musical point of view, this tireless quality 
results from a varied musical language that is sophisticated 
yet accessible. Schlenck creates a unique setting for each 
verse, utilizing textures and styles associated with earlier 
Western art and church musics. In Purity we hear the choir 
chant “Pure life” in a style reminiscent of both Gregorian 
plainsong and medieval polyphony, but with Schlenck’s 
individual imprint. Listening to the finger cymbal accom-
paniment, I am transported hundreds of years back in time, 
imagining street songs accompanied by simple percussion. 
(You won’t want to miss the delightful ending of this set-
ting!) Echoes of the Renaissance period can be heard in 
Ramakrishna (“With your heart absorbed in Ramakrishna, 

You are completely colored in his qualities,”), especially 
when the solo tenor sings to harp accompaniment. Other 
movements that feature a denser choral texture employ bold, 
yet accessible, harmonizations.

Personal reflection and an intimate, meditative quality are 
fostered by the small ensemble scoring (flute, harp, organ, 
tambura, and finger cymbals). Even in the bolder move-
ments, the suite is never bombastic. The text is beautifully 
rendered in English by Schlenck with important contribu-
tions by Eric Johns (the librettist for Aaron Copeland’s 
only opera, THE TENDER LAND) . I especially appreciate 
the clarity of the setting, which enables the listener to eas-
ily meditate on the meaning of the text while imbibing 
the instrumental component. With its clearly discernable 
text, HYMN TO HOLY MOTHER can be appreciated both 
as uplifting “background” music while we attend to other 
tasks or as a deeply inspiring composition worthy of our 
full attention.

This CD is a wonderful acquisition for anyone who 
appreciates the message of Vedanta. For devotees of Holy 
Mother, it is a gem that could only inspire greater devotion. 
For the followers of the jnani path, I offer my own experi-
ence: you may find that HYMN TO HOLY MOTHER delivers 
a transmission of unanticipated bhakti as it tenderly draws 
you to contemplate the divinity of Sri Sarada Devi.
Unsolicited Grace: Accounts of Holy Mother Sri Sarada Devi, 
a video by Robert Emrich with original music by Ron Bartlett. 
Vedanta Press, Hollywood, California. Available online from 
http://vedanta.com. Reviewed by Jayanti Hoye

“Holy Mother played three different roles. Though they 
cannot be compartmentalized, you cannot separate them 
into compartments. She acted as mother, acted as teacher, 
and acted as divinity. Some disciples were impressed by 
her motherly love, some by her patience and kindness as a 
teacher, and some by her unsolicited grace as divinity as-
sured in the vision of God.”

These introductory words of Swami Nikhilananda serve 
as the frame for an extraordinary exploration and revelation 
of Holy Mother. Emerging from a collage of music, art,  
photographs, breathtaking natural scenery, and computer-
ized visual effects, one is transported into a the presence 
of Mother herself through the recorded accounts of four 
swamis who knew her intimately: Swamis Prabhavananda, 
Nikhilananda, Aseshananda, and Gauriswarananda. Their  
observations and experiences have been thoughtfully in-
terwoven to give a rare and living portrait of Mother in 
each of her aspects. While the printed words are tastefully 
captioned within the visual presentation to aid the listener, 
nothing can be more moving or sublime than hearing the 
voices of the swamis themselves. This unique preservation 
of history will become a treasured addition  to the Vedanta 
tradition.
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BENEATH THE SURFACE
Joan Shack introduces Gertrude Emerson in our series on women 
who have helped in shaping Vedanta in America

Taking a year’s leave from her position as associate editor 
of ASIA magazine, Gertrude Emerson journeyed to India 
to give voice to the voiceless. She had made a previous 
visit to India, traveling extensively throughout the states 
and gathering information from a number of sources, 
including Mahatma Gandhi. But as she put it, “India had 
eluded me.” 

Her expressed intent after this visit was to come back, 
pick out a village to live in, and experience India at first 
hand. Her leave provided her this opportunity.

 Destiny led her to Pachperwa, “the village of five trees,” 
in northeastern India, bordering Nepal. From the outside 
looking in, India presents itself as amazingly diverse. Experi-
encing the country and culture from within, delving beneath 
the surface, Gertrude realized there is an overriding likeness 
among the people of India—in their view of life, in their 
ways of thinking, and in the ideals they live by. 

The years 1926 and 1927 found Gertrude in Almora 
with her future husband, Boshi Sen, and  Sister Christine; 
Christine was working on her memoirs, Boshi conducting 
plant experiments, and Gertrude editing her notes on her 
life in Pachperwa, which she would publish in England in 
1930. Explaining the title, VOICELESS INDIA, she wrote, 
“The life of one village cannot be isolated from the com-
mon life of India.” The book provides us with a wonder-
fully picturesque description of all aspects of village life, be 
it women grinding maize, tobacco sellers, the village dyer, 
the village confectioner, or the gestures of reverence of vil-
lagers  passing the temple. In addition, she gives detailed 
insight into their everyday life, such as  fetching water from 
the well, scrubbing kettles, grinding curry powder, tending 
the lamps, heating water, and making butter. Readers are 
able to share her amusement over a variety of incidents, for 
example, that her house was built with thirteen windows of 
five different sizes and that mango boards “disgraced” the 
front while teakwood “adorned” the back. Interestingly, by 
providing profiles of members of her household, the author 
gives us a rare opportunity to gauge the depth of her human 
insight and compassion. 

 In the introduction to the first edition, Rabindranath 
Tagore writes: “ I feel personally grateful to Miss Emerson 
for the masterly picture she has drawn of our pathetic village 
life…she has realized a complete vision of an alien life by 
making it her own.” He applauds the “intellectual sanity 
displayed in this book.” 

 In October 1932, Boshi Sen and Gertrude Emerson were 
married. In a letter to Boshi, Josephine MacLeod wrote, 
“Marital combination of East and West may be the quickest 

way to get the leaven at work.” It was Josephine, ever ready 
to aid others financially, who paid all expenses of a rented 
house in Almora near the Ramakrishna ashram, where Boshi 
built a “Vivekananda laboratory.” In his youth, Boshi was a 
student of the renowned botanist Jagadish Chandra Bose. 
He was known to all the direct disciples of those early years. 
At his house at 8 Bosepara Lane, we find him and his brother 
caring for their ailing guru, Swami Sadananda, a disciple of 
Swami Vivekananda. When Sister Christine resigned her 
position at Sister Nivedita’s girls’ school in 1924, she also 
accepted housing at Bosepara Lane from Boshi. In 1928, 
Boshi, who was devoted to Christine, accompanied her back 
to the United States to help her recover her health. 

Gertrude published THE PAGEANT OF INDIA’S HISTORY 
in 1948. A revised edition entitled THE STORY OF EARLY 
INDIAN CIVILIZATION was released in 1964. In her writ-
ings, Gertrude begins by turning back the pages of Indian 
history to reveal the earliest tools, cave paintings, primitive 
pottery, and the practice of rice cultivation in prehistoric 

After first arriving in Pachperwa on an elephant Gertrude Emerson became well 

acquainted  with elephants and their ways.

Continued on page 4: BENEATH THE SURFACE
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times. She describes India’s priceless heritage: the ancient 
Indo-Aryans and the four Vedas, the eleven early Upanishads, 
the puranas of post-Vedic times, and the two Sanskrit epics 
the RAMAYANA and MAHABHARATA. Other chapters touch on 
the reform spirit of Buddhism and Jainism, the first Indian 
Empire, the Tamil kingdoms, India’s Golden Age, and the 
spread of Indian culture beyond its shores and beyond its 
mountains. Her sister, Edith Emerson, is credited with the 
extensive illustrations throughout the book.

Along with three other accomplished New York women, 
Gertrude created a society to bring women explorers to-
gether, women whose work involved extensive travel and 
investigative research on unique places, people, or things in 
this world. The Society of Woman Geographers celebrated 
its 50th Anniversary in 1975. It continues to function as 
a forum for sharing experiences and knowledge. Chapters 
have opened in cities throughout the United States and the 
entire Society meets triennially.   

Continued from page 3: BENEATH THE SURFACE

REMEMBERING
MOTHER’S DISCIPLE

A project is under way to collect remembrances of 
Swami Aseshanandaji, the last disciple of Sri Sarada Devi 
to leave the body. The swami was the head of The Vedanta 
Society of Portland, Oregon, for many years. So far about 
25 responses have been collected, written by both monas-
tics and non-monastics. The organizer hopes to have all 
remembrances in by June, although there is flexibility if 
needed. To learn more about this project, contact Esther 
Warkov in Portland, Oregon, at 971-255-0388 or email 
esther_warkov@comcast.net. Please pass on this request to 
others who may have met or known the swami.

MORE ON APPLIED VEDANTA
In response to our article on Applied Vedanta, Activism, and Mother 
a reader wrote: “I try to find the honey in the ordinary day-to-day 
life. My world is one of international peacemaking, a process which 
can be very tedious and often depressing. When some say it is fruit-
less, I cannot help but wonder.” Jayanti Hoye shares the following 
thoughts.

 Consider that Swami Vivekananda, who founded the 
Ramakrishna Mission and transformed the entire notion 
of a renunciate’s relationship to society, had disdain for 
the Westerner’s idea of “social service.” Why? Because we 
were intent upon bringing about outcomes, outcomes that 
he said would never come about! In place of “helping the 
world,” Swamiji introduced the service of God in man and, 
by extension, the service of God in the world.

When others are discouraged, you have Vedanta to inspire 
you. To work for peace is a noble work; that it is “tedious” is 
sadhana, spiritual practice. But if and how “peace” manifests 
is not ours to “obtain.” It is for God to reveal. Through 
selfless service we draw closer to God. And the more we 
are able to withdraw our desires and expectations from our 
actions, the clearer the channel we become for God’s will 
to manifest. In the words of Vivekananda,

Doing work is not religion, but work done rightly leads to 
freedom. In reality all pity is darkness, because whom to 
pity? Can you pity God? And is there anything else? Thank 
God for giving you this world as a moral gymnasium to 
help your development, but never imagine you can help 
the world. Be grateful to him who curses you, for he gives 
you a mirror to show what cursing is, also a chance to 
practise self-restraint; so bless him and be glad. Without 
exercise, power cannot come out; without the mirror, we 
cannot see ourselves.
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ADJUSTING OUR VISION

Adapted from a talk given by Dharmadas at the Olema retreat 
center in Northern California. Dharmadas is a longtime devotee 
of Vedanta. 

It’s difficult to choose just one of Mother’s teachings to 
focus on. Many articles consider her final words: 

“If you want peace of mind, do not find fault with others. 
Rather learn to see your own faults.” 

I find this teaching extremely dif-
ficult to live by. As soon as I’m intro-
duced to someone, my mind starts 
doing a checklist of faults:

• What’s with those clothes?
• Did this guy go to school?
• When was the last time he saw 
  a dentist?
• He looks untrustworthy. 
• I’ll bet he votes Republican.
The list goes on and on. But, this 

idea of don’t find fault with others is 
not exactly the subject I wanted to 
talk about, yet it is related. In one of 
the biographies of the Holy Mother, 
I found this statement:  

“With her power of introspection 
she saw the spiritual side of all and refused to see their 
faults.” 

What I’m getting at is that it doesn’t say that Mother 
didn’t find fault with others, it says she “refused to see their 
faults.” This strikes me as literally impossible. It’s like saying 
someone developed their eyes to the point where they could 
force themselves to not see the specific wavelength of the 
color blue. Out of the whole spectrum of colors, they refuse 
to see blue. There are other quotes about the Mother along 
these lines. For example, from that same biography: 

“Her last instruction to a disciple was to make the entire 
world one’s own and never to see the fault of another.”

I was astonished; not only was Holy Mother able to prac-
tice not seeing faults for herself, but she was instructing a 
disciple to not see faults. I wondered if this was just a matter 
of translation. Perhaps sometimes it was translated as “don’t 

find the faults of others,” and other times translated as “don’t 
see the faults of others,” but both mean the same thing. 

I suspected that there was a deeper meaning here–and 
that the translators knew exactly what they were doing. I 
believe that there are two levels the Mother talked about: 
a preliminary effort must be made to stop your mind from 
seeking faults in others, and then a more sophisticated, 

higher practice where you actually 
don’t see the faults. You can get a 
sense of how that is possible by ob-
serving your own mind in reaction to 
a beloved child acting out a prank. If 
it was a stranger’s child, you might be 
intolerant, and be annoyed that the 
child was acting without discipline. 
But if it’s your own child, whom you 
love without condition, you would be 
surprised to find someone else could 
be bothered about it.

I also had another theory about 
how this could be, which had to do 
with that old idea that you can only 
recognize faults in others because you 
have those same faults in yourself. I 

found this direct quote of the Mother that seems to back 
this up:

“The mind is everything. It is in the mind alone that one 
feels pure and impure. A person, first of all must make his or 
her own mind guilty and then alone they can see another’s 
guilt. Does anything ever happen to another if you enu-
merate their faults? It only injures you. This has been my 
attitude. Hence I cannot see anybody’s faults. If someone 
does a trifle for me, I try to remember that person even for 
that. To see the faults of others! One should never do it.” 

She is telling us to not see the faults of others—literally 
not to see them. She also is giving instruction about how to 
accomplish that: by purity of mind. Replace the idea of faults 
with positive thoughts and remembrances of good deeds. She 
practiced that and realized that. And by her practice, she 
serves as an example of practical Vedanta for us to follow.
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ATHLETIC LIVING
Vedanta psychology recognizes that emotional feelings 

cannot be turned off like a water tap and does not encourage 
repression or denial. Instead, it teaches one to be aware of 
feelings and desires without guilt or shame. It is what we are 
not aware of, after all, that usually gets us in trouble. And it 
is unfulfilled desire that makes us angry or jealous or mean 
or other negative reactions. In the same way, we often cling 
to the happiness we feel when desires are met because we 
know this happiness may not last. And, alas, just when we 
feel “satisfied,” new desires are bound to arise. Thus desire, 
by definition, renders us selfish and uneasy, whether we are 
aware of it working within us or not.  

However, insofar as we do not want to be driven by desire, 
we can choose not to be. As long as we are aware, choice is 
always within our power. We see athletes make conscious 
choices as a necessary part of their training and we applaud 
their success. Vedanta teaches one to approach everyday life 
as a spiritual athlete. 

Usually we identify with our emotions. We think of 
ourselves in terms of what we are feeling and say, “I am 
jealous,” or “I am happy,” or “I am concerned,” or “I am 
excited,” or “I am hurt,” and so forth—when we are none 
of these. Rather, we are the one who is experiencing these 
various emotional reactions, just as we feel pain when we 
strain a muscle or break a bone. When we are physically 
injured we try to do things in a different way in order to 
avoid the pain. When avoidance is not an option, we tend 
to adapt by learning to take our focus off the pain we are 
feeling. Whether we are aware of making these adjustments 
or not, we have some sense that our own identity is not 
linked to the physical pain we feel. It is this separation that 
allows us to understand the cause or source of the pain and 
adjust our experience. 

Vedanta emphasizes this separation by highlighting our 
identity as the one who is witnessing the experience of 
both pain and pleasure. But Vedanta does not stop at the 
physical body. It reminds us that we are also the witness of 
our thoughts and emotions. This is not an earth-shattering 
observation. When we speak of  a child “learning to con-
trol its emotions” we are referring to something the child 
must become aware of and become master over. Similarly, 
whenever we think purposefully we become aware of our 
thoughts and exercise our ability to choose what we wish 
to think about. So Vedanta is simply taking a very practi-
cal experience and bringing the meaning more thoroughly 
into awareness. That we seem to have less control of our 
thoughts and emotions than we do of our bodies is mostly 
due to lack of training. 

For approaching everyday life as an athlete, Vedanta em-
phasizes learning to use our thoughts and emotions as tools, 

rather than being dragged about by them. But as with the 
highly trained athlete in sports, the mastery of something 
more valuable than desire fulfillment doesn’t happen over 
night. With understanding as our guide and awareness our 
gymnasium we, too, are in training. Part of this training in-
volves learning to separate our identity from our emotional 
feelings, whether positive or negative. 

In practical, personal, terms this means that instead of 
thinking “I am happy,” I try to recognize that I am experienc-
ing happiness. Instead of “being lonely,” I try to remember 
that I am feeling loneliness. Rather than “being angry,” the 
spiritual athlete tries to stop the impulse to react angrily 
with the thought “Ah, this is anger I am experiencing.” 

This conscious practice of separating our identity from  
what we are experiencing or feeling helps drive a wedge 
between “feeling” and “reacting.” The idea is not that we 
should not respond in situations, but that we may respond 
more effectively. The more we become used to observing 
our feelings as separate from ourselves, the better they serve 
us as indicators of something we may need to be aware of 
and the more freedom we have “to think before we act.”

Approaching life as a spiritual athlete adds the element of 
adventure. Rather than being apprehensive and hesitant, we 
can embrace any situation as an opportunity. In addition to 
teaching us to be aware of what we are thinking and feeling, 
Vedanta reminds us that how we think has the power to 
shape our experience. Again, this is a very basic truth. To 
draw another example from childhood, when a baby falls 
during its first attempts to walk it will typically cry out in 
fear. What is our response? Knowing the child is not hurt 
we laugh and clap our hands. Seeing us happy, the baby 
laughs too. Nothing has changed in the situation except 
that the child has been distracted from its fear. As a result, 
he or she learns that simply falling down is not a fearful 
experience. The child’s understanding—and attitude—with 
respect to falling has changed.

It is the power of attitude that is the spiritual athlete’s 
most effective asset. Just as the physical athlete has a par-
ticular goal or achievement toward which he or she makes 
a dedicated effort, the spiritual athlete also has an aim. 
We are all familiar with the sage saying that “if life gives 
you lemons, make lemonade,” and many of us can recall 
instances when we have observed individuals seeming to 
experience the same circumstance in vastly different ways. 
Vedanta brings this ordinary awareness of the power of 
attitude into sharp focus. 

Armed with the understanding gained from observing 
thoughts and emotions and learning to act rather than react, 
the spiritual athlete continues toward his or her chosen aim 
or ideal, consciously and authentically reshaping life experi-
ences—while, like all athletes, enjoying the effort!
Jayanti Hoye
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FROM THE BOOKSHELF
Relief of Tension, Depression and Anxiety Through Spiritual 
Living by Swami Tathagatananda, 2007, Vedanta Society of New 
York. Reviewed by Joan Shack.

Well written, easy to read, and thought-provoking, 
Swami Tathagatananda’s dicussion of tension, depression, 
and anxiety speaks  to modern times. Each chapter revolves 
around a single theme: Spiritual thought is the greatest 
motive force for the individual and for the common wel-
fare. While emphasizing the power of the mind, a concept 
familiar within Vedanta, the book’s title is in keeping with 
present-day self-help literature, giving it the potential to 
attract a wider audience beyond the Ramakrishna tradition. 
Yes, the eternal principles of Vedanta permeate the work, 
but not in the garb of religion and not necessarily with 
reference to a philosophy. 

The Swami uses the words and lives of numerous saints, 
authors, poets, philosophers, researchers, psychologists, 
statesmen, wellness specialists, education professionals, 
and ordinary individuals to convey his message. The first 
chapter alone contains quotes from over thirty individu-
als. Also presented are transforming incidents in the lives 
of four notable persons, each of whom made a conscious 
choice to live by higher ideals. Included are Leo Tolstoy, 
Russia’s literary voice; Maharishi Devandranath Tagore of 
India; William James, American philosopher; and Viktor 
Frankl, concentration camp survivor and renowned Aus-
trian professor of psychiatry and neurology.   

Arising from this broad context, the laws that rule the 
mind, according to raja yoga, are presented. The curious 
reader learns that the mind takes the nature of the thoughts 
it holds; that we see the world subjectively through the 
prism of the mind; that minds act on each other to afflict 
or benefit humanity; and last, that the mind, transcending 
thought and the senses through the power of imagination 
and concentration, gives knowledge of the Self. 

The swami also focuses on the lives of four individuals 
who have “understood the deeper meaning of suffering.” 
These include Louise Hay, New Age metaphysical lecturer 
and author, who assumed responsibility for her own physi-
cal wellbeing; an unnamed severely crippled veteran whose 
“enlightened attitude and undefeated spirit” opened the 
door to brilliant academic accomplishments; Harold Rus-
sell, a young handicapped sergeant in World War II, whose 
sense of inferiority was overcome by a change of attitude; 
and Nancy, a patient whom medical science could not help 
and who found relief through “deep relaxation and intense 
concentration on the area of her pain.” 

The author observes that the body responds to the 
thoughts that  the mind feeds on—a complex interdepen-
dence exists between the two. The inner fire of the human 

spirit burnt away the bonds of despair, allowing each of 
those profiled to conquer their adversity. 

Chapter Two contrasts civilization with culture. We live 
in a civilized world, but are largely unaware of our spiritual 
essence. The author defines a cultured person as one who has 
transformed their mind and emotion by applying  spiritual 
principles to everything they think or do. 

Loneliness, stress, and fear are some of the greatest 
medical problems of this century. Once again, individual 
examples are given in which these problems are overcome 
when the mind is nurtured with spiritual ideals. Our be-
lief system affects the wellbeing and healing of the body, 
the Swami notes. In this context he explains the use of 
pranayama, prayer, and meditation.  

The author’s broad knowledge base is best exemplified 
in Chapter Three, where  he cites passages from a leaflet of 
the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company, the preamble of 
UNESCO’s constitution, the twelve steps of AA members, 
and prestigious medical journals. 

Chapter Four further explores the premise that all 
problems originate in the mind, “whether the unhealthy 
condition is physical, psychological or emotional.” Basic 
self-deceptions are given practical spiritual antidotes.

This book holds the reader’s attention to the very end as 
the stories just keep coming! Presented compellingly within 
the context of real life, the teachings become very relevant. 
I hope this book finds the audience it deserves and, more 
importantly, can positively impact.

New Releases by Pravrajika Vivekaprana

Various lectures of Pravrajika Vivekaprana, senior san-
nyasini of Sri Sarada Math and the Ramakrishna Sarada 
Mission, are being transcribed and edited by Indu Ram-
chandani, who has accompanied the sannyasini on her 
lecture tours. In bringing out these booklets, the com-
piler consciously  strives to retain Pravrajika Vivekaprana’s 
unique approach to explaining Vedanta philosophy. This 
uniqueness is due to her in-depth “study of the teachings of 
Swami Vivekananda and Hindu philosophy in the context 
of human psychology” for over 50 years. Three booklets 
are now available for sale: “The Path of Knowledge,” “The 
Universal Message,” and “Death or Immortality.” To order, 
email Caroline Giorgi at zzcgl@aol.com or write Sri Sarada 
Society, P.O. Box 38116, Albany, NY 12203.

Many questions arise in the minds of people when they talk 
of renunciation.  “Aren’t we supposed to make money and enjoy 
ourselves?” is the most common question. In its depth, renun-
ciation is giving up that which is most difficult to give up, the 
central selfishness of the personality. From the Vedantic point of 
view, till we can get out of the centre, we have not renounced. 
Outer renunciation is comparatively  easier.

   —Pravrajika Vivekaprana
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SURFING, VEDANTA STYLE
Our article on “Athletic Living” (page 2) was inspired by the fol-
lowing submission by a longtime Vedantin. She writes, “Swami 
Vivekananda said Vedanta is practical and Mother demonstrated 
this. But I think we need to hear from devotees about how Vedanta 
has ‘worked’ in their lives.” We agree and invite you to submit your 
experiences, signed or unsigned, to notes@srisarada.org or by writing 
Sri Sarada Society at P.O. Box 38116, Albany, NY 12203.

Vedanta came to the rescue in my mid-thirties, when I felt 
the socially accepted pressure to get married. That I had no 
interest in exchanging satisfying friendships for romance left 
me feeling “out-of-place,” to say the least. Vedanta teachings  
were welcome, reaffirming that society doesn’t have a corner 
on the answers. I was not crazy to hear a different beat or 
follow a different path...or to love in a different way. Thus, 
18 years later, I wasn’t expecting to fall in love. 

Well, once I stopped reeling in surprise I knew I was fac-
ing a clear fork in the road. By one route I would continue 
on my way, single. By the other, as a couple? Either path 
appeared full of potential. But which to take? I needed to 
know for sure so that I could continue my own journey.

I suppose I’ve always been rather straightforward. It just 
seems that if someone may be playing a significant role in  
one’s life it’s best to try to find out…so, I asked my new 
friend. Though apprehensive I knew I would be okay with 
whatever the answer was. Being independent in nature and 
finding the possibility of a romantic relationship closed, I 
readily embraced the alternate path. 

Setting out on my own this time was indeed an adventure. 
Life became a matter of hopping on my “Vedanta surfboard” 
and riding the waves. Now the principles had come alive, 
coaching me to be a ready observer. Allowing myself to 
acknowledge that I felt drawn to this friend, I was definitely 

“in training.” I had fallen in love. Being willing to continue 
on my own did not cancel the feelings of  attachment. As 
I witnessed the rise of various emotions and felt the pull to 
react, these “waves” became learning experiences. I found 
myself thinking “Ah, so this is what ____ feels like.” 

I found the most challenging and productive waves came 
from those events that were beyond my control. For ex-
ample, when my friend started dating one person regularly, 
I was at first surprised by the feelings being stirred up and 
soon understood how, when driven by desire, such feelings 
can give birth to some ugly reactions. Yet I was never able 
to identify feeling jealous. Rather, I realized that part of me 
was still holding out hope—a hope I didn’t know I had! So 
seeing him dating sent a message of finality that allowed me 
to begin “clearing out the cobwebs,” so to speak. 

Again, when he became seriously ill, I experienced a new 
intensity of concern that was eventually transformed into an 
equally new level of acceptance. Being neither needed nor 
able to help brought reality to the concept of surrender.

I came through the adventure with more compassion for 
others. It’s pretty easy to tell when someone is being moti-
vated by selfishness, often from emotional pain. But it’s not as 
easy to understand the why, until walking in their shoes.

Vedanta is more than a philosophy. It is a way of life that 
encourages self-discovery and understanding. It is not about 
living a particular lifestyle, but in the way we embrace the 
life we live. Sri Ramakrishna said, “As long as I live, so long 
do I learn.” Finding myself riding unexpected waves, I was 
reminded of this truth. Our opportunity to learn continues 
throughout life, in major and in subtle ways. Being truly 
in love was a major experience I still needed in order to 
discover and integrate some remaining parts of myself. Not 
as something to be acted upon, but as something to be felt, 
acknowledged, embraced...and let go.
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and tomorrow they vanish. Your real tie is with God.”

Dedicated to Holy Mother
Spring 2009 Volume 15
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ISIS: THE UNIVERSAL MOTHER
The author, Devadatta Kali (David Nelson), began his long associa-
tion with Vedanta in 1966 and was initiated by Swami Prabha-
vananda three years later. After a 21-year career in classical music 
as a repertoire specialist, consultant, and executive co-producer for a 
number of recordings, he is now active as a writer on Hindu religion 
and spirituality. He is a frequent lecturer at the Vedanta Society of 
Southern California and is the author of two books, IN PR AISE OF 
THE GODDESS and THE VEILING BRILLIANCE.

For 3000 years Isis was the most powerful and beloved 
of Egypt’s goddesses. From an early time other goddesses 
were understood as aspects of her supreme power, and this 
universalizing tendency would serve her later expansion 
throughout the Greco-Roman world after Egypt fell to 
Greek rule in 332 BCE (Before the Common Era). The 
religion of Isis spread west to the Iberian Peninsula, east to 
Asia Minor, and north through Gaul as far as London. 

Eventually men and especially women from the humble 
to the noble classes came to 
regard Isis as a universal god-
dess. She was the mistress 
of the stars who ruled over 
heaven and earth, established 
laws, and presided over order 
and justice. Yet for all her cos-
mic grandeur Isis never lost 
her approachability and ma-
ternal tenderness. With the 
beating of her outstretched, 
jewel-colored wings, she was 
said to instill the breath of 
life in her human offspring. 
As the mother who suckled 
her infant son Horus, she was the great nourisher and 
sustainer, many believe the prototype of the Madonna and 
Child. Because she was the source of life, all life—human, 
animal, and plant—was held to be sacred. That was a basic 
tenet of her religion. Isis protected the family and bestowed 
the blessings of fertility, abundant harvests, wealth, good 
fortune, and happiness on all. Through her association 
with ships and sailing, she granted safe passage through 
life, which was considered as fraught with danger as a 

maritime voyage. She was revered as the great healer, and 
her power extended even to the granting of immortality. A 
hymn from one of her Egyptian temples underscores her 
universality: “Through you heaven and all the earth have 
their being, the breezes have their breath, and the sun its 
welcome radiance....All mortals who inhabit earth’s broad 
expanse…utter your glorious name, each in the tongue of 
his own land.…Being One, you are all goddesses named 
by all peoples. My lady and immortal savior, goddess of 
countless names, almighty Isis, I shall not cease to extol 
your power!…Be propitious and free me from all affliction, 
you whose name has might.”

Five centuries after that hymn a Latin allegorical novel 
from around 160 BCE affords an eyewitness account of the 
religion of Isis in Greco-Roman times. The METAMORPHO-
SES of Apuleius allows us to experience the personal thoughts 
and feelings of a flesh-and-blood devotee of the Great Moth-

er. Apuleius clearly identifies 
with his protagonist, a Greek 
named Lucius, who dabbles 
in magic and is transformed 
into a golden ass—a mute 
beast still endowed with 
human emotions and intel-
ligence. The spell can be 
reversed only with roses, but 
throughout a painful series 
of misadventures the magic 
flowers prove elusive. At last 
Isis reveals herself in a vi-
sion, wherein she calls herself 
“the embodiment of all gods 

and goddesses.” She promises to restore Lucius to his true 
form on the day of her great festival. Once restored, Lucius 
dedicates his life to the redeeming Queen of Heaven. We 
are privileged to glimpse his devotion through a prayer he 
utters at the time of his formal initiation into her monastic 
order, which appears on page 2 of this issue.
For further reading: Apuleius, THE GOLDEN ASS, tr. by P. J. Walsh 
(Oxford University Press); R. E. Witt, ISIS IN THE ANCIENT WORLD 
(Johns Hopkins University Press). 

Left, bronze statue of Isis nursing Horus dating from the Ptolemaic dynasty of 

Egypt. Right, Madonna and Child painting viewed by Sri Ramakrishna.
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THE PRAYER OF LUCIUS
“O holy and ever present savior of humanity, ever generous in caring for mortals, upon those who are wretched in 

misfortune you bestow a mother’s sweet affection. Not a day, a span of sleep, or the smallest moment passes unblessed 
by your kind deeds. Neither on land nor at sea do you refrain from protective acts, nor do you withhold your saving 
hand from calming the storms of life....
You cause the world to turn; you give the 
sun its light....But my talent is too poor 
to sing your praises, and my means too 
small to offer sacrifices. Of speech I have 
no wealth, nor a thousand mouths nor as 
many tongues, nor an abundance of words 
to stream forth and celebrate your glory. 
Only one thing can I do, as can any poor 
but pious soul: I can enshrine your holy 
visage, your divinity, in the recess of my 
heart and forever keep it and gaze upon 
it with the eyes of the mind.” 

METAMORPHOSES, 11.25
translated by David Nelson. 

At right: The Goddess Isis, wall painting, c. 
1360 BCE.

GOOD-BYE TO OUR SISTER
“Don’t worry about it,” 

Pat Gibbons said, referring 
to her passing. “I’ve done 
this before, many times!” 
For those of us who knew 
her it is easy to hear an un-
concerned matter-of-fact-
ness in her statement even 
as she may have sought to 
reassure others.

Pat passed away early on the morning of January 20, 
2009. She had been visited by her spiritual sisters the eve-
ning before. Rose Di Cerbo, Joan Peak, and Joan Shack 
spent several hours at her bedside as they reminisced about 
going on retreats and her various pilgrimages to India, Assisi, 
and various holy places. Pat was very much present. Despite 
her usual dismissal of “politics,” she was pleased with the 
election of Barack Obama.

Pat was a founding member of Sri Sarada Society, and 
Vedanta inspired and guided her life. A disciple of Swami 
Chidananda of the Divine Life Society, she would freely 
share books from her extensive spiritual library of books, 
tapes, and videos from various Vedanta traditions. Her gen-
erosity revealed itself in many ways, but especially through 
her many years of professional and volunteer service.

Pat was more aware of this world and beyond than she 
let on. Modest and unassuming, she would often cover her 

own best motives with a veneer of eccentricity. Longtime 
friend Rose Di Cerbo recalls an insightful example.

One Saturday afternoon I came over with coin wrappers 
and offered to take on the task of cleaning out the coins she 
had tossed about the back seat of her car, with seeming disdain. 
“No no no–just leave it,” she huffed. 

“But why Pat?” I asked. “I do not mind doing it. You can 
donate the coins to charity if you do not want them.” 

“No, leave it, because it entertains my clients.” She explained 
that as the head of Child Protective Services for the county, she 
must often remove a child from a failed placement to another 
new foster care home and it keeps them quiet. “I let them take 
whatever they want and since I hate pennies most of them are 
eager to relieve me.” 

Afterward, when I thought about it, I marveled at such 
complex and compassionate ingenuity. First there was the self-
help necessary in picking up the money and second the benefit 
of helping someone by relieving them of the hated small change. 
In addition, the little child would go off to a new home with 
pockets stuffed with small change. What an inspired way to 
fill that little one with hope in the generosity and abundance 
of the universe. Pat was so very subtle this way.

Sister Pat, as I liked to call her, was one of the kindest 
persons I have known. As we feel a loss with her passing, I 
imagine she is smiling at us...perhaps even chuckling a bit. 
She knew what really mattered. I was blessed to stay with 
her during many of my visits East. Boy, did we have fun!

Jayanti Hoye



HOW TO CONTACT US: Sri Sarada Society, P.O. Box 38116, Albany, New York 12203, PHONE (518) 869-6088

FAX (518) 869-6084, NOTE NEW EMAIL notes@srisarada.org, HOLY MOTHER’S WEB SITE http://www.srisarada.org/

3 

The author, Mrs. Prakashnee Gengan, is a member of the Sri Sarada 
Devi Ashram in South Africa

From a source nestled in a leafy African suburb, the 
message of Thakur, Ma, and Swamiji finds fruition on the 
shores of the Indian Ocean in Durban, South Africa. The 
Sri Sarada Devi Ashram was initially built in 1984, as the 
Asherville Branch of the Ramakrishna Centre of South 
Africa. The Ramakrishna Centre was founded by Swami 
Nischalananda in 1942. The center has several ashrams 
dedicated to Sri Ramakrishna, Sri Sarada Devi and Swami 
Vivekananda. The Centre and all its subcenters had, until 
recently, been affiliated with the worldwide Ramakrishna 
Math and Ramakrishna Mission in Belur, India.

In accordance with Swami Vivekananda’s vision of a 
separate monastic order for women devotees, the Sri Sarada 
Devi Ashram was established in 1985 with Pravrajika At-
maprana Mataji as its first nun. Since 2001, the Sri Sarada 
Devi Ashram has functioned as a totally independent center. 
It is situated in a residential area, encompassed by suburban 
sprawl. However, once within its loving precincts, the Holy 
Mother’s overwhelming spirit is palpable. It stands as an oasis 
to visitors, acquaintances, devotees, and to those it serves. 

A unique feature of this ashram is its focus on the integral 
message of Vedanta: “service to man is worship of God.” 
In South Africa, like many parts of the globe, one does not 
have to go in search of the needy, as they are veritably on 
one’s doorstep. Cutting across the barriers of race, color, 
and creed and inspired by the teachings of the Holy Trinity, 
humanitarian service is rendered invoking the loving touch 
of the Holy Mother. 

The Sri Sarada Devi Ashram conducts a variety of spiri-
tual and humanitarian outreach programs, including nutri-
tion programs for indigent students and families. There is a 
Vedanta bookshop for the propagation of Vedanta as taught 
by Sri Ramakrishna, Sri Sarada Devi, and 
Swami Vivekananda. Many community 
projects based on social needs are carried 
out. These include counseling services, 
speech and hearing therapy, eye camps, 
and the distribution of groceries, clothing, 
and blankets.

The serene and beautiful shrine, which 
seats 600 devotees, is the heart of all activ-
ity. Morning and evening vesper services 
are held daily. Amidst the unceasing hu-
manitarian endeavors, the proverbial min-
isterial work is conducted, with weekly 
satsangs being held on Sundays. During 
these services, religious education classes 
are conducted for children and youth to 

ensure that moral values are instilled at a tender age. The 
youth participate in sketches, chanting from scriptures 
such as the RAMAYANA and BHAGAVAD GITA, and cultural 
dances. 

In observing the tireless work undertaken by the ashram’s 
residents and volunteers, one marvels at the sway the Holy 
Mother has and is reminded of a favorite quote of hers: 

“The mind keeps well when engaged in work, and yet 
meditation and prayers are also especially needed. You 
must at least sit down once in the morning and again in 
the evening. That acts as a rudder to a boat.”

As in Holy Mother’s life, religion and philosophy find 
practical expression. The religious element centers around 
the lives and teachings of the Holy Trinity and expresses 
itself through the worship and regular satsangs, while the 
philosophical element derived from the teachings of Vedanta 
is practically implemented through the humanitarian activi-
ties. Thus the ashram fosters the aspirant’s devotion to the 
ideal while also ensuring that devotion does not remain at 
a mere lip service level.

Sister Nivedita wrote these vivid words about Holy 
Mother: “In her one sees realized that wisdom and sweet-
ness to which the simplest of women may attain. And yet, 
to myself the stateliness of her courtesy and her great open 
mind are almost as wonderful as her sainthood. I have never 
known her hesitate in giving utterance to large and generous 
judgment, however new and complex might be the question 
put before her. Her life is one long stillness of prayer.”

The Sri Sarada Devi Ashram in South Africa is a thriving 
embodiment of the Holy Mother’s simple and far-reaching 
embrace and remains testimony to Mother’s reassurance 
when she said, “I am the mother of the virtuous, I am the 
mother of the wicked. Whenever you are in distress say to 
yourself, ‘I have a Mother.’”

THE HOLY MOTHER WORKING HER MAGIC IN SOUTH AFRICA

At Sri Sarada Devi Ashrama Mother’s children honor Her with multi-facetted cultural celebrations.
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SPIRITUAL REMINDERS
Pat Gibbons regularly sent greetings to her guru, Swami Chidan-
andaji of the Divine Life Society, at Christmas or Easter or on his 
birthday. The swami would respond with blessings for her highest 
welfare and general spiritual teachings. Often these blessings were 
accompanied with packets of prasad and began with the salutations 
“Radiant Immortal Self ” or “Dear and Blessed Pat” or “Radiant 
Immortal Atman.” We are privileged to share excerpts from these 
letters below. 

July 18, 1981
Blessed Atman, carry on your spiritual practices steadily. 

Spiritualize all your activities. Feel the Presence of God 
wherever you go, for He is everywhere. He is within you 
and you abide in Him. Every speck of space is filled by 
Him. The Universe that you see outside is nothing but His 
own manifestation. Any good that you do in the world will 
ultimately reach Him. Every good action that you perform 
is verily Divine worship. For, you live, move and have your 
being in the DIVINE. I am most happy to remember you 
and think of you upon this sanctified day of Worship.

February 28, 1982
Life is precious. Life is given to you to attain God-Ex-

perience. The purpose of life is the attainment of Supreme 
Bliss. By attaining this Supreme State, the individual goes 
beyond all sorrow and sufferings and transcends all limi-
tations. Therefore, ever strive to lead the Divine life and 
engage in Sadhana and prayer. 

December 12, 1984
 God is all-merciful. Pray to Him, “O God, lead me from 

the unreal to the Real; from darkness to Light; from death 
to Immortality.”

July 15, 1983
Om Namo Narayanaya. Yes, you are right. The age is 

only for the body. Not to you. You carry on your Karma 
yoga in the right spirit as taught by Sri Krishna, the Lord 
of the Srimad Bhagavad Gita. You will be established in the 
higher consciousness!

October 20, 1986 
Direct your vision inward and realize the glory of the 

Atman. The key that unlocks the door to this spiritual 
kingdom within you is the Divine name. 

March 7, 1989
Ever root yourself in the Lord. He is the moving Power 

in all your daily activities. Perform your activities in the 
spirit of worshipfulness. Feel His presence wherever you 
go. He is in you and you are in Him. 

February 17, 1988
Gradually try to increase your daily period of meditation. 

Constant repetition of Divine Name and regular meditation 
form the important part of your daily spiritual Sadhana. 
These are the two wings upon which you can steadily fly to 
the Kingdom of Heaven. You are in my prayers. 

January 4, 1989
Glory unto the Lord! Upon the glorious beginning of 

the New Year 1989 I send you my good wishes and pray 
for your well-being and continued success in your daily 
Yoga Sadhana. May the Grace of Divine Mother ever be 
upon you....God knows how to take care of those who 
have taken refuge in Him. Whenever help comes to you 
spontaneously from any direction, accept it as sent by God. 
In fact, everything that comes to us is God-given. Seek the 
bliss of Atman within.



IN MOTHER’S WORDS: “Does anything ever happen to another if you enumerate his faults?....

I cannot see anyone’s faults. If someone does even a small kindness for me, I try to remember this instead.”

Dedicated to Holy Mother
Summer 2010 Volume 16, Issue 1
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THE DARKNESS OF ILLUSION

We take one step forward and two steps back 
trying to reach samadhi.
If only we could see, but we are blind.

Impure thoughts cloud our minds, even in that little time 
we sit for meditation.
Our little minds give way to strong imagination.

People claim they are spiritual just because they go to a church
and pray every Sunday,
while most of them will not even think about God another day.

God is for whom some say they work.
But who is God other than a presence 
in every atom, electron, and quark?

One must learn to make all work
a worship of God by being detached
or to this world one will forever remain attached.

Twenty-four hours in a day,
but not even a full hour to pray.
Work becomes our life.

So much so that sometimes it feels
as if there is a knife at our throat,
which is why we must devote more of our time to God.

Even though sometimes it feels hard to breathe,
but through meditation we must conceive
a light which will guide us

through the darkness of illusion
and lead us out of this confusion
and then, only then, will we be illumined.

Written by a high school senior from Boston, Kevin Phat, THE 
DARKNESS OF ILLUSION is meant to be spoken aloud as rap. Kevin 
was  in Swami Sarvagatananda’s Marshfield youth group.

WORK AS A SPIRITUAL PRACTICE
Any action we take is prompted by something. It may be an emotional reaction, a hunch, an expected or learned re-

sponse, a careful act or a careless one. We must have a reason or purpose for which to act. Otherwise why act at all? Or 
how do we know what action to take? Don’t we, in fact, see individuals who are unable to act because they haven’t figured 
out what they would like to get or accomplish? Thus we may say that in order to act we need to have a “goal.” This is 
the case whether or not we are consciously aware of the reasons for our actions. However, as a spiritual aspirant I want 
to learn to act with awareness and purpose. I want to know why we are taking this particular action rather than another. 
I want to act with intention and care. With a plan of action in mind, I want to strive consciously to use the knowledge 
and skills I have gained in the best way I can. But ultimately it is my intentions that matter. Am I acting for a noble or 
selfless purpose? Or do I seek to become “famous” or impose my own will? Fame may come, and a spiritual aspirant must 
be ever aware not to take this too much to heart. The idea is not that we need to deny our accomplishments. Rather, we 
want to learn to see both “accomplishment” and “failure” as learning opportunities and not to take either to heart. 

Why? Because life teaches us that we do not have control over the outcomes. If we did, we would never need be dis-
appointed because something does not go as we expected. Again and again, we take false hope from seeming success as 
we fall under the spell of maya, only to be later disappointed. What is the answer? Vedanta  affirms that we do not have 
control over outcomes. We are the instrument through which the Divine Will is expressed. Indeed, it is at the time of 
true selfless mastery in any field that a person often begins to feel something greater flowing through him or her and an 
awareness that whatever happens is not one’s own doing. But for most of us this is still the aim of our spiritual practice. 
Trying always to do the best we can, we strive to purify our intentions by setting aside desires. We help this process by 
continually reminding ourselves that the outcome is not in our hands. These  are spiritual approaches that can be applied 
in any situation we find ourselves called upon to act.

Jayanti Hoye
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ALL HER VEDANTA FAMILY
A note from Jayanti:  Sitting at the computer to write about Amala 
(Carolyn Kenny) for our series on women who have contributed to the 
expression of Vedanta in the West, I doubted my knowing her well 
enough. I knew some remarkable facts. Hers was the first Western 
Vedanta family I would meet, a family that included two monastics 
and third-generation Vedantin grandchildren. I had come to look 
to her to unlock the mysteries of ritual worship. She had written a 
guide explaining evening arati and I looked forward to her reading 
English translations of the Sanskrit chants and mantras from her 
seat next to the shrine during special pujas. I knew she had been a 
steady presence in the early unfolding of our San Diego center and 
that I felt a sadness when she moved to Portland. But did I know 
enough? This is when I turned to others for help and discovered that 
we all shared pretty much the same impressions and high regard. 
Related or not, all had a place in Amala’s family. 

In every spiritual group there are some members who 
can be intimidating to newcomers by letting you know 
how dedicated they are and making you feel lacking. But 
not Amala! Ever ready to answer questions and share her 
experience, she was never preachy or judgmental, always 
genuine, real, and down-to-earth. And what a great sense 
of humor she had!

As you got to know Amala better, you realized how in-
timate her relationship with Thakur and Ma was. On the 
dashboard of her car she had magnetic pictures of them, 
which she could flip over in a moment, if she had a pas-
senger who would not understand. On her dining table 
were photos of Sri Ramakrishna and Mother; she told me: 
“Most of the time I eat alone” (this was after her husband, 
Joe, had passed away). “I need some company!”

A rather large and heavy woman, Amala had her share of 
falls and accidents in later life, breaking an arm or foot sev-
eral times. I remember visiting her at her home in El Cajon 
on one of those occasions, supposedly 
to cheer her up. As I was leaving I re-
alized: it was Amala who had inspired 
me with her remarkable attitude, even 
under such adverse conditions.

Uli Burgin

In VEDANTA: AN ADVENTURE AND 
A JOURNEY (1994) Carolyn talks in 
specific detail about recollection.

“Because I am a bhakta, I try to keep 
recollectedness of the Lord, and I try to 
keep my japa [repetition of  the Lord’s 
name] going. It sounds so easy. After 30 
years I am still trying! I have discovered 
one little gimmick that seems to help. 
It is the process of association. One 

day, while making the bed, I consciously started my japa. 
The next day I thought of it again as I approached the bed. 
For quite a while it was conscious on my part to think of 
it. But before long I began to realize that japa was starting 
automatically as I approached the bed. I felt I had discov-
ered a technique which could be transferred to many other 
activities during the day. That really helped me. Reviewing 
each day just before I went to sleep was another help. It 
[was useful] to see how often my japa had been going or, 
unhappily, how often it hadn’t.”

Bob Geib

Mother brought sacred awareness to everything. Her 
enthusiasm for Vedanta was contagious. As a mother, I 
couldn’t have asked for anyone better. She sacrificed so 
much for her children.

The number of friends she had all over the world was 
extraordinary. My sister and I were astonished by the out-
pouring of letters from people after her death saying what 
an inspiration she had been to them. She touched so many 
lives.

Pravrajika Bhavaprana

Unfortunately, I don’t really remember any specific events 
with her. Rather it was her warmth and joy, along with a very 
approachable and unpretentious presence, that drew me to 
her. She was also in my life during a very opportune time. 
I had just moved out of my parents’ house to go to college 
in a new city. I think I was just barely 20, and I was living 
in the monastery in San Diego. The situation could be a 
bit intimidating at times, and I found her regular presence 
at all of the monastery’s events very comforting. Here was 
someone very much like a spiritual “Grandma,” someone 
that I immediately felt comfortable with, someone that I 
felt was “one of mine.”

Asesha Chaitanya

Amala’s calm radiance of happiness 
and enthusiasm was very inspiring, not 
only to me, but to each and every person 
she met. Her friendly influence was not 
confined to San Diego, but was felt far 
and wide throughout the U.S. Every-
one knew her and, in fact, she was the 
person I asked first for news regarding 
anyone, anywhere. Many books and 
projects, like the CONCORDANCE TO 
THE GOSPEL OF SRI R AMAKRISHNA, 
exist because of her labor of love, and we 
are still benefiting from the many facets 
of her work and life to this day.

Madhuri TraylorAmala (Carolyn Kenny) 1918–2007
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REMEMBERING MOTHER’S SON
REMEMBERING SRI SARADA DEVI’S DISCIPLE:  SWAMI ASESHANANDA AS WE KNEW 
HIM, 64 contributions, 323 pages, compiled by Esther Warkov, published by Compen-
dium Publications, 2010, CD included.

Some of our readers may recall Esther Warkov’s requests for reminiscences of 
Swami Aseshananda (1899–1996) who, until his passing, was the last remaining 
monastic to have been initiated by Holy Mother. In contemplating the somewhat 
daunting aspects of her vision, Esther writes:

Swami Aseshananda eschewed any form of personal adulation or glorification and, 
as we shall read, went to great—and sometimes amusing—lengths to prevent it.  
Furthermore, if one did admire Swami, he swiftly redirected that love toward the 
Divine...How, then, do we tell the story of Swami Aseshananda in a way that honors 
his selflessness?...The solution has been, whenever possible, to focus on the ideal Swami 
represented rather than our subjective observations of his achievements. 

In addition to being initiated by Mother, the swami served as personal secretary 
to Swami Saradananda, a direct disciple of Sri Ramakrishna. He was sent to serve 
numerous centers in both India and the United States before assuming responsi-

bilities as swami-in-charge of the Portland, Oregon, Vedanta Society. These reminiscences of the monks, nuns, disciples, 
and devotees carefully preserved in this collection offer insight into the life-transforming power of an exemplary spiritual 
teacher. As Swami Aseshananda spent many decades in America, these personal reflections should resonate well with 
Western readers. An added bonus, the accompanying CD includes a television video interview with Swami Aseshananda, 
numerous historic photographs, a rare booklet entitled THE LOTUS AND THE FLAME: MONASTIC TEACHINGS OF SWAMI 
ASESHANANDA, prepared by Swami Yogeshananda, letters, and other archival material.

For information visit http://compendiumpublications.com. Sponsors are needed to buy additional copies  purchased 
for someone of limited means, a monastic, Vedanta center/retreat, religious organization, or library. You might also 
encourage your local library to acquire a copy.

HOLY MOTHER’S EXAMPLE: TIMELY AND TIMELESS

Continued on Page 4: MOTHER’S EXAMPLE

Freely adapted from SRI SAR ADA DEVI: THE MIR ACLE OF HER 
LOVE AND COMPASSION by Dr. Sreemati Mukherjee, Senior Lec-
turer at Basanti Devi College, Kolkata, India.

In a world that perhaps knows one of the worst crises in 
human values, what has Sri Sarada Devi to offer us? She had 
none of the external conditions of power as we understand 
it today, none of the accomplishments that make us viable 
and competitive commodities in the ruthless rat race of our 
professional lives. In my opinion, she stands for that inexpli-
cable condition of grace, which operates on us in mysterious 
and unseen ways, carrying restorative and healing powers. In 
his essay MY WEEK WITH GANDHI the American journalist 
Louis Fischer made insightful observations about the nature 
of Gandhi’s power. Citing examples of presidents and prime 
ministers who functioned within the external accoutrements 
of power, such as Lloyd George and Churchill, Fischer 
exclaims about Gandhi, “His power was nil, his authority 
enormous. It came of love. The source of his power lay in 
his love.” I feel that such a comment would be extremely 
appropriate in the context of the life of Holy Mother, whose 
power lay in her seeming powerlessness. 

Indeed, the kind of power she embodied seemed to work 
best not through anger and admonition (although she had 
provocation enough) but through patience and endurance.  
It will be worthwhile to remember that Sri Sarada Devi 
lived a life that, by most standards, could be called quali-
fied and circumscribed by poverty. Indeed, there is enough 
documentation to prove that after the death of Sri Rama-
krishna, when she lived mostly alone in his parental home at 
Kamarpukur (from 1887 to 1890), she wore saris that were 
knotted in various places to cover up the rents in the fabric, 
and she also lived on a diet that consisted of rice and spinach, 
without even salt to season the palate. Although her stay at 
Kamarpukur was punctuated by trips to Calcutta and other 
places of pilgrimage, it was an intensely difficult period of 
her life. Notwithstanding the fact of poverty, she also had to 
face the indifference of Sri Ramakrishna’s surviving relatives 
and the cruelty of villagers, many of whom criticized her 
for not subscribing to the strict norms dictating a widow’s 
appearance. Keeping in mind Thakur’s wish that she wear 
ornaments and a sari that attested to her married state, she 
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Digital Notes
If you would like to “go paperless” and receive SARADA 

SOCIETY NOTES as a PDF, please email your preferred email 
address and current mailing address (for removal from our 
paper edition mailing list) to notes@srisarada.org.
Help Needed In Spinning Mother’s Web

Our website dedicated to Holy Mother was among the  
first Vedanta sites in cyberspace. Since then the internet 
has become a vast, multifaceted network. We have recently 
changed hosting services, giving access to more recent in-
ternet features. We know that many of Mother’s children 
have web design skills and we would welcome assistance. 
Please email tantu@srisarada.org if you would like to help 
with  updating and maintaining Mother’s site.

Fruitful Reading
Six booklets in the UNDERSTANDING VEDANTA LECTURE 

SERIES by Pravrajika Vivekaprana are now available from 
Amazon.com. Each booklet is based on a series of lectures. 
Titles include: “Path of Knowledge,” “The Universal Mes-
sage,” “Death or Immortality,” “Discrimination between the 
Real and Unreal,” “Who Am I?” and “I Am That.”

Also available from Amazon.com: A CHALLENGE FOR 
MODERN MAN by Pravrajika Vivekaprana.

did not bow to the weight of public opinion, but preserved 
her dignity and singularity of purpose in the face of pub-
lic criticism. Some aspects of Sri Sarada Devi’s life have a 
persistent quality. They are her unwavering commitment 
to people both within and without the family, a scrupulous 
sense of dispensing her duties toward them, and untiring 
attention to their welfare. Her own needs of washing, eat-
ing, and sleeping were met with the minimum of fuss and 
almost beyond the direct observation of any person. In our 
age of obstreperous flaunting of ourselves, our rejection of 
the values of quietness and patience, maybe we need to look 
at the quiet message that her life sends us.  

Her domestic life with her brothers’ families was vex-
ing, to say the least. In the early years of her stay with her 
brothers Kaliprasanna, in particular, harangued her con-
stantly for money. Later on her nieces Radhu and Nalini, 
and sister-in-law Surobala, each took a part in taxing and 
stretching her patience to its utmost limits. For example, 
Radhu once took a large brinjal from a basket of vegetables 
that Holy Mother was cutting and threw it at Mother. Sri 
Sarada Devi’s back swelled up at the point of contact, yet 
all she said was: “Thakur, don’t count that as Radhu’s sin. 
She’s witless!”

I can only think of Christ’s reaction on the cross when 
he prayed to his Father to “forgive” those nailing him on 
the cross as an analogous incident. Absolute forgiveness of 
this nature is hard to imagine, but Sri Sarada Devi remains 
a fairly recent historical example of this kind of ultimate 
human possibility. 

Despite the frustrating conditions of her domestic life, Sri 
Sarada Devi had acquired an iconic status by the time she 
died. Sought after, importuned, and loved by devotees from 

not only Bengal but from all over India, she retained till 
the last days of her life a principle of care and commitment 
to all those who sought her shelter in some way. Perhaps 
more than Sri Ramakrishna, she was tolerant of human 
excesses and deviances. She touched the lives of many while 
she was alive. Even after her death she continues to draw 
many lives to her.

News & Announcements 



IN MOTHER’S WORDS: ”My child, this mind is just like a wild elephant. It races with the wind. 

Therefore one should discriminate all the time. One should work hard for the realization of God.”

Dedicated to Holy Mother
Spring 2011 Volume 17, Issue 1

Sri Sarada Society Notes


 BLESSED ARE THE PEACEMAKERS
You have not yet understood the wonderful significance of Mother’s life, none of you. But gradually you will know. Without 
Shakti there is no regeneration for the world....Once more will Gârgis and Maitreyis be born into the world.

—Swami Vivekananda

The time has come when women will have to become great Mother–teachers Rishis, so that humanity can get its real purpose 
back—to become human first and then divine. How will the women do it? They have to wake up and become divinely inspired 
so that they can pass it on. 

 —Pravrajika Vivekaprana, Sri Sarada Math, India

These quotations arose in my mind as I sat in the presence of the four women chosen to participate in the Women 
Peacemakers Program in 2010. It seemed as if the promise and predictions are coming true. Within each I saw some 
aspect of the Mother revealed. Their individual power, poise, strength, wisdom, humility, and their effectiveness itself, 
seemed to arise from within—the spiritual qualities that Vedanta teaches are ours to manifest. 

Much can be said about each woman. To give one brief example, Merlie B. Mendoza describes herself as “an ordinary 
woman called to do extraordinary things.” She has been providing social and humanitarian service amid the Christian– 
Muslin conflict in the Philippines for two decades. As a devout Catholic, Merlie finds the faith of her Muslim friends 
to be inspiring, in turn deepening her own dependence upon the divine. In 2008, while serving marginalized Muslim 
communities in the Sulu archipelago as an independent volunteer, she was abducted by the militant separatist group and 
held hostage for two months. One day, with a machete at her back and being held at gunpoint, Merlie looked into the 
face of her young would-be assassin and wondered to herself, “What have we done to you to hurt you so deeply?” Im-
mediately an answer arose within, prompting her to ask the boy’s forgiveness. Not forgiveness for herself, but forgiveness 
for all the atrocities against Muslim people that have been committed in the name of Christianity.

About the work of peacemaking, which she continues to do, she writes: “One’s vision for peace and humanitarianism 
must be infused with sustained commitment and endless optimism, yet needs to be crucially balanced with realism. It 
is not an easy task, akin to walking on a tightrope or groping in the dark, knowing that one is putting oneself at risk 
but proceeding nevertheless. At times, this commitment to peace is pursued even at the supreme sacrifice of one’s life. 
The difficult challenges that humanitarians experience and will continue to face in complex areas reveal one’s own weak-
nesses even as these very same moments could unravel one’s strengths. One’s fears can be overcome with faith, hope, and 

understanding. These will continue to sustain the humanitarian worker in the 
most difficult management of conflict.”

Merlie (pictured left) believes that “peacemaking and conflict management go 
beyond the rational. They touch on the sacred and the divine. It is a combination 
of an art and a science. It is about goodness.”

The Women Peacemakers Program is a project of the Joan Kroc Institute for 
Peace and Justice at the University of San Diego in California. Each year the 
program selects and hosts four outstanding women who contribute to the world of 
peace and justice in a way that is substantively and qualitatively different from the 
usual male-oriented approach. The program has achieved international acclaim in 
its seven years existence as the United Nations and other organizations turn to the 
recorded accounts by each peacemaker for lessons in how to implement their best 
practices of peaceful methods to reduce conflict. Learn about the program online at 
http://www.sandiego.edu/peacestudies/ipj/programs/women_peace_makers/.

Jayanti Hoye
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DEFINING INTEGRAL VEDANTA
What is Integral Vedanta? Basically, Vedanta here means Ramakrishna’s Vedanta, which accepts at face value the great 

saying of the UPANISHADS: “All this is verily Brahman.” There is nothing that is not sacred, because it is Brahman. As 
Sister Nivedita put it in her introduction to Vivekananda’s COMPLETE WORKS: “[There is] no distinction, henceforth, 
between sacred and secular....Life itself is religion.” 

And what about Integral?  The closest dictionary meaning is: “A whole, an entire thing, a totality.” These are abstract 
words with which we might describe the nature of our Vedanta, which wholeheartedly embraces all kinds of people: men 
and women, the other-worldly Vedantins and the this-worldly Tantrics, the Abrahamic and the mystical Asian religions, 
religion and science, and any other “pairs of opposites” you might be able to think of. But the term was first used by 
Sri Aurobindo, a man who combined within himself a Western mind trained exclusively in England and the soul of an 
Indian yogi. In his work INTEGRAL YOGA he spelled out how we can combine sacred and secular in our spiritual practice, 
much as Vivekananda had stressed the importance, not only of the towering raja and jnana yogas, but equally of the 
paths of work and love. 

How did this Westernized Indian arrive at this breakthrough synthesis? A close friend of Sister Nivedita, he threw himself 
into subversive work against the British tyranny in India, and in 1906 ended up in jail, under threat of execution. There he 
had a deep encounter with Swami Vivekananda, dead for four years, who instructed his Anglicized “student” in the highest 
states of consciousness, those in which Sri Ramakrishna had established Vivekananda himself some twenty years before. 
Aurobindo was a changed man. He gave up his subversive work and dedicated himself to deep spiritual practice. In time 
he wrote books that made clear how the intimate connection between the worlds of spirit and matter takes place in the 
towering reaches of the state beyond nirvikalpa samadhi, that which Sri Ramakrishna and Vivekananda called vijnana.

In the 1950s Indian students of Sri Aurobindo arrived in the West and began to spread these ideas in academic institu-
tions. No doubt because they were so integral, so embracing of the whole of life, they caught on quickly and were taken 
up by Westerners interested in life-affirming spirituality. Ken Wilber, the well-known integral teacher, has incorporated 
these insights into his work, thus enshrining in the West what we might call the key ingredient of what the Ramakrishna 
paradigm is about. Wilber’s book INTEGRAL LIFE PRACTICE gives the theory and ways to practice all of the yogas in a 
Western mode. This is wonderful, but I wonder: Do we Vedantins have something to contribute to this movement? Can 
we see to it that our precious tradition has an influence on this indigenous “Western Vedanta?”
Sister Gayatripranas

EDITOR’S NOTE : To explore this topic and  its potential email Sister Gayatriprana (Jean MacPhail) at gayatriprana@msn.com.

IN QUEST OF UNDERSTANDING
In the summer of 2010, Pravrajika Vivekaprana held a series of classes on the Jnana Yoga lectures of Swami Vivekananda during a retreat 
at the Sri Sarada Math center in Pangot. We find her insights particularly relevant in today’s world and share the following notes with 
Pravrajika Vivekaprana’s permission. 

1. Experience is what you pay attention to. Attention gives a thing reality. When you pay attention to this world, that 
is your experience. If you pay attention to your inward life, that is what you experience. Ask yourself: What is my mind 
attending to?

2. The conscious level is only the tip of the iceberg. The subconscious is powerful, it is important. We may not be ag-
gressive, consciously, but subconsciously we are. We need to take the energy out of the subconscious and use that energy 
in a conscious way, directed to a goal. 

3. The first step in the process of renunciation is to give happiness to others. By making others happy, I am happy. The 
desire to help another gets you out of selfishness and then comes back to you as happiness. 

4. Today, religions are in a state of turmoil. Churning is going on and all sorts of muck is coming up. Be aware of 
horrors and digest them. Do not look on them as good or bad. Make an ashrama within yourself, withdraw, so you don’t 
go insane. Think: I was born in this age so there is a lesson for me. 

5. Thoughts arise in our mind. Do we agree with them? Always question your view of reality. Observe the mind, do 
not go along with it. We need to be more objective about ourselves. Be alert, and thereby the mind will become more 
and more aware. 

6. There is a limit to our understanding. After all, manifestation means limitation. When we express ourselves we take 
ourselves very seriously but perfect communication is not possible. We are always feeling misunderstood. 
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THE PEACEFUL ARTS
Vijali Hamilton has dedicated her life to peacemaking. Utilizing her 
skills as a sculptor, filmmaker, poet, musician, and author she  has 
collaborated with diverse communities around the world, creating 
monumental stone sculptures and performance ceremonies as part 
of her quest for peace. It was a pilgrimage that took her seven years, 
living and working in twelve countries.  

In 1991, Vijali encountered Baul musicians in West Bengal and 
was touched by their universality and acceptance of all religions 
and cultures and the equality of women and men. She notes: “This 
attitude is so needed in our age of global travel and communica-
tion.  I found that they were living the principles of Vedanta in their 
simple way that reflected the lives of Ramakrishna, Holy Mother, 
and Vivekananda.” Inspired by the Baul song “Shoblo Ke Koi,”  
and her experience working with the community, Vijali wrote the 
following poem as a prayer for peace.

BENEATH A BANYAN TREE

In a tiny Bengali village
I sit beneath a Banyan tree
and my heart is won...

A child brings garlands
laying them round my neck.
She dances, eyes blazing,
skirts whirling-yellow and blue.

The full moon rises crisp
as Mara brings spiced tea.
Her husband Basu Dev
with closed eyes begins to sing: 

“At source we’re all the same.
We are fruits of the Tree of Life.

Now, can you tell me, friend,
what difference is there
Hindu or Muslim,
Man or Woman? Blood is red,
each heart beats the rhythm of life.”

WITH GOD ON A BUS
Last week I felt a glimpse of Sri Ramakrishna’s love for 

the destitute among us, as well as His fun–loving recogni-
tion of the Mother among the carefree and joyful. I felt as 
if God had come down from heaven to dance with all of us 
riding the local bus. It was the atmosphere of the transpar-
ent personality of Sri Ramakrishna. I wish there had been 
a kirtan, with all of us singing the praises of our Lord, but 
instead it was an uninvited reunion of the lonely, hungry, 
homeless, and disabled.

I was the lonely one, heading to my doctor’s appoint-
ment at Santurce, a sector of San Juan inbetween the very 
expensive real estate of Condado and the very rundown 
cafes not too far away. There I found my kindhearted doc-
tor. When it was time to return home, I went out into the 
blinding sun, limping after a bus that had left without me. 
The young man selling pizza at the corner spoke a word of 
camaraderie. I saw the opportunity as a wonderful time to 
have a pizza while waiting for the next bus to come.

I sat on the bench under the very gray highway bridge 
above us. It was dark underneath the bridge and graffiti 
covered the walls. It was here that I met the hungry one. 
She was a very good-looking old lady, soft–spoken and 
wearing fine jewelry. I thought she must have seen better 
days. We talked for awhile and I learned something of her 
background, and her dreams. We shared the pizza. The 
warm pizza in our bellies made us friends in a cinch.

When the bus arrived, we got in. A man congratulated 
a lady on being such a good mother. I broke my silence 
as an onlooker and praised her children. My universe was 
expanding. The bus driver was a kind woman who let in a 
homeless man for a free ride. They joked with each other. 
I laughed with my temporary family, in constant awareness 
that we were all one. A blind young man entered the con-
versation. He said I should not be afraid to face my limita-
tions because life would make up for them in another way. 
I know my treasure is my mantra, the silent repetition of 
the name of God, giving me focus and peace. “Everything 
has a balance,” the disabled one said. “I am the same as 
anybody else, things just take a little longer.” As he left I 
saw his confident step and I knew he would be all right. He 
has Swami Vivekananda’s strength in his heart.

There are no coincidences. I was no longer the lonely one. 
With a heart full of gratitude, I walked back home singing 
to the tune of Jim Croce’s song “I’ve Got a Name.”

Once home, I read a message given by Swami Ritajanan-
daji: “How can you intensify your spiritual life? I told you 
about Holy Mother. What was Her teaching? She teaches 
repeat the name of the Lord. It seems to be so simple. No 
book is necessary. You need not read the BHAGAVAD GITA 
and the BHAGAVATA PURANA and all the UPANISHADS. It is 

not necessary. Repeat the name of the Lord. You may doubt 
its value and use. I can assure you, it will do everything. 
As strange as it is, repeating the Lord’s name solves all 
problems—not finding the defects of others, not even of 
myself. It purifies, the name of the Lord, as we chant here 
every morning. Chant the glory of the Lord with full faith 
and all your love for Him. When this love grows more and 
more you will see the Lord is really with you.”

A few days later I went to a concert at the conservatory 
of music. My friend thanked me for the fun we had. Yes! It 
was fun, but not as fun as that day on the bus.

Shraddha (Mercedes Vendrell)
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MOTHER KNOWS BEST
When I was a child the notion that we should be taught 

“to accept our limitations” was prominent among experts 
in disability. As a result, I grew up with a fear of getting 
in over my head. Anything I considered doing always had 
to be carefully thought out and organized. If I could not 
determine the outcome, I did not take the risk. The idea of 
“limit” shaped my approach to life in every aspect—except 
religion. I would accept no outside authority when it came 
to my relationship with God. Thus, when I came to Vedanta 
it seemed a perfect match. 

Yet I had learned not to try certain things, and not to  
expect acceptance from others, solely on the basis of being 
limited by my disability. In contrast, Vedanta declares both 
disability and limitation irrelevant to who we are! I had a 
lifetime of unlearning ahead of me! 

I think Mother’s first objective with her newly claimed 
daughter was to erase my understanding of limitation.  My 
life became “active” almost immediately after coming to 
Vedanta in ways I could  NEVER have imagined. Take the 
morning a call came asking if I might arrange to prepare 
one of my vegetable lasagna dishes for a visiting swami’s 
lunch...that day! The devotee who was to make lunch had 
fallen ill. Alas, the helper who usually made the lasagna 
was not with me. I had about three hours to both shop and 
guide a new assistant in preparing the requested dish, which 
we always made from scratch! I went to Mother with my  
plea: “Mother, it is for your two sons. You must help!” We 
delivered the lasagna, and ourselves, in plenty of time! 

I am amused to think how shocked my grade school teach-
ers would be to hear that I was asked to do such a thing. Yet 
my involvement in doing what might be thought impossible 
had become so common that I thought little of  the request. 

Mother has lifted many given tasks from me over time, but 
not until I had let go of mistaken notions of my limitation. 
Today I do have to set limits on how much responsibility I 
accept because of age and lessening ability, but the motiva-
tion and selection criteria are very different.

Preparing for my trip to India in 1991 had presented the 
ultimate challenge. As each step presented itself, I took it. 
To do otherwise would have been to go against something 
I knew to be true and greater than myself—something I 
called Mother. Yet how could I know what to expect? I took 
the steps and I panicked, simultaneously—until Mother 
sent relief in the form of a sudden reprimand by a swami. 
Instead of punishment, I felt as if I had been bathed by the 
cooling waters of Mother Ganga. Again, my apprehension 
had come largely from my misidentification with physical 
limitation, and this idea had been washed away. 

Through the years Mother has kept asking the seem-
ingly impossible from me, increasingly outside the Vedanta 
Center. Ordinary life had earlier seemed impossible and I 
had let it pass me by. I’d come to Vedanta thinking I was 
ready to become a monastic. Yet today, at age 61, I am 
more engaged with the world than at any time in my past. 
In the process of unfoldment and growth, of finding my 
strengths and courage, I have become more spontaneous. I 
have become more genuinely practical as well.

I’d like to think that Mother has thrown me into the 
world wearing Vedanta–colored glasses. In trying to remain 
open to the opportunities and challenges she sends and 
to taking the steps before me, it often helps to remember 
that I have been named after the Divine Mother herself, 
Jayanti—”She who is all-conquering.” It helps also to re-
member that Mother is with me in the adventure. 

Jayanti Hoye
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LESSONS ALONG THE TRAIL
A note from Jayanti: I had the opportunity of hearing Reverend 
Kevin Bucy of the Universal Spirit Center in San Diego, Cali-
fornia, tell of his summer trek along the snow-covered John Muir 
Trail in the Sierra Nevada mountain range of California. With 
his permission I’ve adapted the theme of his talk for Sri Sar ada 
Society noteS. As Kevin observed, it isn’t nescessary to go into 
the wildernness to experience God. Yet the majesty of nature serves 
to heighten one’s experiences of the Divine presence as well as of the 
obstacles within us that regularly block our awareness.

This winter saw the most snowfall since they began re-
cording snowfall in the Sierras. It was still like winter along 
the trail, which meant that we didn’t know where the path 
was. To have to go 200 plus miles in a particular direction 
after having lost the trail is a bit disconcerting. 

There were moments along the trail when I experienced 
the majesty and the awesomeness, the power of nature, and 
felt as if I wasn’t observing it or witnessing it. I was con-
nected. These were moments when I was in a relationship 
with the power of nature, with its magnitude and mystery. 
I was part of this bigger thing and so easily I recognized it 
as God. . .so easily.

Then there were times that threatened to rob me of these 
experiences, make them go away or seem “less than.” These 
dangers were not bears or snow-covered mountain passes 
or rapid rivers, not anything in the wilderness. Rather, they 
were things in me, tendencies I had brought into the wilder-
ness that threatened an open-hearted, intimate experience 
with the mystery and the power and wonder.
Expectations: First to threaten my intimate experience 
with what was going on were the expectations that I was 
bringing to the trail about what I needed to have happen for 
me to feel safe or that I was having a good day. For instance, 
having less snow or arriving at the perfect camp site at the 
end of the day, or having less pain and fatigue would make it 
a good day for me—as opposed to simply letting the journey 
bring what it brings. I’m labeling this the “It will only be 
good if...” threat. Those expectations tell us that this life or 
this relationship, this job, this experience “will only be good 
if,” as opposed to just letting it be what it is.
Looking Ahead: The next threat came from the fact 
that we had to travel a certain distance each day in order 

to keep on schedule. So what tended to rob me of my 
awareness of the majesty around me was that I would be 
looking ahead to that daily destination as if getting there 
was all that mattered. Another way of saying this is that we 
tend to be asking ourselves: “What is the next thing I have 
to do or plan for? What’s next on my list? What is going to 
happen?” We then live in the future and the future never 
comes. So, while living somewhere other than right where 
we are, we miss what or who is here next to us.
Anticipation: It is customary to exchange information 
with hikers coming in the opposite direction about what 
lies ahead. So  the potential for fear and anxiety is pretty 
intense. I found the next threat came when I would get lost 
in the worry and play a situation out in my mind again and 
again. And it always came out to be the worst-case scenario. 
In my mind I crossed snow-covered passes so many more 
times than the crossing before me, and the actual challenge 
was never as bad as the one I imagined. How often we let 
the worry of anticipation, playing over and over the possible 
dangers, rob us of our joy?
“Pushing On”: About seventeen days into the trip I was 
getting really tired and hurting. I entertained the idea of 
“bailing,” of cutting the trip short. Immediately my mind 
resisted: “But I need to do this and I need to do it perfectly”—
even though my body was saying something else. And then I 
had the thought, “What if, for me, this journey has come to 
an end?” Choosing to leave the trail was a significant spiritual 
practice for me: Recognizing something is complete when it 
feels complete, not when it’s “supposed to be” complete.

The one thing common about all these threats is that 
they were all happening in my mind. None of them were 
“out there.” In these moments when I disconnected from the 
intimacy of what is, I was in my head, I was living from a 
mental concept. When I was able to leave the mental concepts 
and come into the present moment, I became aware that the 
very fabric of our world is beauty and order. It is beyond a 
beauty and order that happens when everything goes my way. 
It is a beauty and order that is grander than my individual 
life. My life cannot contain it, but it contains my life. I am 
a part of it. And it is simply a question of being aware of and 
open to this realization at every moment. 

ph
Cross-Out
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ILLUMINATING LOVE
So m e in S p i r i n g il lu S t r at i o n S o f Sr i  r a m a k r i S h n a , 
holy mother, and Swa miJi and their love, by Swami 
Tathagatananda,Vedanta Society of New York, 2011, pp 186. 
Reviewed by Joan Shack.

In the maSter aS i Saw him, Sister Nivedita writes: 
“Our Master has come and he has gone, and in the price-
less memory he has left with us who knew him, there is no 
other thing so great, as his love of man.” Irrespective of one’s 
impressions of the life and contributions of Swami Vive-
kananda, these pointed words of one who knew him so well 
are reason enough to pause and reflect. When all is said and 
done, it is his “love of man” that Sister Nivedita concluded 
was what he bequeathed to those who knew him. 

This is the unifying theme of Swami Tathagatananda’s 
newest offering to spiritual seekers worldwide: Religion 
is love. Swami Tathagatananda uses illustrations from the 
lives of Sri Ramakrishna, Sri Sarada Devi, and Swami Vive-
kananda to inspire the reader to put religion into practice in 
a particularly relevant form: loving concern for mankind. 

Providing minimal background and personal comments, 
the author simply relates documented episodes which speak 
for themselves as to the meaning of real religion. This book 
is unique in that it provides illustrations of all three in one 
publication, thereby making the common theme of loving 
concern all the more transparent and more powerful. Many 
books have been written on each individually. This is one 
of the few which looks to the whole, the sum total of the 

Ramakrishna movement as defined by those who were its 
life source. 

Illustrations from the life of Sri Ramakrishna exemplify 
forgiveness, service, and boundless mercy–teachings com-
mon to all religions. Ramakrishna forgave a man who 
had vilified him, himself crying for the suffering of that 
man’s young child. We see how the poverty of the village 
people he encountered while on pilgrimage moved him 
to tears, prompting him to repeatedly insist that their 
plight be ameliorated. Even during the last days of his life 
at Cossipore, he continued to serve in many telling ways. 
For example, he slowly crawled across the floor in pain 
in order to offer Girish Ghosh water from his own hand.  

Sri Sarada Devi’s love took the form of accepting every 
person as her own child. Her simple, uncomplicated acts as 
a mother carried service to humanity to new heights. Her 
house was everyone’s house: monk or householder, Hindu 
or Muslim, hardened criminal or social elite. “They are all 
my children” was her rejoinder to those who would have 
her act contrary to the movements of a mother’s heart, even 
when enjoined by caste to do so. Many are the accounts of 
devotees who recorded that they found the physical likeness 
of their own mother in her benign face. 

Her last words of advice serve all ages, all her children, 
and are conclusive proof of the universality of her love: 
“Learn to make the world your own. Nobody is a stranger, 
my dear.” 

As for Swamiji, the illustrations chosen by the author, 
some well known, some relatively unknown, are testimonies 
to a heart which bled for humanity. Swamiji and his brother 
disciples came upon a man lying on the roadside barely clad, 
soiled and crying piteously from the pain of dysentery. They 
lifted him up, assisted him in traveling to their place of resi-
dence, bathed him, clothed him, and treated his condition. 
Another instance: to inspire courage in the workers helping 
those afflicted by plague in Kolkata, Swamiji came to live in 
a poor house of afflicted people. He wrote a pamphlet listing 
effective anti-plague measures and sanitary precautions that 
could be adapted by everyone to counter the spread of the 
plague and then saw to its distribution.

In 1893, Swamiji began his address at the World’s Co-
lumbian Exposition in Chicago with the words, “Sisters and 
brothers  of America.” His message was universal acceptance 
of all religions as “different paths which men take…all (of 
which) lead to Thee.” In the global world of today, his mes-
sage has gradually gained wider acceptance since his time. 
But presently, as the grave consequences of hatred, fear, and 
greed afflict humanity worldwide, universal love of the kind 
so aptly illustrated in the lives of the three luminaries in 
this publication needs to be manifested by the votaries of 
all religions. We are indebted to the author for the timely 
inspiration this publication provides. 

THE WAY OF MUSIC
Music has an extraordinary power to help us in our spiritual 

practices. Instrumental music carries us to realms where words 
do not go. When that abstract beauty is combined with words 
expressing great spiritual truth. . . .music’s emotional power, 
combined with its rhythmic repetition, helps our subconscious 
minds easily absorb spiritual content on many levels.

From the “Vedanta In Song” website

Western devotees of Vedanta have long appreciated 
India’s rich musical heritage. Yet the unfamiliar languages 
and styles have often kept us from reaping the full benefit 
from spiritual compositions, bhajans, and chants. 

Subrata (Jay Traylor) is among a growing number of 
longtime devotees who are dedicating their talents toward 
helping to make Vedantic teachings more readily integrated 
into Western culture. For more than two decades devotees 
in San Diego have been uplifted by wonderfully singable Ve-
danta-inspired songs written, composed, and orchestrated 
by Subrata. Now all may enjoy this treasure, as individual 
song recordings, lyrics, and sheet music are made available 
from http://vedantainsong.com (see page 4).
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DUNGANNON’S NIVEDITA 
Sister Gayatriprana writes of her pilgrimage to Sister Nivedita’s hometown in Ireland.

A year ago I was introduced to Jean McGuinness, who wanted to know all 
she could about Margaret Noble from someone in the monastic order Margaret 
had belonged to. Jean had taken early retirement from an academic post in order 
to study the Irish language. The degree she was taking required her to write an 
essay in Irish Gaelic, but she had been wondering just quite on what subject. 
After a lot of nonproductive Googling, she was walking down the main street 
of her own hometown of Dungannon, when something caught her eye. It was 
a white and blue plaque that Jean was certain had not been there before. 

Jean at once got in touch with Mr. Maurice Hayes, the gentleman whose researches into the notables from Tyrone 
(the county in which Dungannon is located) had led him to have the plaque installed. And as soon as Jean heard even 
the bare outlines of Margaret’s life, she was hooked. Margaret would be the subject of her essay in Irish! She invited me 
over to meet with her in Dungannon and tell her all I knew about Sister Nivedita.

I found myself in Dungannon at the end of May this year, participating in a celebration of Margaret/Nivedita. The 
first day we heard tributes to her attitude of discipleship and commitment to Indian tradition; her international impact 
on thinkers on art and human creativity; and how the close cultural and political ties that existed and still exist between 
India and Ireland provided for Nivedita links and precedents which she employed in her far-reaching work in India.

The following day we were taken on a tour of Dungannon on which every paving stone seemed steeped in the history 
of Ireland’s struggle for freedom. I understood why the town is recognized as a leader in civil rights and revolution—and 
why Nivedita, taken to India by Vivekananda primarily to further women’s education, inexorably found herself drawn to 
inject into India’s burgeoning struggle for freedom her Irish fire and her focus on Vivekananda’s message of the spiritual 
basis of India’s national unity. This insight tied right in with my own talk that evening at the Craic Theater, where Jean’s 
dramatization of Nivedita’s life was to take place. I spoke of how difficult it was for Nivedita, a humanistic, democratic, 
independent-thinking, modern woman on fire with the need for the freedom of both Ireland and India, to work with the 
massive passivity and self-satisfaction of Mother India’s millennial culture, which at times seemed about to snuff her out 
forever. I also mentioned Sarada Devi, who had silently and unwaveringly stood behind her beloved Khooki, and given 
her the support to keep going in her mission to raise India through the power of the Divine Feminine.

Jean’s play “Awakening a Nation,” put on by the local talent, quickly plunged 
us into the core of her relationship with her guru Vivekananda with a reading 
of the words from his letter of June 7th, 1896: “Religions of the world have 
become lifeless mockeries. What the world wants is character. The world is in 
need of those whose life is one burning love, selfless. That love will make every 
word tell like a thunderbolt.” 

This wonderful beginning suffused the whole play, which covered her work 
with plague victims in Kolkata, with Aurobindo to resist British tyranny, and 
after a period of interior struggle, her launching out on her international lecture 
tour. Once again, Jean’s choice of materials was stunning, and we suddenly 
realized just what a force Nivedita was for change, although she met with so 
much opposition and obstruction, both in India and in the West.

Then we see her sick and unable to do her work, followed by the final scene 
where her bier is carried in and laid down with reverence. We hear the voice 
of Rabindranath Tagore speaking out his final eulogy of a woman he called the 
Mother of the people: “He who has seen her has seen the essential form of man, 
the form of the spirits. . .She is to be respected not because she was a Hindu, 

but because she was great. She is to be honored not because she was like us, but because she was greater than we.”
As these soaring words are spoken with the utmost gravity and feeling, images of Margaret’s life appear behind her 

bier, slowly moving from Ireland to India, from there to the Himalayan peaks, and finally up into the endlessly moving 
clouds above the Himalayas. 

In the words of Dungannon’s mayor, Nivedita demonstrated “the power of selfless sacrifice and how it is possible to 
change society through individual efforts.”
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FACING THE TERRIBLE
One day recently I was diagnosed with cancer. That 

night, after hearing the news, I took my dread into the 
meditation room, where every night for some time I had 
been reading Swami Sarvagatananda’s meditation aS 
Spiritual culmination: yoga aphoriSmS of patanJali. 
This commentary on Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras consists of the 
lectures on Raja Yoga given by the Swami from 1977 to 
1981 at the Ramakrishna Vedanta Society of Massachusetts, 
in Boston. I had been reading over and over the Swami’s 
commentary on Chapter Three, in which he urges one to 
make samyama, or to identify with a difficult person or 
thing, making it your own, as the way to minimize your 
fear, peacelessness, bitterness, and hatred in life. One can 
imagine making nice things, and friends, one’s own, but 
the hard thing is to do that with something as feared as 
cancer. Yet Swami urges “complete identification with 
the rogue, with the rascal,” and the need to “learn the art 

corrected verSion

of…not tolerating, no, accepting, not helplessly but will-
ingly, consciously, deliberately, knowingly.”  

Keeping these powerful words in mind, I wasted no time 
asking the futile question “Why me?” but, owning my illness, 
took the necessary steps to begin treatment. Now that the 
chemotherapy part of my treatment is over, I have entered the 
stage in my illness that is optimistically called survivorship. 
At this point, “acceptance” means finding and adhering to 
a healthful diet, getting proper rest, and living my life fully, 
conscious of the fact that my remaining years may be fewer 
than I had anticipated. For though my prognosis is very 
good, the cancer could recur or metastasize, and one of the 
chemotherapy drugs that I was given to fight it is known to 
cause cancer. So it is especially now that I follow Mother’s 
urging to “Think of me; Think of me; Think of me.”   

editor’S note : Swami Vivekananda held that Vedanta is im-
mensely practical and Sri Sarada Devi was continuously engaged 
in everday life. How do we use the tools given us by Vedanta? Do 
they have application as we meet the expectations and demands and 
rewards in our daily life? How do we know we are making spiritual 
progress? How has a spiritual approach to life changed, or maybe 
even transformed, our character? 

When there is a definite connection to a spiritual principle or in-
sight we have found that sharing some personal aspects of one’s life 
experience can be helpful to others, reminding us all that spiritual 
growth is a process that comes with and through practice, not an 
instant jump to success. Self-reflection is a key practice. Vedanta 
not only allows us to own our feelings without guilt or shame or 
pride, but really requires that we do so in order that we use them as 
a means of spiritual development. We encourage submissions from 
our readers about how they have applied the principles of Vedanta. 
Submissions may name the author or be published anonymously, as 
is the preceding submission.

From “The Golden Thread”
There’s a Golden Thread That ties us all together 
There’s nobody left out And that, I’m sure of 
There’s a Golden Thread That ties us all together 
Oh my mind knows it as truth 
And my heart feels it as love

.   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .
I am thinking right now Of my brothers and sisters 
The smile on their faces Reflects a light divine 
Though their customs and clothes 
And their language are different 
The light in their eyes is the same
Light as mine

by Subrata, http://vedantainsong.com



LEARNING TO SEE DIVINITY IN EVERYTHING

L   ooking back over the past year, my view of the world was one of endless strife, 
hardship, and insanity. One morning I mentally inquired of Holy Mother, 
“Why are these times that we live in so unbelievably crazy?” 

As was my practice in the early hours, I opened a spiritual book to a random 
page. It  happened to be The Gospel of holy MoTher that morning. As I read, 
I realized that Mother was graciously answering my question. 

The reading began by narrating an incident about Mother’s niece Radhu, who 
was addicted to opium. Once, when not receiving another dose as she demanded, 
she threw a big eggplant, hitting Holy Mother on the back. In the next paragraph I 
read that Radhu’s unbalanced mother upset the entire household by claiming that 
Radhu’s husband had drowned in the village pond. He was later found unharmed. 
The narration ended with a third incident: Radhu’s mother had run forward in a fit of  
anger to beat Holy Mother with a burning firebrand. Hearing Mother scream, one of 
her attendants ran to her aid, snatching the implement from the madwoman’s hand. 

Holy Mother was surrounded with craziness; she knew it only too well. Her 
response was one of compassion for the offender. When struck with the eggplant, 
she prayed, “O Lord! Do not take notice. She does not understand.” What she saw 
was an erring child who didn’t know any better. Holy Mother’s life was a perfect 
manifestation of the motherhood of God. Everyone was her child: a caring, con-
cerned, motherly response was completely natural to her. Facing the terrible in all 
these instances, she looked beyond the behavior. Her eyes only saw a child whom 
she wanted to protect from bad karmic consequences. Whether behaving well or 
badly, her children experienced the warmth of a mother’s heart.    

Recently, I listened to a taped lecture that included the classic story of mistaken identity. It happened that a piece of white linen 
had gotten caught on a tree stump. The stump was as tall as a human being, with two branches protruding from it. During his 
nightly rounds a policeman spotted the covered tree trunk. “There is a thief!” he thought, as he dashed forward. Now it so hap-
pened that a thief had also passed by with the intent to steal and, mistaking the tree for a policeman, he had run off. Both had 
mistaken the tree trunk for something else. The policeman was on the lookout for a thief; his mind was focused on upholding the 
law and preventing crime. The thief wanted to avoid capture. What was paramount in their minds was what they saw.

Vedanta teaches that every human is the manifestation of the Divine. We waste time mistakenly identifying others as having  
qualities that we consider to be either good or bad, or even neutral, whereas hidden behind these many external measures dwells 
the Divine. In every moment of our lives we are interacting with the Divine, even when surrounded by madness. Thus, there are 
no ordinary moments or ordinary people. There is no room for monotony or boredom either, just the adventure of perceiving the 
Divine’s presence in human form.  The very loftiness of this teaching inspires us to lift our consciousness beyond the realm of our 
ego-centered sense perceptions, which always involve judgment, and experience, as a reality, our infinitude and the infinitude of 
others. We have little to no control over the craziness we witness, whether it manifests close up in our nation or in a distant place. 
Despite the presence of so much craziness in her life, Holy Mother has shown that spiritual concepts can be worked out so as to 
be reflected in daily actions. Practicing continuous recollection of our true nature by means of studying, reading, and meditation 
will have its benefit. For without a doubt, what our mind dwells on and thinks deeply about will inevitably influence what we 
see and consequently how we act.

	  

Dedicated to Holy Mother

Spring 2012 Volume 18, Issue 1
NotesSri Sarada Society

In Mother’s Words There is no treasure equal to contentment
and no virtue equal to fortitude.

A reader shares a lesson learned from reflecting upon Sri Sarada Devi’s life, revealing the benefit found in studying the lives of saints. 

Holy Mother and her niece Radhu
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Who We Are Sri Sarada Society is a nonprofit organization dedicated to the furtherance 
of Holy Mother’s inspiration in the West, particularly as it manifests through women.

A MONUMENTAL MEETING
Joan Shack offers the first in a series of articles on Christine Greenstidel, who was 
a close disciple of Swami Vivekananda. Known as Sister Christine, she was born 
on August 17, 1866, in Nuremburg, Germany. Her family moved to the United 
States when Christine was three.

On the cold Detroit evening of February 24, 1894, Christine Green-
stidel acquiesced to her friend’s urging to attend a lecture to be given by 
“Swami Vivekananda: A Monk from India.” Within five minutes of his 
talk the first twenty-seven years of her life faded into oblivion; it began 
anew from that point forward. Christine recalled: “It was the mind 
that made the first great appeal. Its ideas were so clear, so powerful, so 
transcendental that it seemed incredible that they could have emanated 
from the intellect of a limited human being.” Christine knew that she 
had found her teacher. To him, she remained ever faithful. To her, the 
Swami remained ever solicitous, ever fatherly.

In 1971, ninety letters of Vivekananda’s addressed to Christine were 
uncovered. This correspondence provides a rare insight into their rela-
tionship. Writing in the first person, he offers her advice using himself 
as an example. He repeatedly expresses concern for her physical well-
being, which she was likely to sacrifice by taking her duties so seriously. 
His personal assurances and encouragement fill each correspondence. In 
his earliest letters, dated 1896, the theme appears to be: tap your inner 
strength and flourish despite the demanding circumstances of life. This 
theme is repeated in a poem he writes for her entitled: “To an Early 
Violet.” And later that year, he sends a few flowers that he had picked 
while in the Alps that were growing under rugged mountainous condi-
tions, yet beautiful and delicate. 

Throughout 1898 Vivekananda’s letters convey his hope for travel-
ing to the West once again, details of the new Math at Belur, and hints 
of her future work in India. They also provide hitherto unknown facts 
about his health and state of mind, so very freely expressed. Openness is 
characteristic of all his letters to her, an indication of their close relation-
ship. Mary Louise Burke writes: “If anyone was Swamiji’s daughter in a 
very human sense, I think it was Christine.”

In the early part of 1899, he announces his plans to be in England in 
the summer. He writes: “It will be such a pleasure to see you,” closing 
with the blessing, “Mother knows best. I dedicate you to Her forever. 
What more can I do? This is the highest, the best, and loveliest.” 

When Vivekananda’s ship the S.S. Golconda docked in the London 
harbor, Christine was there to greet him, and met Nivedita, who had 
traveled with him. After two weeks in England, they departed for New 
York aboard the steamer Numidian. For Christine the voyage was a bless-
ing—ten inspiring days in his presence. In July 1900 we find him in 
Detroit staying in Christine’s family house for five days, a very crowded, 
simply furnished, but welcoming home. 

Shortly after this visit, Vivekananda sends her a poem, “Thou Blessed 
Dream,”’ referring to the world as: “a dream, a play. A play [in which], 
we each have a part.” In the face of this dream called life, an attitude of 
detachment is being driven home to Christine. In Paris, he composes a 
long letter to her in French. Opening with a benediction, “God bless you 
at every step,” it contains his strong assurance that she will, like him, “have 
your reward.” Himself having “found the pearl for which I dived into 

the ocean of life,” he assures her that this achievement 
can also be hers if sought “with eagerness.” 

Vivekananda’s health was failing in 1901, yet his 
correspondence conveys calm and poise, and is full of  
ordinary details about his life. In July of that year, he 
reminds her: “I have dedicated you to Mother. She is 
your shield, your guide. No harm can reach you…I 
know it.” Learning the true nature of Christine’s 
domestic situation, purposely hidden from him, he 
reprimands her, referring to her as a silly goose. At the 
time he was looking after a goose. A nursery rhyme of 
his own composition is also included with the playful 
reprimand. 

Shortly after the passing of her mother, Christine 
made plans to sail to India. She arrived April 7, 1902,  
and was sent to Mayavati to recuperate. Christine 
received a few more letters from Vivekananda urging 
her to “get plump,” “stuff yourself,” “sleep as much as 
you can,” and “lay on food.” Grief gripped Christine 
when news reached Mayavati of his passing on July 4, 
1902. Twenty-five years later, she voiced regret for not 
having asked him certain things “that I need to know 
now.” That very night, in her dream, Vivekananda 
answered all his daughter’s questions.

Sister Christine
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INTEGRAL VEDANTA LOOKS AHEAD
Since its first weekend retreat in October 2010, in New Mexico, a small 
group of long-time Vedantists continue to explore ways of pooling ideas 
and resources. Inspired by the vision of Swami Vivekananda, Integral 
Vedanta seeks to further the Ramakrishna Vedanta movement in the 
West, exploring how best to communicate Vedanta in the 21st Century. 

Vastness of swamiji His was an all-inclusive vision—
every aspect of life was an illustration of a spiritual ideal wait-
ing to be recognized, divinity manifesting. During one of his 
walks in New York City, Vivekananda’s gaze rose to the top of 
a skyscraper. Possibly, it was the 260–foot New York Tribune 
building, one of the earliest skyscrapers. He immediately, half-
audibly, commented on the greatness of the Divine Mother. 
It was the energy of the Divine Mother that appeared in this 
form before him. Furthermore, its construction spoke of human 
power and vision coupled with dauntless spirit. He marveled, 
realizing these qualities could be harnessed and utilized by man 
for spiritual growth. 

Every field and endeavor of mankind gripped his interest and 
curiosity, whether economic theories, social thought, or scientific 
discoveries. He was a student of life; the strong points of every 
nation were his course of study. It was often the smallest things 
that caught his attention and spoke to the noblest qualities of 
that nation. 

Sister Nivedita writes that he looked “at the world…through 
the eyes of the taught,” which provided him with an in-depth 
understanding of the human mind. The poet Rabindranath 
Tagore viewed him as the meeting point of East and West. 
He wrote that Vivekananda possessed “the unique genius of 
assimilation and acceptance.” Romain Rolland described him 
as “the personification of the harmony of all human energy.”

This harmonizing trait was evident in his ability to gauge the 
meaning of his guru’s utterance : “Who are we to show compas-
sion to others? No, not compassion for others, but rather the 
service of man, recognizing him to be a veritable manifestation 
of God,” and then to bring alive, to make practical, these words 
of Sri Ramakrishna. He boldly deviated from the tradition of 
monasticism in the East, which equated renunciation with com-
plete withdrawal from society. He added to the inward spiritual 
life of the members of the Order an outward component of 
humanitarian activities. Both aspects were incorporated in the 
motto of the movement: For the freedom of oneself and for the 
welfare of the world. Vivekananda dedicated himself and the 
Order to the service of others, serving God in man within society. 
Service was his theme: “The poor, the illiterate, the ignorant, 
the afflicted—let these be your God. Know that service to these 
alone is the highest realization.” 

Service of God in man became one of Vivekananda’s foremost 
teachings, especially in the West. Its basis was the Upanishadic 
truth, tat twam asi (thou art that). The individual soul is one with 
the universal soul. To Vivekananda, practical Vedanta meant 
permeating our being with the idea that I am that ever glorious 

Self, then bringing this thought to bear on our everyday life. 
We need look no further than his speech at The World’s Parlia-

ment of Religions in 1893, which launched his work in the West, 
to see the dual themes of universality and harmony play out. In 
his addresses, Vivekananda spoke on behalf of all religions, while 
other delegates represented their traditions faithfully. He urged 
religions to give up the frog-in-the-well mentality. He expressed 
the hope that the Parliament itself would be the “death-knell” to 
intolerance and persecution. Mrs. Blodgett, present for his first 
address, reported that his opening words immediately evoked a 
tremendous reaction in the assembly: “Seven thousand people 
rose to their feet.” Why? Instead of appealing to universality 
based on emotions or rational reasoning, he spoke from his own 
realization of the oneness of existence. 

In summary, Vivekananda’s outlook was one of acceptance 
(as in the case of embracing all aspects of life), unification (as 
in the case of the sacred and secular), and harmonization (every 
religion is true)—basically, it was one of universal integration. 
Clearly, the seeds of Integral Vedanta were sown by Vivekananda. 
PUblishing ProjeCt To serve the larger Vedanta family 
in the West, the group is undertaking to publicize and promote 
events and projects of an “integrating” nature, that is, which 
demonstrate inclusiveness. How? First of all, gathering informa-
tion from centers or informal groups or individual Vedantists, 
and then electronically disseminating it to a list of subscribers. 
Its focus is limited, in that the information published will be 
of events or activities promoting cooperation, broadening out-
reach, demonstrating new approaches in addressing issues, or 
establishing new models for spiritual growth through service, 
education, and other activities. 

Its content will consist of announcements, details, and inter-
views concerning a specific project or activity. It will not support 
generic articles on spiritual topics, a discussion forum, book 
reviews, or after-the-fact reports of conferences or seminars. 

The purpose of disseminating information in this form is to:

 K Increase awareness of the form Vedanta is taking in the 
West to a larger circle of people as we enter the 21st 
century.

 K Encourage support or inspiration for a project or activity 
from a large, diverse constituency. 

 K Support and facilitate networking between groups or 
individuals.

The first issue of InTeGral VedanTa news has been launched 
via email. Subsequent issues of the publication will be sent  
periodically and in a timely fashion to any interested subscrib-
ers. If you would like to subscribe, you may submit your email 
address to Integralvedantanews@gmail.com. Information 
for publication can be emailed to our news manager at Inte-
gralvedantainfo@gmail.com. If you have friends who may be 
interested in Integral Vedanta, please tell them about InTeGral 
VedanTa news.

http://www.srisarada.org
mailto:Integralvedantanews@gmail.com
mailto:Integralvedantainfo@gmail.com
mailto:Integralvedantainfo@gmail.com
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CONVERGING ANNIVERSARIES

M    y earliest remembrance of Sri Sarada Society is of 
meeting Joan Shack in Chicago, September 1993. 
We were at the centenary anniversary of The World’s 

Parliament of  Religions. I smile, recalling that whenever we 
crossed  paths I’d see her sporting a video camera on her shoulder 
for recording events and festivities. Sri Sarada Society had been 
founded in 1992 by Betty Robinson and Joan Shack, initially as a 
way to support Sri Sarada Math’s participation in the Parliament. 
Three monastics  had come from Sri Sarada Math, Dakshineswar, 
Kolkata: Pravrajika Amalaprana, Pravrajika Vivekaprana, and 
Pravrajika Prabuddhaprana. The presence of three sannyasinis from 
an independent women’s monastic order and coming from India 
created quite a stir. None who heard them speak were disappointed.

The pravrajikas have each travelled abroad multiple times 
since the Parliament to  give classes and retreats in the United 
States, Canada, Puerto Rico, and Uruguay. A fourth, Pravra-
jika Satchitprana, has also traveled widely. 
Devotees from the West also look forward  
to stays at the new retreat center of the 
Ramakrishna Sarada Mission at Pangot, 
India, under the leadership of Pravrajika 
Vivekaprana.

I met Joan again in Spring 1994, when 
a road trip brought me to New York City 
for the Centennial Celebration of the 
Vedanta Society of New York, the first to 
be started by Swami Vivekananda. It was 
during this visit that I heard that Ridgely, 
the upstate estate intimately associated 
with Swami Vivekananda, would possibly 
be for sale. When Ridgely officially came 
on the market, Sri Sarada Society took on 
the Save Ridgely Project at the request of 

Betty Zimmer. The Society signed a one-year option contract 
for Ridgely to keep it off the open market, followed by three 
years of nonstop fund raising and various events to increase 
awareness of this sacred space in America, until the estate was 
acquired by the Ramakrishna Order, Belur Math in 1997.  My 
addition as a board member during this effort was highlighted 
by a visit to Ridgely Manor, where I had tea with Lord Frank 
and Lady Helena Margesson. Frank is the grandson of Francis 
Leggett and I loved hearing him tell the history of his family’s 
special friendship with Swamiji.

In 1996 we unveiled a website dedicated to Sri Sarada Devi, 
“Holy Mother’s Cyber-Tantu,” weaving Mother’s “thread” into 
the newly forming internet. It was among the first  sites devoted 
to Vedanta. Another engaging project soon came when Edith 
Tipple asked for our collaboration on her transcription of a 
series of lectures given by Pravrajika Vivekaprana.  a Chal-
lenGe for Modern MInds was published in late 2002 in both 
paperback and ebook editions. 

The Parliament, the Ridgely estate, the 
formation of Sri Sarada Math, Mother 
herself, Vedanta in the hands and hearts of 
ordinary people—each was significant to 
Swami Vivekananda’s life or vision. It seems 
no surprise to me that the 20th anniversary 
of Sri Sarada Society falls within the world-
wide celebration of Swamiji’s 150th birthday.

Jayanti

srI sarada soCIeTy UpdaTe was first published 
in May 1995. The name was changed to srI 
sar ada soCIeTy noTes in 1998. To mark the 
Society’s 20th anniversary we have prepared an 
ebook collection of all newsletter issues through 
2011. It is available for download as a PDF from  
http://srisarada.org/newsletter.html

http://srisarada.org/newsletter.html
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In Mother’s Words “It is only by accepting an illusion that I am so.
 This is nothing but continuing in the midst of an illusion.”

A s students of Vedanta we understand that our mental impressions of divine personalities are heavily influenced by our expectations. 
We are told, for example, that if we are fortunate enough to be greeted at the threshold of death by such an exalted personality, 
its specific form will reflect our expectations. That is, a Christian will be met at death by Jesus, a Muslim by Mohammed, a 

Vaisnava by Krishna, and so on. The Divine Presence is universal but its particular manifestations are individualized. 
There is ample evidence that something similar happens on the physical plane in conjunction with the historical appearances of 

Divine Incarnations. The recorded conversations of Swami Vijnanananda, a direct disciple of Sri Ramakrishna, contain the follow-
ing reminiscence: 

When the Master was standing, his mood was that of Mother Kali; but when he sat down, it was that of Lord Krishna. It might be 
that, because Nityagopal had the bent of his mind towards Sri Krishna, the Master was talking to him in that way. So Sri Rama-
krishna, when he shifted his attention from the group to a single individual, altered his persona from Kali to Krishna in order to com-
municate with Nityagopal on a more intimate and profound level. What is more, this change could be perceived by the entire group. 

Holy Mother manifested a similar change in her outward personality during her famous encounter with the brigand and his wife 
while walking alone at night along the road from Jayrambati to Dakshineswar. While the biographical accounts often identify as 
the source of her safety Mother’s humble appeal to the parental instincts of the dacoit couple, it appears that the pair themselves 
had a different perspective. Consider this account of a conversation among the three as related later by Holy Mother and recited 
by Swami Tanmayananda in his biography The CompassionaTe moTher sri sri sarada devi. 

Mother narrated to some of her devotees: “I asked the dacoit parents, ‘Why are you showing me so much affection?’ They replied, 
‘You are not an ordinary person. We saw you as Mother Kali!’ I asked them, ‘What is this? What are you saying? What have you 
seen?’ They replied, ‘Yes! We have indeed seen! Are you hiding, thinking we are sinners?’ I replied, ‘What are you saying? I do not 
know anything!’”

This incident shows us that in response to necessity Holy Mother, a Divine Incarnation like Sri Ramakrishna, was also able to 
alter her usual public visual aspect—in this case a lifelong disguise of bashful humility—to manifest a more powerful goddess state. 

The general point to be gleaned from these examples is that the physical plane manifestations of Divine Incarnations are circum-
stantial in character. Divine Incarnations play particular roles for specific purposes, and when 
the historical context changes so also may the role. It is a fundamental mistake to try to define 
or limit the potential of a Divine Incarnation based on a description of the historical roles he 
or she may have at one time assumed. This fact is important to appreciate as we move for-
ward into an era that may be characterized by rapid and fundamental transformations on the 
physical plane. While it may be true that Holy Mother at the outset played a role subservient 
to Ramakrishna in many obvious ways, if the world is indeed moving toward reestablishing 
a feminine polarity, it seems likely that the projection of Holy Mother onto the cosmic stage 
will be steadily enlarged. 

Sri Ramakrishna and Sri Sarada Devi are two windows looking into the same room. 
They are more than simply equal; they are fundamentally identical. Thus, which of the 
windows will prove more attractive to devotees at any historical moment is purely a matter 
of temporal circumstance.

To summarize, a coming age of planetary healing will invoke the descent of a great wave 
of shakti to the earthly plane. This wave will bring feminine forces to the forefront, includ-

Stafford Smith

Continued on Page 4: Behind The masks
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RETREATS IN PHOENIX, ARIZONA

January 29 to February 19, 2013
Contact: Caroline Williams

Email: 2clwilliams@gmail.com 
Phone: 732-456-4015

Celebration Weekend: Universal Religion—February 1-3 
One of the many observances of Swami Vivekananda’s 150th 

Birth Anniversary  being held throughout the world, this special 
weekend will include a day of classes on “Universal Religion,”  
a day celebrating UN World Interfaith Harmony Week, and 
conclude with a day celebrating Swami Vivekananda’s birthday.

Retreat 1:  The Three Steps of Vedanta,  February 4–6 

Retreat 2:  The Faces of God, February 8–14 
(Women’s Retreat)

Retreat 3:  The Four Yogas, February 16 – 18

g

RETREATS IN MARIN COUNTY, CALIFORNIA

February 20 to March 6
Contact: Mary (Archana) Tamraz

Email: cmtamraz@volcano.net 
Phone: 209-295-5664

Retreat 1:  Three Steps of Vedanta,  February 22–25 
(Women’s Retreat)

Retreat 2:  Advaita Vedanta, February 27–March 1
(Women’s Retreat)

Retreat 3:  Work and Its Secret, March 3–5 
(Retreat for Women and Men)

g

RETREATS ON THE KITSAP PENINSULA, WASHINGTON

(Seattle area)

March 7 to March 27
Contact: Barbara Smith 

Email: maitreyi.barbara@gmail.com    
Phone: 206-713-0173

Retreat 1: Practical Vedanta, March 9—12

Retreat 2: Faces of God, March 15–19
This retreat includes the public Sunday lecture on March 17 

given at the Seattle Vedanta Center by Pravrajika Vivekaprana.

Retreat 3: The Atman, Our True Nature, March 22 –25

g

RETREATS AT THE

 GREATER WASHINGTON DC VEDANTA CENTER

March 28 to April 6 
Contact: Caroline Williams  

    Email: 2clwilliams@gmail.com   
Phone: 732-456-4015

Retreat 1: The Atman, Our True Nature, March, 30–April 3
This retreat includes the  public Sunday lecture on March 31 

given at the Greater Washington DC Vedanta Center Temple 
by Pravrajika Vivekaprana.

g

Pravrajika Vivekaprana will be speaking on Swamiji’s message 
during each retreat, helping to underscore the practical  relevance 
of Vedanta in everyday life.

PRAVRAJIKA VIVEKAPRANA RETURNS TO THE UNITED STATES IN 2013

W e are pleased to report that Revered Pravrajika Vivekaprana of Sri Sarada Math is returning to the United States to com-
memorate the 150th birth anniversary of Swami Vivekananda.  She is arriving late January 2013 to participate in an 
interfaith event being held in Phoenix, Arizona, in honor of both the United Nations World Interfaith Harmony Week 

and Swami Vivekananda’s 150th birthday. Following this event, retreats to study Swamiji’s message to the world will be given in four 
states before her departure in mid-April. 

Pravrajika Vivekaprana is a senior sannyasini of the Sri Sarada Math and the Ramakrishna Sarada Mission Order.  She is presently 
head of the Retreat Center of the Ramakrishna Sarada Mission at Pangot, district Nainital.  She first lectured abroad in 1989 and 
since then has visited Argentina, Brazil, England, France, Germany, Holland, the United States, and Uruguay.  She speaks from 
her own realizations and understandings of Swamiji’s teachings and does so in a way that this ancient Indian philosophy becomes 
relevant and practical to our daily lives. 

Many of the retreats being offered will be using one of three books based on Pravrajika Vivekaprana’s lectures issued as part of 
the Understanding Vedanta Lecture Series, edited by Indu Ramchandani and published by Angus and Grapher of New Delhi.  The 
three books are The aTman: our True naTure, The FaCes oF God, and Three sTeps oF vedanTa. For information regarding 
ordering these books or to inquire about attending retreats, please email or call the contact person listed below for each location in 
which you are interested. 

The organizers invite you to make a contribution to help with the expenses of the tour. Tax deductible donations may be given 
by check, payable to Sri Sarada Society at PO Box 38116, Albany, NY 12203.  Please note “Vivekaprana’s visit 2013” on the check.
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I am the Goddess of Time
which destroys all illusions
and I am the Goddess of Mercy
Who holds you in Her embrace
while you watch the March of Time
destroying all you thought most precious
to reveal what is truly precious
and real.
I am the Goddess of Wisdom 
Who whispers to you in your innermost heart
these words of Truth:
      Trust not in appearances,
      not even your own.
      All you see today will fall away.

While your ego holds onto impermanence
and makes a king of it,
The Queen of the Universe is dancing
to the ever-changing rhythm of your heartbeat 
through history.
More spacious than you can imagine,
more secure in your forgotten metamorphoses
than you are in your sense of expanding self.
She is the One Who gradually weans you from this world
with a mixture of disappointment, horror, and bliss
into surrender to a movement the mind cannot possibly encompass.

A few days before his passing, Swami Vivekananda stated: “That which Sri Ramakrishna called Kali, took possession of my body and soul. That 
makes me work and work and never lets me keep still and look to my personal comfort.”  As his final day approached, he simply noted, “She has 
left my hand.”  With respect to his work Swamiji had once declared, “I have a message for the West as the Buddha had a message for the East.”

Echoing this declaration in its title, this poem by Cassia Berman reflects the role of the goddess in life and death. It was published in a small book 
of her poetry, divine moTher WiThin me. Cassia passed on earlier this year. We offer this selection as a memorial to her.   

Kali’s Message to the Western World

UNIVERSAL ENERGY OF THE MOTHER
In the following excerpt from FaCes oF God, Pravrajika Vivekaprana considers the significance of the power of Shakti.

A cceptance of God with form was the most significant event in his (Narendra’s) early life....(He came) to realize that there 
is this Energy, the Mother, and because we do not believe in Her, we suffer. Till we believe in this Conscious Energy as the 
other face of Brahman, we cannot function. Just as Sri Shankaracharya was made to recognize the power of the Mother, so 

was Narendra made aware of it....She is the Creator, Preserver, and Destroyer of this phenomenal Universe.  Without Consciousness 
changing into Energy there is no Creation.   

Another illustration of the Power of the Mother as Shakti is seen in the experience of Totapuri, the Advaitin guru of Sri Ramakrishna who 
initiated him in the practice of pure Advaita....(When) the veil over his intellect (was pulled off), Tota’s mind was dazzled by a bright light 
and he saw, “Mother, Mother, Mother, Mother, the origin of the universe!  Mother the unthinkable Power!  Mother in land and Mother 
in water!  The body is Mother, the mind is Mother; illness is Mother, health is Mother; knowledge is Mother, ignorance is Mother; life is 
Mother, death is Mother....As long as one is in the body, one has no power to be free from her influence, no not even to die till She 
wills! It is Mother again who is beyond body, mind, and intellect–That One who Tota has so long been realizing as Brahman...
is the very Mother. Shiva and Shakti are one! Brahman and Shiva-Shakti are one and the same!”   

Till we recognize our link with the Universal Energy we cannot cross over. Without this recognition and without consciously 
seeing ourselves as the instruments of the Mother in this phenomenal world we remain buffeted by the laws of cause and effect, 
and karma, and keep oscillating between happiness and misery. Being the conscious instrument is the only way to function; then 
She takes over.
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ing the elevation of Sri Sarada Devi to a position of world prominence as an avatar of transformation. The ascendancy of Holy 
Mother will result in an expansion of her influence beyond the boundaries of the formal Vedanta movement. It will also require 
a reconsideration within the movement itself of the original foundation stories purporting to categorize Holy Mother’s essential 
nature and her relationship to Sri Ramakrishna. 

The preeminence of Sri Ramakrishna as the exemplar of renunciation and ecstatic love will remain undiminished. But for 
individuals trying to integrate themselves harmoniously into an evolving world process during a difficult era of transition, the 
Holy Mother will shine forth as a refuge of spiritual clarity and nurturing compassion. In time it may even be understood that 
the Divine Mother of the Universe came to live among us, quietly and without ostentation, for the renewal of the world.

Continued from Page 1: Behind The masks

Swami Swahananda, spiritual head of the Vedanta Society of Southern 
California from 1970 to 2012, left the body on October 19, 2012. He  was 
felt by many to have great faith in individual potential, which fostered 
the spread of Vedanta throughout America. The following adaptation of 
an essay  by the swami is offered as an example of his practical teachings.

T he world  needs the idealists. They are the salt of the earth.  
Moreover, without any ideal, life loses all value, at least for 
sensitive minds.

But alas! How difficult, how agonizing is the path to ideal-
ism! Difficult is the realization of the ideal, even after choosing 
it, for it is often seen that we compromise on the way. Not that 
we  give up the ideal wholesale. We still swear  by it. Practical 
difficulties are there, and must be reckoned with. But what do 
we see? In a short time the standard goes so much down that 
the ideal is practically lost. But protagonists of a life of idealism 
have warned us: “Do not compromise, do not lower the ideal. 
Even if it is impossible to realize, it must remain in its pristine 
purity. Probably better men will come forward in the future who 
will put it into practice.”

Though the flag must be held aloft, we sometimes wonder, is 
it not better for weak individuals to have  an intermediate ideal 
which is easier, more tangible, and  more realizable? In real life 
we actually do that. But if we know the connection between the 

higher and the intermediate ones, and if the lower is so designed 
that it leads to the higher, much of despair, anxiety, and sense of 
failure might vanish and at the same time progress toward the 
ultimate goal also will be achieved.  It was for this that the ancient 
rishis fixed the goal of life as Liberation, but at the same time  
accorded an honored place to all the legitimate pursuits of life.

For most of us the immediate moments of life are quite im-
portant. So we are advised that we should pay as much attention 
to the means as to the end. The advantage is that by doing so we 
become thorough regarding immediate duty, which is limited. 
Moreover, we do not meet with failure and disappointment. 
Little efforts for little success prepare the mind for bigger ex-
ertions and nobler objectives. And ultimately, perfection, the 
highest goal, also may be achieved. For example, if love, oneness, 
and unity are the goal, then whatever tends to increase these 
is the immediate goal, which is in a sense the means or a step 
toward the ultimate goal.

In this way if  we can lead the civilization to higher and higher 
steps, it is quite possible that the highest ideal will one day 
become real. Even otherwise, as individuals we will be satisfied 
that we have done our part and met with some success, however 
meager it may be. As it will be in tune with the highest, it will 
gradually lead us to the ultimate goal, the summum bonum of 
life, the acme of all human endeavor.  

THE STRUGGLE FOR THE IDEAL
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In Mother’s Words (In reference to Westerners) “My child, they too are my children. 
I must accommodate everyone. Can I ever be exclusive?”

SPIRITUAL FRIENDSHIP

Editor’s Note:  We regret an error appearing in the last issue of Sri Sarada Society NoteS. In Stanford Smith’s article, BehiNd the MaSkS, the 
quote from Swami Vijnanananda encompasses the first two sentences only.  The author’s commentary resumes with “So Sri Ramakrishna...”

Approaching retirement from a long career as university professor, Janet Walker shares reflections on the enduring value of friendship founded on 
a shared spiritual commitment—illustrating an aspect of “satsanga” or holy company.  

M ost of us form our closest friendships as adults with people with whom we work on a daily basis, sharing work and orga-
nizational goals and tasks. But I have heard that, unless there is some other basis for the friendship, after retirement such 
friendships last about two years and then unravel, as common goals and tasks no longer unite the retiree and those still 

working. Spiritual friendship is different: it is founded on shared spiritual goals. 
The Western medieval Christian tradition knew spiritual friendship be-

tween monastics of both genders. In nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
Bengal, Sri Sarada Devi experienced friendship with Gauri Ma, Golap 
Ma, and Yogin Ma, referred to as her companions in the literature, as an 
important part of her daily life. An unusual friendship for Sarada Devi was 
formed with one of the Western women disciples of Swami Vivekananda, 
Margaret Noble (later Sister Nivedita), a relationship captured forever in a 
beautiful photograph taken at Nivedita’s residence in Kolkata in November 
1898. The close bond between Sarada Devi, who was 14 years her senior, 
and Nivedita, which some have considered more that of mother to daughter 
than a friendship between equals, lasted until Nivedita’s death in 1911. The 
cross-cultural friendship between the Indian Sarada Devi and the Irishwoman 
Margaret Noble provided a model for spiritual friendships among Vedantists 
in the West.  At American centers I have witnessed numerous such spiritual 
friendships forged across cultures—for example, that between an American 
and an Indian woman at the Boston Center, which continued for years as 
they cooked and served food together. The two friends are now separated 
due to circumstances beyond their control, but the feeling between them is 
still there, and  it continues to nourish spiritual growth. 

In the American Vedantic context, and among women devotees, spiritual 
friendship is practiced in other ways. One is the friendship and companion-
ship between what Sister Gargi called Third Order monastics—lay people 
who live a quasi-monastic life outside of a monastery or convent. Groups of women in various parts of America spend their days in 
individual and communal spiritual activities, linked by their aspiration to lead a spiritual life devoted to Sri Sarada Devi. Another 
is the friendship between women who have the same spiritual teacher. I can call two disciples of my guru who have become nuns 
and are living in a convent in California my spiritual sisters, and though I virtually never see them, that sisterhood is real to me, 
just as my deceased guru is real to me. I also had a spiritual sister who lived a Third Order monastic life until she died of cancer 
a number of years ago. What links me to these women is a spiritual bond that transcends geographical distance, and even death. 

In her introduction to a translation of the treatise Spiritual FrieNdShip by the 12th century English monk  Aelred of Rievaulx, 
Marsha L. Dutton writes that for Aelred, “Human friendship is fragile and frequently interrupted both by life’s demands and by 
death but begins and ends in God.”A spiritual friendship is thus grounded in the Ground of our Being. If one loves and honors 
the Other as the Self, it is a divine bond. If this spirit prevails in the friendship, that friendship will last.  If something should dis-
turb the friendship, a disagreement or a hurt, one only has to recall the basis of it to recover the spiritual bond that is, ultimately, 
a bond with God. 
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.ETERNAL EMBRACE
Shraddha (Merchi Vendrell) shares this poem inspired by thoughts of 
her guru.

My ritual is my love for You.
I think of You when the moon shines.
When the sun warms me I feel Your love.
When I smile, it doesn’t show in my face,
Yet You see my identification with joy and feel happy with me.

For You, I am as the day awoke and saw me.
You love me when I speak wisely;
also when I roam through all sorts of foolish thoughts.
Everywhere I go You love me.
No matter what I do, I walk towards You,
and Your Embrace is Eternal.

I wear Your coat of knowledge.
It is a companion I take with me, to shield me
as I cut through the worlds.
My mantra is my sword.
Beware, O mind! I do not look back.

preached always that every bit of pleasure will bring its quota of 
pain, if not with compound interest.  I have a good deal of love 
given to me by the world; I deserve a good deal of hatred therefore.  
I am glad it is so—as it proves my theory of “every wave having 
its corresponding dip” on my own person.

Through his acceptance of adversity as part and parcel of 
life, he challenges us to do the same.  As he tells Miss Mary 
Hale: “Be brave and face everything—come good, come evil, 
both welcome.” 

As if his own understanding of suffering’s role evolved, to-
ward the end of his life, Swamiji rested more and more upon 
the divine Self (the Atman), transcending suffering, all rational 
thoughts, all intellectualism. 

It [the world] is a land of dreams; it does not matter whether 
one enjoys or weeps.…I am attaining peace that passeth under-
standing, which is neither joy nor sorrow, but something above 
them both....

Swami Tathagatananda writes: “Drawn by the sufferings of 
humanity, heroic spiritual personalities come in every age to 
reawaken the healthy spiritual values of life.  They accept the 
prison of the human body in their earthly exile.  They bear the 
sufferings of others and their own without comfort.  They are 
supreme exemplars of spiritual purity, compassion, universal 
love, fearlessness and self-sacrifice.”

Swami Vivekananda’s heart became one with all. Facing his 
own liberation, he heroically embraced further suffering in or-
der to serve others: “May I be born again and again and suffer 
thousands of miseries so that I may worship the only God that 
exists, the only God I believe in, the sum total of all souls.”

 Joan Shack and Jayanti (Pamela Hoye)

SWAMIJI’S
HEROIC EXAMPLE

I t is often said that Swami Vivekananda “gave his life’s 
blood” in order to share the principles of Vedanta with 
the world. But what exactly does this mean? Most of us 

have some vague notion. We know, for example, that he left the 
body at age 39, after only nine years of teaching. We may recall 
this or that account of some challenge he endured, without fully 
grasping either the extent or the significance of his struggles.

Thus, with the publication of GliMpSeS oF SwaMi ViVe-
kaNaNd’S heroic StruGGle  Swami Tathagatananda, minister 
of the Vedanta Society of New York, has done a tremendous 
service to not only the memory of Swamiji himself, but to all 
who might learn from his example. An expanded version of 
the booklet, which was originally published in India, will  be 
released in commemoration of Swami Vivekananda’s 150th birth 
anniversary  during the Vedanta Society of New York’s celebra-
tion May 17–19.  This small volume vividly lays before readers 
the extent and variety of hardships met by Swamiji, including 
physical distress and human betrayal.

While one may come away with a renewed admiration for 
Swamiji, careful reading of his response to each struggle  affords 
valuable lessons. As with the Holy Mother and her dealings 
with those around her, Swami Vivekananda also emerges as a 
role model. Considering his responses to the suffering he faced 
leads us to conclude that he faced each directly and consciously, 
applying his intellectual understanding and spiritual principles 
for perspective.  

First of all, he admitted that his own “baggage” played a role 
in the difficulties that came his way. Unhesitatingly, he would  
trace his suffering to his emotional nature and the effects of 
attachment. We can be reminded by Swamiji to be aware that 
our desires and samskaras (tendencies) motivate our actions, 
either consciously or unconsciously.  What we project out into 
this world, be it hatred or love, misery or gratitude, comes back 
to us.  We thus contribute to our future experiences. Bravely 
examining our own contribution to an unpleasant experience 
can mitigate its effect on us now or in the future. 

Next, Swamiji’s conviction that suffering was his own great 
teacher also pertains to us.  It allows us to learn. He wrote:

I fervently wish no misery ever came near anyone; yet it is that 
alone that gives us an insight into the depths of our lives, is it not?  
In our moments of anguish, gates barred forever seem to open and 
let in many a flood of light.  We learn as we grow.

Swamiji’s affirmation of the Vedanta principle that what hap-
pens in the universe (macrocosm) is happening by and large in 
the life of an individual (microcosm) gives us another perspec-
tive for accepting both success and suffering. As the oceans have 
their ebb and flow, so too, our individual lives reflect the same 
pattern. Vivekananda saw this  pattern in his own life, stating:  

I am always in the midst of ebbs and flows.  I knew it always and 
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“I BLESS THESE THOUSAND ISLANDS” 
This is the second installment in a series of articles on the life of Sister Christine by Joan Shack.

I n SwaMi ViVekaNaNda iN the weSt, New diScoVerieS, Marie Louise Burke, sets the scene: 

Two strangers, wet, bedraggled, and terrified by their own boldness, knocked one dark and rainy night at the front door of Miss 
Dutcher’s cottage located in Thousand Island Park on Wellesley Island.

Thus it was that Christine Greenstidel and her friend Mary Funke completed the circle of twelve whom Swami Vivekananda 
accepted as his disciples for seven weeks of study in the summer of 1895.  Secluded, commanding a grand view, and built on huge 
boulders, the cottage was symbolically and practically speaking the ideal setting.  From the heights of spiritual  consciousness, a 
realm he knew well, Vivekananda taught with an authority and with the passion of one who wanted nothing more (or less) than 
for others to know that realm too!

From Christine’s accounts we read that he declared that God was real, a truth verified by the “greatest spiritual geniuses known 
to humanity, the Buddha, the Christ, Zoroaster, Lao Tze.” He expounded on the heights that each reached. And if there was a 
reverberating high note, Christine emphatically declared that, without a second, it was his call to freedom—“Freedom from the 
bondage in which maya has caught us, in which maya has enmeshed all mankind.”  She wrote, “He drew aside the curtain for us 
into the region beyond life and death and planted in our hearts the desire for that glorious freedom.” 

Swamiji also had a second objective—to train them to carry on his work in America.  In a letter to Miss Philips, he expounded 
on this goal: “Vedanta would never succeed in America until Americans themselves become teachers...,” adding that he “would 
be prouder of the success of one of his pupils (at Thousand Island Park) than of a hundred of his brethren in India.”

In his talk entitled Is Vedanta the Future Religion? he states that “anything we do ourselves, that is the only thing we do.  Anything 
that is done for us by another never can be ours.”  Though taken out of context, at its face value this quote is a reiteration of his 
exhortation to “stand on your own feet” under all circumstances.  Swamiji believed in and stood for the power within the individual.

In the evenings the upstairs veranda of the cottage became the classroom, the training ground. Each individual was called upon 
to make a speech based on their own thinking.  There was no escaping this ordeal. At other times, someone was suddenly put on the 
spot to answer a question posed by another. Christine mused, “Did he know that if we could conquer our self-consciousness in his 
presence, could speak before him who was considered one of the great orators of the world, no audience anywhere would dismay us?”  
She remembers him as an “ever loving, gentle father during these evening hours.” He might prod their thinking but never dictated.  

Of the twelve at Thousand Island Park, Swamiji initiated two into the monastic life. Swami Kripananda (Leon Landsberg) was 
the first to be sent out to teach.  Swami Abhayananda (Mme. Marie Louise) held classes at the newly established Vedanta Society 
in New York City.  To her Swamiji wrote: “Each one is quite independent to teach, 
quite free to preach whatever he or she likes. If you have the spirit within, you will 
never fail to attract others…Individuality is my motto.” Five women, including 
Christine, were given vows of brahmacharya.  

Returning from India in 1914, Sister Christine lectured in Detroit on a variety 
of aspects of India—its history, culture, and philosophy. From the accounts of 
friends who attended her lectures, we gain insights into the art of her presenta-
tion and its contents.  Mrs. Elizabeth King commented on her “faultless diction,” 
“exquisitely modulated voice,” and “priestess”-like stature.  Achsah Barlow Brewster 
vividly recalled the following scene—Sister Christine seated on a platform with 
several other speakers including a Divine Science healer, a New Thought healer, 
and a Spiritualist.  

Each one in turn arose and announced that she was “Miss X and lived at 5 East 
Street” or that she was “Mrs. Y of 10 North Street.” 

 When Christine rose, 

Her voice pealed forth, “I am not the body, nor the mind, nor the organs of the mind 
for I am Existence Absolute, Knowledge Absolute, Bliss Absolute.  I am That……I 
am That.”

Clearly her identification was no longer with name and form; instead, “I am 
That…I am That.” In his remembrance of Sister Christine, her friend Boshi Sen 
wrote that her lectures on this theme were given “with such wealth of illustrations 

Closing paragraph from a letter written on November 8, 1910.  

Images and content of Christine’s letters to Swami Paramananda, 

quoted in this article, were made available to Sri Sarada Society 

NoteS from the archives of the Cohasset Vedanta Center. Continued on Page 4: “i BleSS theSe thouSaNd iSlaNdS”

http://www.srisarada.org
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BY THE TRANSFORMING 
HAND OF MOTHER

Eddie Acebo, a resident of the Ramakrisha Monastery in Trabuco, 
California, tells of the simple and unexpected evolution of Holy Mother 
Mission, a service organization that came into being and continues pri-
marily through the dedication of local devotees. 

How Holy Mother Mission came about is a mystery to me. 
Because I am of Mexican decent, I began to translate books 

about Vedanta and the Ramakrishna tradition into Spanish in 
1997. Before I knew it I had various books finished, including 
holy Mother by Swami Nikhilananda, and wondered how I 
was going to publish them. I knew nothing about this business. 

A few years later, I can’t remember the date, Swami Med-
hananda came to live with us in Trabuco after working in India 
(in Mysore) for eleven years. He began to study the possibilities 
of assembling the equipment for a print shop and we soon were 
printing and binding our books. At that time I was expanding 
the vegetable garden and we soon had a surplus of fruits and 
veggies.  So we set up a table under a tree and started selling 
fruits and veggies and jams and jellies as well. Meanwhile, 

Swami had begun getting printing orders for books and soon 
had a surplus of cash. We transformed the garage into a book 
shop and then began wondering how we could put our money 
to work for the good.

We had devotees who were willing to help, so we started  
making sandwiches every afternoon and bagged them with fruit 
and cookies, etc. We took them the next day to the street corners 
where the day  laborers stood waiting to be hired for day jobs. 

We also wanted to help the families of these men but didn’t 
know how, because to do this we would need larger amounts 
of provisions, which meant we needed a lot more money. We 
began to look into local food banks and found one called Sec-
ond Harvest. Here we could get many pounds of food a week 
for pennies on the dollar. To join we had to have a nonprofit 
status, and so Holy Mother Mission was born.  We help at most 
30 families, most of whom are Spanish speaking. The work is 
done mostly by householder devotees. 

Needless to say, Mother Herself is behind this whole project. 
Swami Medhananda left the Order and we sold all the printing 
equipment. However, the Holy Mother Mission is still hale 
and hearty. 

and variety of aspects that you found yourself rooted and immovably fixed in that knowledge.”  
The outbreak of  World War I prevented her from returning to India for ten years, a very welcome and beneficial occurrence 

for the group of dedicated students who gathered around her in Detroit. From her letter to Swami Paramananda, minister of the 
Boston Vedanta Center, dated November 8th 1910, there apparently was a “crusade for forming a Vedanta Centre in Detroit.”  
The plan didn’t materialize. Christine visited the Boston Center oftentimes on her arrival from and departure to India, expressing 
her appreciation for “the atmosphere [that is] so spiritual [that] I feel at home.” In fact, she identified with Swami Paramananda’s 
work by referencing “our work and people” in a letter to him. She also spent time at the Vedanta Society of New York and gave 
lectures there.  

In an essay explaining why discipleship is necessary, Sister Christine noted: “One torch can light others, until hundreds, thou-
sands are aflame....” Being among those blessed to receive Vivekananda’s commission at Thousand Island Park, as a torch set on 
fire by him Christine ultimately fulfilled Swamiji’s vision by becoming a torch for others!

Continued from Page 3: “i BleSS theSe thouSaNd iSlaNdS”
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Dedicated to Holy Mother

Sri Sarada SocietyNotes

In Mother’s Words (In reference to Swami Vivekananda) “Naren is of divine origin and full of purity 
from his infancy, and about whom the Master mentioned that he was a rishi, a great sage.”

SWAMI VIVEKANANDA AND HOLY MOTHER
By Jayanti Hoye

S ri Ramakrishna passed the torch of his divine light and inspiration to Sri Sarada Devi and Swami Vivekananda in very certain 
ways. Numerous references point to the Master’s expectations following his mahasamadhi. It may be interesting to explore how 
his two chief disciples regarded each other.

Swamiji was reluctant to take a step without Holy Mother’s approval. He sought her blessing before traveling to America  and  
her approval upon his return. Having set off as a humble monk in search of aid for his home country, he returned as a world figure. 
He had felt the divine power of Shakti guiding him, but still wanted Mother’s assurance. “The Master is always with you. You 
have many more things to accomplish for the welfare of the world,” she assured him. “The Master is not different from the one 
whom he called ‘Mother.’ It was the Master who accomplished all this work through you. You are his chosen child and disciple. 
How dearly he loved you! He foretold that you would teach men.”

Like Sri Ramakrishna, he accepted her guidance without question when she saw fit to alter his intention. Thus, when his 
overflowing compassion prompted him to use money raised toward the establishment of Belur Math to help those suffering from 
famine, Mother was able to dissuade him with assurances that an organization that seeks to preserve and share Sri Ramakrishna’s 
teachings would serve countless more in the future. When he had first envisioned the Math, Holy Mother had told him: “Do not 
worry. What you are doing now and what you will do in the future will be permanent. You are born just to accomplish this work. 
Thousands of people will hail you as a world teacher, a bestower of divine knowledge. I can assure you that the Master will fulfill 
your desire in no time. You will soon see that the work you want to undertake will be accomplished.”  

Each of Ramakrishna’s disciples held the Holy Mother in awe. Yet Swamiji’s understanding seems to have surpassed this. As 
he wrote to his monastic brothers: 

“You have not yet understood the wonderful significance of Mother’s life—none of you. But gradually you will know. Without Shakti 
(Power) there is no regeneration for the world. Mother was born to revive that wonderful Shakti in India and making her the nucleus, 
once more will Gargis and Maitreyis be born into the world.” 

To Swami Vivekananda, Holy Mother was none other than the Shakti power that he felt driving his actions—the Divine Mother 
herself. “Her grace upon me is one hundred thousand times greater than that of the Master.”

Holy Mother, in turn, made frequent references to Swami Vivekananda’s uniqueness. “He is in a class apart,” she would observe, 
“. . .like an unsheathed sword.” In recalling the following, she praises Swamiji’s renunciation and devotion:

 Naren brought his own mother to the Math at the time of the Durga Puja. She roamed from one garden to another and picked chil-
lies, eggplants, etc. She felt a little proud, thinking that it was all due to her son, Naren. Naren came to her and said, “What are you 
doing there? Why do you not go and meet the Holy Mother? You are simply picking up these vegetables. Maybe you are thinking that 
your son has done all this work. No, mother. You are mistaken. It is He who has done all this. Naren is nothing.” Naren meant that 
the Math was founded through the grace of Sri Ramakrishna. What great devotion!

When Swami Vivekananda sent word from America urging his monastic brothers to renounce everything in the service of 
God in man, it was Mother who quelled their doubts: “Naren is an instrument of the Master. It is the Master who writes through 
Naren about the future duties of his children and devotees for the good of the world. What he has written is all correct. You will 
see it bearing fruit in the course of time.” Again, she observed of Swamiji: “Though fully imbued with the spirit of renunciation 
and an all-embracing love, and immersed in the eternal joy of communion with the Infinite, he has been suffering for the good of 
others. . . .He gave his life blood to the service of others. . . .He was specially brought by the Master. . .for preaching his lofty ideals, 
for the elevating of the masses and for the good of humanity.” 

Sri Ramakrishna said that Naren had accompanied him to earth as an incarnation of the sage Narada. Sri Sarada Devi, he said,   
“. . .is Sarada, Saraswati. She has come to impart knowledge. She has descended by covering up her beauty this time. . .She is full of 
wisdom. Is she of the common run? She is my Shakti.” As each grew in spiritual realization, Holy Mother and Swamiji mirrored 
Sri Ramakrishna’s declarations with their own unequivocal awareness of the identity of the other.
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Who We Are Sri Sarada Society is a nonprofit association of spiritual aspirants interested in the application  
of the universal ideals of Vedanta with Holy Mother, Sri Sarada Devi, as our inspiration.

REMEMBERING ELVA LINNEA NELSON  
By Steven F. Walker

E lva Linnea Nelson died this year at the age of 91, after having been a beloved member of the Boston Vedanta Society for almost 
sixty-five years. She was a student of Swami Akhilananda, whose teacher was Swami Brahmananda. Her book A Monk for 
All SeASonS: AkhilAnAndA, hiS life of love And Service (2007) is a wonderful token of her devotion to her guru. 

Akhilananda was a brilliant participant in the intellectual life of Boston, that most intellectual of all American cities, and an effective 
advocate of interfaith understanding. Elva’s painstaking use of archival materials resulted in a richness of detail that brings his career 
during the period of the Cold War and the Nuclear Age to life in fascinating detail. In her book she pointed out that:

Although it may seem that Swami was pessimistic in pointing out the inadequacies in our culture, his outlook was that this is a great 
time to be alive. No one came away from his lectures feeling discouraged. Or depressed. Rather encouraged and uplifted.

Elva herself was a quiet but friendly person, who always radiated love, serenity, and cheerfulness. She worked for many years 
as librarian at the Winchester Library, and she did good work organizing and caring for the Boston center’s library. She was also 
a poet and found in poetry a rich medium for expressing her deeper feelings. Until later in life, when she had to curtail some of 
her activities, she was a welcome presence at the Boston center, where her sunny temperament inspired many people, including 
me. It was she who encouraged me to ask for initiation from Swami Sarvagatananda—something I would not have thought of by 
myself, since at that time I did not know what initiation was or what it entailed. Needless to say, I am eternally grateful to her!

After Swami Akhilananda died in 1962, the transition period was fraught with difficulties. When a misguided and obstreper-
ously determined student of Akhilananda decided to make things as difficult as possible for the junior swami to assume his duties, 
it was Elva who, along with a small group of fellow devotees, helped to resolve this crisis. From then on she was a steadfast friend 
and supporter of Swami Sarvagatananda, and an iconic presence at the Boston center for all who came thereafter, as she stood at 
the front door greeting people and handing them the printed copy of the prayer used during the services. It was hard to think of 
the center without thinking of Elva! 

Elva, like many of the devotees, had a great fondness for the center’s Marshfield 
summer retreat, with its Green Road, forest paths, and rustic cabins in the forest. It 
is there that I like best to remember her, now that she has left us for the Ocean of 
Bliss: her serene and cheerful image framed by the green peacefulness of a wooded 
hilltop not far from the crashing waves of the Atlantic. 

That One, That Energy
She,
majestic, radiant
whose glance turns the world
from the smallest
to the endless
infinite,
that one,
in whom there is
no beginning
and no end— 
she, the
immutable energy
in a timeless moment
caresses us all
with her silent wishes 
and lulls us
into joy— 
within me everything
becomes a smile.

Elva Linnea Nelson

We have included two of Elva’s poems 
in this issue. Additionally, in her final 
published work, she applied her gifts as 
a poet with spiritual insight in rendering 
selected sayings of the Master into verse.  
r e M e M b e r i n g r A M A k r i S h n A:  hi S 
WordS was released by Vedanta Press, 
Hollywood, in 2009.

This Is How It Is
For us
to take a sip
of Vivekananda
he had to make 
a thunderous splash
a tsunami
overwhelming,
a deluge
for us to awake
and even then 
we can’t understand
letting the water 
roll off, we keep
playing in the sand.

Elva Linnea Nelson
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TIME IN INDIA: A MUTUAL EXCHANGE
This is the third installment in a series of articles on the life of Sister Christine by Joan Shack

T he seed was sown that notable summer of 1895 at Thousand Island Park. Thinking aloud, as he was prone to do, Swami Vive-
kananda discussed with Christine his hopes, concerns, and ways to implement the women’s work in India. Through education, 
with religion at its core, he believed the problems of women in India could be solved. Through education of this type, women 

imbued with higher aspirations, more cultured, and possessing a broader outlook on life would rise up. The uplifting of society rested 
with the women and they alone would solve their own problems: this was his firm belief.

With the passing of her mother, Christine’s family responsibilities came to a close. She reached Calcutta early in 1902, only 
to face Vivekananda’s passing a few months later. In March 1903, she joined Sister Nivedita in running the girls’ school in Cal-
cutta, thus beginning the work entrusted to her by Vivekananda. The school started by Sister Nivedita with Holy Mother Sarada 
Devi’s blessing a few years earlier was operating intermittently, as Nivedita’s attention became focused on writing and lecturing. 
Thus Christine’s arrival brought the necessary stabilizing influence. Her background as a teacher in the Detroit public school 
system, combined with her self-sacrificing and resolute, but gentle nature, made her well suited to the task of giving expression 
to Swamiji’s vision.

Christine inaugurated the women’s education project under the guidance of Swami Saradananda when the need to serve young 
married women and widows was recognized. Her hope was to specialize “the women’s work in the direction of industries for 
women.” The first class was held in one room of the House of the Sisters (17 Bosepara Lane) in November 1903.  Classes were 
held in the afternoon during the women’s free time from household duties. Christine sought to translate into action the philosophy 
of education conceived by Vivekananda. To him, education in its truest sense is a manifestation of the perfection within, of one’s 
divinity. In her reminiscences of him, Christine wrote: “The old methods of education in the West concern themselves only with 
the mind, its training, its discipline...Man is not mind only....Why not build up a new education based upon the true nature of 
man?” More specifically, she noted: “While all Western knowledge, including science, must be given a place, Indian ideals and 
Indian traditions must always be held sacred. Education will come by the assimilation of the greatest ideas of the East and the West.”

Within the norms of the Hindu society at that time it was unthinkable for Hindu ladies to leave their homes or to study with 
foreigners. The efforts by Nivedita and Christine to assimilate into the cultural milieu, together with their sincere dedication 
to serve, made potential objections immaterial. Attendance at the women’s school increased rapidly. The house next door at 16 
Bosepara Lane was rented to accommodate the growing numbers. 

Nivedita wrote: “The whole work for Indian women was taken up and organized by Sister Christine, and to her and her 
faithfulness and initiative alone it owes all its success.” Christine was the steady, behind-the scenes worker, silently serving. Her 
loving concern for others and ability to speak fluent Bengali endeared her to the students and other teachers. Over the years, 
more and more responsibility for the daily running of the school fell to Christine. Nivedita’s numerous speaking engagements, 
writing projects, and involvement in the Indian Independence Movement consumed her time. When the latter returned to the 
West in 1907, Christine took complete charge of the education project, 
assisted by Sister Sudhira.

Christine’s loyalty and devotion to her guru had led her to India to un-
dertake the cause of women’s education. Her total commitment to his vision 
enabled her to surmount all cultural and physical difficulties she encoun-
tered. Vivekananda had realized that Great Freedom beyond. “For us who 
witnessed his struggle, no words were necessary,” she wrote of Vivekananda. 
“Without any teaching whatever, our eyes were opened,...‘So that is what 
it means,’ we thought, ‘I am beyond the body with its disabilities, beyond 
the mind with its limitations.’” In an article published in the vedAntA ke-
SAri  entitled “What India Has Meant to Me,” she refers to India’s external 
beauty, the romance of its ancient civilization, and notable sites of historic 
importance. Nothing could compare, however, to India’s most precious 
treasure, which she considered  “beyond price.” Unequivocally, she stated:

...the teaching of the Atman, the revelation of the glory and divinity of man, 
the knowledge of his heritage through which he knows himself to be immor-
tal, to be one whom death and sorrow cannot touch without beginning and 
without end, before whose magnitude the suns and moons and stars and all 
their systems appear like drops in the ocean, before whose glory universes 
crumble into nothingness and space and time vanish. Sister Christine and Sister Nivedita in India

mailto:notes%40srisarada.org?subject=
http://www.srisarada.org
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SPIRITUAL PARALLELS: WHY WE ARE TO SERVE
By Jayanti Hoye

I n establishing the Ramakrishna Order in the ideal of service, we know that “service” to Swami Vivekananda meant more than 
simply “doing good works” or “making good karma.” Coming from a Christian  background, I am always inspired to find parallel 
teachings in the words of Jesus. Consider this example: “Come, you who are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared 

for you from the foundation of the world. For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger 
and you welcomed me, I was naked and you clothed me, I was sick and you visited me, I was in prison and you came to me…Truly, I say 
to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it to me.”  From a Vedantic standpoint, such a statement indicates 
that Jesus is also advocating what Vivekananda termed “the service of God in man,” although I had never heard such an interpretation.

That Jesus also meant more than simply “doing good” perhaps needs more support. I find this support in paradox.  Both 
emphasize serving the poor and needy. The references are many. Yet both also say that helping make the world better is not the 
goal. It is, in fact, an impossibility!  Swamiji writes rather bluntly: “Never be deluded by the tall talk, of which you hear so much 
in America, about ‘human progress’ and such stuff. There is no progress without corresponding digression.”

 Jesus mirrors Swamiji and points to a higher purpose in his defense of the woman who anoints him with an oil that might 
have been sold to raise money for the poor. “Leave her alone. Why do you trouble her?” he asks his disciples. “She has done a 
beautiful thing to me. For you always have the poor with you, and whenever you want, you can do good for them. But you will 
not always have me.” Repeatedly Jesus has emphasized helping the poor, but here he says there will always be poor people to 
help. His followers  have missed the point. His teaching isn’t just about helping the poor. It is about service to the divine, made 
manifest in him. He tells them that this woman will be remembered for her devotion.  

Another example is found in the story of  his visit to the home of Martha and Mary, two sisters who are well known to the Master. 
Martha has appealed to Jesus, expecting him to reprimand Mary for shirking her household duties as hostess in order to sit at Jesus’ 
feet. One imagines Martha is taken aback when, instead, he tells her none of the things she has been taught to worry about are 
important. It is Mary who has taken up the one thing necessary.  Our usual idea of duty Swamiji observes, “is the bane of human 
life. This duty, this idea of duty is the midday summer sun which scorches the innermost soul of mankind. . . .The only true duty 
is to be unattached and to work as free beings, to give up all work unto God.”

Both Christianity and Vedanta speak of attaining something other than this life as we ordinarily experience it. Historically this 
has led some aspirants from each tradition to reject the world entirely. Vivekananda eliminated the seeming paradox by using 
service not as a worldly imperative, but as a genuine spiritual discipline. Again, Swamiji  says: “We always forget that this world 
is a means to an end, and not an end itself.” In the SerMon on the Mount, Jesus explains that those who are not on a spiritual 
path will continue to toil after the rewards of the world. To those seeking spiritual realization he advises: “Seek first the kingdom 
of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you.” Both are telling us that our purpose in serving others 
rests in purifying our intent by  fixing our thought on the divine, for “Happy are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.”

Sri Sarada Society Notes
JOIN US IN GOING DIGITAL

Once again, we are encouraging as many of our readers as possible to join the growing number of subscribers who have already 
chosen to receive Sri SArAdA Society noteS by email. In addition to being good for the environment and reducing our print-
ing costs, recent changes in the postal regulations have made the longtime practice of putting mailing addresses directly on the 
newsletter impractical. Since the introduction of the digital version we have added color and live web links to the PDF edition. 
We look forward to additional changes in the future, including larger print.

As those of you reading this article in your print copy may have noticed, we are happy to continue to send our printed ver-
sion in envelopes to readers who prefer and have requested paper copies. We will also send copies to centers and organizations.

Digital subscribers will also have noticed a change as we are now using the online MailChimp to send email notifications 
about new issues of Sri SArAdA Society noteS to our digital subscribers. 

There are multiple ways that you can change the way you receive the newsletter. You may email Jayanti at notes@srisarada.
org or write Joan at Sri Sarada Society, P.O. Box 38116, Albany, New York 12203. 

Or you can subscribe to the digital version online using the Subscribe to SSS Notes  link found on the Online Newsletter web 
page at http://srisarada.org/newsletter.html. You can also browse the complete collection of past and current issues from this 
page.  To avoid the possibility of spam, MailChimp will send you an email asking that you confirm your subscription request. 
When you have confirmed, MailChimp will notify us. One you are in the MailChimp system you can use the links at the bot-
tom of each message to update your information and preferences or to unsubscribe to Sri SArAdA Society noteS, if you like. 

mailto:notes%40srisarada.org?subject=
mailto:notes%40srisarada.org?subject=
http://srisarada.org/subscribe.html
http://srisarada.org/newsletter.html
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In Mother’s Words “Whenever any evil thought haunts you, tell your mind: ‘Being her child, 
can I stoop so low as to indulge in any such activity?’ You will find that you gain strength and peace of mind.”

WORSHIP THE LIVING GOD
Pravrajika Sevaprana originally came to Vedanta under Swami Prabhavananda. She joined the convent of the Northern California Vedanta 
Society in San Francisco in 1976.  In 2004 she went to India with the permission of Revered Swami Ranganathanandaji and served in the Sevash-
ram in Varanasi as a sannyasini–nurse in the operation theater. There she experienced Swami Vivekananda’s ideal of worshipping God in man 
being given practical and genuine expression. Since returning to America in 2008, she has been a member of the Sarada Convent in Hollywood.

E verything we see in this world of apparent diversity can be looked at as Satchitananda (Being, Consciousness, Bliss) and nama-
rupa (Name and Form). We get caught up in the names and forms and forget the Reality, the Oneness of everything. In and 
through the Self all Knowledge comes, as Swamiji tells us:  “How else would you teach a practical God? Where is there a more 

practical God than He whom I see before me—God omnipresent in every being, for you are He, the Omipresent God and Almighty, 
the Soul of your souls. He is the Oneness, the unity of all.”

It is only through freedom that we see this unity, and understand its nature.  “Within ourselves is this eternal voice speaking of 
eternal freedom; its music is eternally going on.  Part of this music of the Soul has become the earth, the law, this universe, but 
it was always ours and always will be.  In one word, the ideal of Vedanta is to know man as he really is, and this is its message: If 
you cannot worship your brother man, the manifested God, how can you worship a God who is unmanifested?”  

Swami Vivekananda repeatedly said that Vedanta must be practical.  We must be able to carry it into every part of our lives. 
“The ideals of religion must cover the whole field of life, they must enter into all our thoughts and more and more into practice.” 
When he speaks the word “practical,” he always means practical in terms of the ideal.  And what does he say is the ideal?  He says: 
“This ideal is that you are Divine, ‘Thou art that.’ This is the essence of Vedanta.”

We must always elevate the life to the ideal, not bring down the ideal to the level of our lives now. He says we must always 
remember that “in the Vedanta there is no attempt at reconciling the present life—the hypnotized life, this false life that we have 
assumed—with the ideal.  This false life must go and the real life, which is always existing, must manifest itself, must shine out.”    

Truth has to be made practical, to be made simple (for the highest truths are always simple), so that it may penetrate every 
pore of human society and become the property of the highest intellects and the commonest minds, of the man, woman, and 
child at the same time.  Truth is a powerful thing. The Truth is that all are your own, not one or two select people.  All are your 
own.  Everyone in the whole universe becomes your own relative.  As Holy Mother, Sri Sarada Devi, said: “No one is a stranger, 
my child.  The whole world is your very own.”  

Symbols are good, but better symbols already exist than any we can invent.  We may invent images through which to worship 
God, but a better image already exists—the living man. We may build temples in which to worship God, but a much higher one 
already exists—the human body.  The whole universe is a temple; a man can worship anywhere.  Here is the greatest of altars, the 
living, conscious human body, and to worship at this altar is far higher than the worship of any dead symbols. This living god can 
be worshipped, through service, such as providing food or medicines; intellectually, through teaching; and spiritually.  Swamiji 
says that love is the highest worship, a love that is all embracing and universal.

One of the principles Swami Vivekananda learned from his Master was Shiva Jnane, Jiva Seva, “to serve Jiva as Shiva” or “to 
serve an individual as the Lord.”  Since man is potentially Divine, service to man is indeed service to God.  Instead of looking 
upon a needy person as an object of pity, he is looked upon as an object of worship.  Such an attitude elevates both the giver and 
the recipient.  In this practice it is Prema, or Love, that is emphasized, seeing the Oneness behind everything.  Seeing that all is, 
in fact, God, we worship and love God only.

This means giving an unconditioned love as Holy Mother did, knowing full well the shortcomings of each child, but loving 
equally anyway. This unconditioned love is perhaps the highest, most transforming of all worship. 

“I shall call you religious,” Swamiji tells us, “from the day you begin to see God in men and women. Whatever comes to you 
is but the Lord, the Eternal, the Blessed One, appearing to us in various forms, as our father, and mother, and friend and child— 
they are our own soul playing with us. . . .He is in everything, He is everything.  Every man and woman is the palpable, blissful, 
living God.  Who says God is unknown?  Everywhere He is eternally known, eternally worshipped.”
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THE BIRTH OF A VISION
Mother of Mayavati: the Story of Charlotte Sevier and advaita aShr aMa, by Amrita M. Salm, Advaita Ashrama; August 2013, 424 
pages. Reviewed by Judy Howe Hayes.

T he story of Charlotte Sevier, whose meeting with Vivekananda in London in 1896 set her life on a course she could never have 
imagined as a 19th-century upper-class Englishwoman, is told with an  inclusion of details and letters not previously brought 
to light. Thus, it is truly a revelation of the fruits of a life of loving and devoted service.  Through her courageous spirit and 

dedication to the message of  Vedanta that Swamiji brought into her life, Charlotte overcame many obstacles in order to manifest his vi-
sion of a center in the Himalayas dedicated to the teachings of advaita.  After meeting Charlotte and her husband, Captain James Henry 
Sevier, in England, Vivekananda and his new students traveled to India. While they were together in the alpine snows Swamiji cried out:

I long for a monastery where I can retire from the labors of my life and pass the rest of my days in meditation.  It will be a center for 
work and meditation, where my Indian and Western disciples can live together.  I shall train them as workers, the former to go out as 
preachers of Vedanta to the West  and the latter to devote their lives to the good of India.

It is reported he may have first envisioned that center being somewhere in the region of Almora. After traveling in the area, the 
land for the Himalayan ashrama was found and purchased by Charlotte and Henry—an old tea plantation about 50 miles from 
Almora.  Immediately the work of planning, clearing, and building began despite the harsh winter climate and the remoteness of 
the area, which was inhabited by tigers and other wild animals.  Although it was Swamiji’s vision that inspired, it was Charlotte 
who became the driving force behind the building and development of what became Advaita Ashrama. Captain Sevier died just 
less than two years after their arrival. Due to his own declining health and early demise, Swamiji was only able to visit once for a 
short stay after the ashrama was established.  Charlotte possessed courage and steadfastness, qualities she would need during the 
16 years she spent building up the center and maintaining the spirit of hospitality in the face of many dangers and hardships. In 
telling of the early years after the couple had sold all their possessions and left England for their life in India, the author writes:

How dramatically their lives changed at Mayavati!  Now they lived in the midst of majestic snow-covered mountains, in a secluded 
forest region with only bridle trails and no roads.  Yet they were braced by the respect, love and affection of a young band of hardworking, 
self-sacrificing, enthusiastic and idealistic monastics.  All the monks were disciples of Swami Vivekananda and like the Seviers wanted 
to satisfy their guru’s desire to build a place at the heights of the Himalayas where Easterners and Westerners together could strive to 
realize their oneness with the Ultimate Reality.  It was to be a center that would emanate and spread spiritual thoughts to humanity.

Many of Charlotte’s own articles published in Prabuddha bharata are included. These writings of her travels and on Vedanta 
philosophy reflect intelligence and spiritual sensitivity. Reading of her inner experiences predating her meeting Swamiji we discover 
a mature understanding of spiritual life, which prepared her for the work ahead. In the article The Music of the Unseen, she reports 
that one day while seated in the corner of a grand old cathedral she heard a delivery from a biblical text stating, “Ask and it shall 
be given you; seek, and ye shall find; knock and it shall be opened unto you; empty thyself, and I will fill thee.” She continues:

These gracious words soothed my mind, and very calm did I become, my environment being entirely free from restlessness or distrac-
tion...the fettering consciousness of outward limitations fell away, and my soul seemed freed from the bondage of sense...The veil was 
lifted, and there flowed through my spiritual vision a glorious illumined consciousness which filled and overflowed me. I do not know 
how long I was gladdened and enraptured by the peaceful vibrations of the celestial spheres, 
but often I feel spiritually refreshed when I recall the divine light and holy influence which 
remained with me long after that beauteous glimpse into the Unseen.

When reflecting upon this experience, she asks, “Why cannot we realize in our lives some 
of those best and highest aspirations which are inspired by the notes vibrant within us?” 

As the story unfolds, we also get a glimpse into the personalities of Swamiji’s brother 
monks and Charlotte’s relationship with other dedicated women who were regular visitors 
to Mayavati, including Sister Christine, Nivedita, and Tantine. They all shared a mutual 
respect for one another, bound together by their dedication to the principles of Vedanta and 
love for their teacher. When visiting the Ashrama all were cared for with the motherly love 
and attention of Charlotte. Advaita Ashrama continues today as an important center of the 
Ramakrishna Order, publishing books and journals that are a voice for Vedanta worldwide. 
Charlotte is a beautiful example for women today, inspiring us with her mystic vision, dedi-
cated work, devotion, courage, and unflagging zeal, made possible only by putting one’s own 
comfort aside for the sake of a greater good and love for the cherished Ideal. As she cared for 
the local villagers, visitors, and the young swamis in residence, she became known simply 
as “Mother” Sevier by Swamiji, the senior monks of the Order, and those who knew her. 
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The York County Courthouse in Alfred, Maine, where I found six volumes of testimony, letters, and other items entered 

into evidence. This photo of an evidence envelope is used with written  permission of the Probate Clerk,

Sara and Ole Bull’s home in Lebanon, Maine, where a small graveyard contains the urn of Olea 

Bull Vaughan, who passed away on the day she won the challenge to her mother’s estate.

DRAWN TO DISCOVERY
Rosemary Rudder Osterhus shares photos and adventures from her pilgrimage to learn 
more about Sara Bull, a foremost woman disciple of Swami Vivekananda.

I  decided that the trip must be made now before I get too old and arthritic.  
As it turns out, there are many coincidences between Sara Bull and me, one 
being that I am sixty-one, the same age as Sara when she passed away. In 

November 2013, during the cold and rainy season, I made the trip by train from 
my home in New Bern, North Carolina, to Wells, Maine, in less then 24 hours. 
In Wells, I picked up a rental car and my adventures began!

I wasn’t looking for Green Acre. I just happened upon it while I was in the 
town of Eliot trying to find the Town Clerk for a death certificate for Sara Bull’s 
daughter. When I rounded the curve in the road and saw Green Acre sloping 
down the curve, my eyes were dazzled by the sight. The Green Acre property is 
very visually beautiful. At the same time there is sweet feeling of peacefulness.  
I was overcome with emotion while there, being moved to the depths by the 
remembrance of Vivekananda’s having spent time there, and in my knowledge 
also of what Green Acre had meant to Sara Bull.  Believe me when I say that the 
feeling of what had once been is still present there and it is a vital feeling, as if a 
union of past and present. There was talk of putting a plaque at the site of the 
pine and naming the spot “Swamiji’s Pine.” I do not know where the spot was 
located, but one can feel the presence of Swamiji there, at Green Acre.  

It was the resting place of Olea Bull Vaughan, daughter of Ole and Sara 
(“Saint Sara”) Bull, in the small graveyard next to a winding road that let me 
know that I had arrived at the family home in Lebanon, Maine. I had seen 
pictures of the urn in books, so when I saw it on rounding a curve, I knew I 
was in the right place!

I had read Saint Sar a by Pravrajika Prabuddhaprana 
and other writings about Sara and her family. In the pretty 
town of Alfred I found the York County Courthouse, where I 
began my own research into the court case brought by  Olea 
to contest her mother’s decision to leave a major portion of 
her estate to be used in the work of the Vedanta movement.  
I believe the employees of the Probate Office learned to enjoy 
having me sitting under a bright window for many hours 
on end in the Probate Office.  The Head Clerk of Probate 
said she wanted to come back to North Carolina with me!

Throughout my journey I was aware of the special bond 
that exists between guru and disciple, which in this instance 
manifested itself in a mother’s love. All that I read in the 
testimony affirmed that Sara Bull felt herself 
to be the American mother of Swamiji in the 
very sweetest and truest sense. She was happy 
to carry out his will, using every resource 
available to her, and this effort was carried 
out faithfully to the end of her life.

I feel blessed and humbled to have been 
able to “touch” this piece of history. While 
I would like to return in a warmer time of 
year, I felt called to go when I did. Despite 
the rainy weather, which could have been 
troublesome, my trip was wonderful on 
every level. 

Green Acre Inn and lawns. Swami Vivekananda was among the first 

to give classes during the Green Acre Conferences established by Sarah 

J. Farmer in 1894.

http://www.srisarada.org
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“MY HOME IS, IN MY EYES, CHARMING”

S uch was Sister Nivedita’s estimation of the home in Kolkata that would play a role in Swami Vivekananda’s mission to educate 
and empower the women of India. Sister Nivedita’s school was inaugurated on the auspicious day of Kali Puja, November 
13, 1898, with Holy Mother’s blessing and in the presence of Swamis Vivekananda, Brahmananda, and Saradananda. The 

outer rooms of her “charming” residence at 16 Bosepara Lane served as the school’s humble start. Men of distinction in diverse fields, 
luminaries of the time, had visited Nivedita’s home: Rabindranath Tagore, Girish Chandra Ghosh, Dr. Jagadish Bose, and Sri Aurobindo 
Ghosh were among them.

In letters to Josephine MacLeod, Nivedita describes Swamiji’s visits to the school. In a letter dated April 1899 she writes: “We 
retired and sat down—he on the study–verandah, I on the school steps. Sometimes in his might he rose and paced about the yard.”  
In May of the same year, we read: “He has learned to come in here and lie down on the cushion without talking. Sometimes I 
slip a few books or paper under his hand and then sit writing and take no note—just happy to have him. And this afternoon he 
offered to drink tea and eat bread and butter with me.” 

And on Monday March 13,1899, Ramakrishna’s birthday, Nivedita writes: “The Mother came and made a special puja before 
His (Ramakrishna’s) image in the prayer room. And then her ladies made the fruits ready, and thirty students and myself sat there 
and ate the prasad.” 

The Ramakrishna Sarada Mission of Sri Sarada Math has undertaken the restoration of this two-storey house on Bosepara Lane, 
which has been declared a heritage building by the Kolkata Municipal Corporation in recognition of the historically significant and 
auspicious events associated with Nivedita’s home. To begin, specialists from the Archeological Survey of India are now chipping 
away at layers of plaster that have over the years obscured former archways and pillars, thereby exposing the original brickwork.  
Where needed, these narrow bricks, which recall the building’s age, will be replaced with bricks of the same size and shape as the 
originals. As there was no cement at the time the home was built, the replacement bricks will also be held together in the original 
method, using brick powder and limestone. The dilapidated upper level, now supported by iron rods from below, will also need 
to be replaced. Based on Nivedita’s description of her house and pictures taken in the first courtyard, the rooms will be restored 
and Nivedita’s furniture moved in. The building will then serve as a museum and archive, preserved as a memorial to Nivedita. 

Contributions are being sought for this extensive restoration project. For inquiries about making a donation, please visit Sri 
Sarada Math’s website at http://srisaradamath.org.  

Photo of the temple at Sri Sarada Math, Dakshineswar. Swami Vivekananda’s vision of 
an independent women’s monastic order was realized on Holy Mother’s Birth Centenary 
Celebration, December 27, 1953.      

PRAVRAJIKA SATCHITPRANA’S 
2014 SUMMER RETREAT TOUR 

That Pravrajika Satchitprana is returning to the United States this summer 
is welcome news to many who have  come to know the senior sannyasini (nun) 
of Sri Sarada Math. Her last visit to America was in 2006. She is stationed 
at Sri Sarada  Math headquarters in Dakshineswar, Kolkata. From there she 
travels  throughout India, North and South America, Australia, Iceland, and 
Europe teaching the principles of Vedanta. Below are the places and dates for 
Pravrajika Satchitprana’s visit. For information about scheduled programs and 
retreats, please contact the following tour coordinators for each area.

STONE RIDGE AND ALBANY, NEW YORK - JULY 11 to JULY 25
Joan Shack:  presma@aol.com, Home 518-869-6088,  

Cell 518-421-3618

SACRAMENTO, CALIFORNIA – JULY 26 to AUGUST 2
Mary (Archana) Tamraz: maryarchana@gmail.com,  

 Cell (209) 217-4026    Samiti Website: http://maasamiti.org

KITSAP PENINSULA, WASHINGTON – AUGUST 3 to SEPTEMBER 1
Barbara Smith: maitreyi.barbara@gmail.com, Home 360-598-4406,  

Cell 206-713-0173

http://srisaradamath.org
http://maasamiti.org
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Dedicated to Holy Mother

Sri Sarada SocietyNotes

In Mother’s Words “Even the injunctions of Destiny are cancelled if one takes refuge in God. 
Destiny strikes off with her own hand what she has written about such a person.”

G irish Chandra Ghosh, well known to the readers of The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna, was a man of opposite extremes. 
On the one hand he drank a lot, visited brothels, and was addicted to opium for fifteen years. On the other hand, his 
great intellectual power is considered second only to that of Swami Vivekananda among Sri Ramakrishna’s disciples 

and his gigantic heart was especially evident in his care for the downtrodden. Phenomenally productive as a playwright, 
actor, and director, he dominated the Bengali stage in all three of these arenas for over 40 years.

Personal tragedy, the loss of his wife and a young son, brought him to Holy Mother’s feet. He journeyed to Jayram-
bati for her darshan with Swami Niranjanananda, who opened his eyes to Mother’s true nature. In his typically bold, 
direct, and unequivocal fashion, Girish inquired, “What kind of Mother are you?” She replied, “Your real Mother, 
not just the wife of your guru, not a foster mother, not a vague sort of mother, your real Mother.” 

Sixteen years earlier, before he had met Sri Ramakrishna, Girish was ill with a virulent strain of cholera. Physicians had 
given up hope he would recover. It was while in a semiconscious state that he had a vision: a “resplendent woman ap-
peared…wearing a red-bordered cloth. Her face was full of compassion and love.” Sitting near him on the bed, she had 
placed prasad in his mouth, requesting him to partake of it. Following this experience, his health gradually improved.  
Much to Girish’s delight, upon meeting Sarada Devi, he recognized Mother as She who had saved his life; his long 
search for the one who pulled him back from the brink of death had ended.  

Sri Ramakrishna left Holy Mother behind to continue their grand play on this worldly stage. She carried on this 
mission for thirty-four years, protecting, consoling, and guiding his devotees: seeing them as her children. For Girish, 
Ramakrishna’s passing burdened his conscience every time he acted. Having given his power of attorney to Ramak-
rishna, his actions were no longer his to make. Even weeping for the passing of his wife and children was to him a 
betrayal; it demonstrated a lack of submission to his guru’s will. Now in the presence of Holy Mother, his troubled 
heart found peace. Remembering the words of Ramakrishna, “Brahman and Shakti are one and the same—though 
in manifestation they appear to us as two,” Girish realized his guru was still supporting him in the form of the Holy 
Mother. Recalling those blessed days in Jayrambati, Girish wrote: “As soon as I went to her all my sorrow and misery 
vanished completely, and I felt a supreme serenity of mind which I had never experienced before.” Though physi-
cally robust, possessing a gigantic personality and an indomitable will, in Mother’s presence he was, as he himself 
confessed, “a little child coming to its own mother.” On one occasion, he forcefully declared: “She is the Mother 
of the Universe—maha-maya, maha-shakti—appearing on earth for the salvation of all creatures and at the same time 
exemplifying the idea of true motherhood.”

In 1907, Mother came from Jayrambati to Calcutta to attend the four-day celebration of Durga Puja at Girish’s 
house. Though in poor health due to malarial fever, she attended each puja so as not to disappoint her son. All his 
relatives and friends from the theatre were invited and received Mother’s blessing.

Like Ramakrishna, Mother attended a number of plays written and directed by Girish. On several occasions Mother 
lost outer consciousness while watching the play. In April 1906, she saw Chaitanya LiLa, commenting: “That girl 
(Bhushan) was full of devotion; otherwise one cannot act in that role. She looked and dressed like the real Chaitanya. 
Who could tell she was a woman?” Like Ramakrishna, Mother understood the importance of the theater in transmit-
ting the cultural and religious heritage of India as well as its history to the masses. Most of the roughly ninety plays 
which Girish wrote were written after meeting Ramakrishna, so topics like faith, renunciation, and self-surrender 
were prominent. Sometimes Ramakrishna’s very words were used. Other times, Girish introduced his guru’s ideals 
of religious harmony, universal love, or the spirit of service in the dialogue. Sometimes he created characters based 
on his disciples.

MOTHER AND HER SON, GIRISH
by Joan Shack

MOTHER AND HER SON, GIRISH
by Joan Shack

Continued on Page 2: Mother and Girish
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SPIRITUAL REFLECTION
During her visit this Summer, Pravrajika Satchitprana led a retreat on the BhaGavad Gita, Chapters 7–9, at Vivekananda Retreat Ridgely in 
Stone Ridge, New York. It is said that one draws from focused spiritual teachings that which inspires a deeper awareness. The following notes were 
offered to sri sar ada soCiety notes by one retreat participant. They have been edited for content and clarity by Pravrajika Satchitprana herself.

n The BhaGavad Gita explains and elucidates the concept of yajna (sacrifice). Cosmic yajna is being performed 
all the time.  The sun, moon, trees, and plants all give of themselves. Our work becomes a yajna when 
done with the right attitude.  Are we contributing to the ongoing cosmic yajna?  The Gita refers to one as 
a “thief” who only enjoys the gifts by all elements without contributing to this cosmic yajna.  

n Cause and effect are one.  The effect contains the cause. A seed is the cause; a tree is the effect.  The tree 
becomes the cause of the seed, thus the seed is the effect. Being projected out of Brahman the individual 
self is essentially Brahman, of the nature of pure consciousness. Brahman is the apparent cause. It is 
changeless. The phenomenal world is superimposed on Brahman. That is, Brahman appears as the world.  
The world cannot exist without Brahman as its substratum. 

n Including Brahma, the Lord of all beings, and the other higher beings (gods), all beings and the worlds are 
subject to recurrence, to appear and disappear, subject to repeated transmigrations through “Brahma’s day 
and night.” In Indian mythology there are 4,320,000,000 of our years in one day of Brahma (evolution) 
and the same number of years in one night (dissolution) of Brahma.  At the end of a complete day/night 
of Brahma, the projection (called creation) begins anew.  One’s karma carries over to the next projection. 

n The Lord is all-pervasive and yet free from contact with any object because of His incorporeal nature, not 
touched by anything happening in time/space. The infinite Lord can’t be contained in a finite universe.

n No change can be perceived without the background of changelessness. A mirage needs the background 
of a desert, waves need the background of an ocean, and a moving picture the background of a screen. 
The absolute, unconditioned, unchanging, eternal Brahman is like a screen on which the world of changes 
is projected. 

n The mind is the source of war and it spreads out.

n “Liking” something is the reason behind possessing—liking is where it starts. 

n Why do we have desires?  Because we don’t know that we are perfect in ourselves.

n The word dharma is used in a number of different ways.  It refers to:  a social, moral, or religious rule of 
conduct; righteousness; duty; the inner constitution of a thing that governs its growth; a body of doctrines 
including rituals; the rule of the station to which one belongs; or the quality or action of a thing.   

n Swabhava refers to one’s inner constitution, mental capacity, or tendency. Swadharma refers to one’s outer 
actions. If I am following my swadharma, there is contentment. Every person who follows their swadharma 
has the same chance to achieve the goal.   

n You were never born so you can never die.  We do not come into being, we always are.  Only the body 
comes and goes.  You are the Atman, the Absolute Existence. 

Continued from Page 1: Mother and Girish

Mother saw the play Ramanuja written by Aparesh Mukhopadhyaya, Girish’s  associate. Afterward Aparesh wrote: 
“A man sees the outer form of a man, but God sees inside him, and I witnessed this truth. The Holy Mother, the 
spiritual consort of Sri Ramakrishna, came to a theater in Calcutta and embraced an actress who was a courtesan 
(she played the role of Ramanuja). Thus she demonstrated that God’s grace does not discriminate between good and 
thorny plants, between good and bad human beings, and does not care for the injunctions and prohibitions of the 
empirical world. We saw that divine grace only purifies all—irrespective of caste and creed.” 

During Girish’s last scene on the stage of this world, he uttered the words, “Master, you have come. Please destroy 
my worldly intoxication. Victory to Sri Ramakrishna! Let us go.”  Holy Mother noted that when passing, a man’s des-
tination is determined by the thoughts he had. She remarked, “At the time of death, Girish’s mind was absorbed in 
the thought of the Master—the Ocean of Consciousness. You see, these devotees are parts of the Master—someone 
is his hand, someone his feet, someone his hair, and so on.” Several days later she added, “Ah, a veritable Indra [king 
of the gods] has fallen. Oh, what tremendous faith and devotion he had for the Master.”
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Time, My Friend

Time, my friend,
 Like a sparkling mountain stream, 
  Rushes on.

Do make haste
 To make your peace, before you kiss

  The ocean’s sure embrace.

The Great Silence

The Great Silence calls
 Where no more is heard
The cry of a whippoorwill,
The gentle breeze through meadow grass,
Or seen the dimples of a sparkling 
    mountain brook.

Dissolved into the cliff of Time
 All outward doors forever locked;
Sight, sound, touch, taste, and smell
Turned within, sighted

Only Silence, where all comes to rest.
The Great Silence calls
 Where all is not, and all is,
The womb of no-thing, vibrant with all,
All disappeared, there is no turning back
From The Great Silence, still.

Edith O. Tipple

Straight Like An Arrow 

I spoke with love.
Remove the barriers with your feelings.

I worked with love,
self-effacing service.

When I rested my mind, it prayed.
Now is time to awaken, to let go.

How to love?
How to give?

For a while I believed the dream.
You think it will burst, but instead tries 
       to swallow me in.

What am I holding on to?
The struggle is not for concrete things.

All water comes from the Ocean,
evaporates and eventually returns.

Where am I going?
Onto Mother’s lap.

Shraddha (Merchi Vendrell)

MOTHER’S WELCOME

W hen the Vedanta Center of  Atlanta opens its guest and retreat 
residence this Fall, lodgers will be welcomed by a unique mani-
festation of Mother. The painting is a gift to the Atlanta Center by 

the artist, Gary Golio.  Appreciatively, Br. Shankara, resident minister of the 
Atlanta Center, remarks: “This work of art will indeed grace our retreat and 
visitors quarters. The way Gary captured Ma’s indrawn-ness is remarkable; 
though her eyes are open she appears to be seeing only what is within. And 
yet it’s not a ‘vacant’ look; she’s very present. What a gift he has!”

 Gary has been a spiritual seeker from an early age. He was introduced 
to Sri Sarada Devi and Sri Ramakrishna in the 1980s. During this period 
he was inspired to paint this portrait of Mother along with several large 
images of the Buddha. He recalls: “After seeing hundreds of paintings and 
pastels-on-paper leave my studio over the years, I often felt that they had 
sort of ‘taken place’ while I stood there, brushes in hand.” Following a ca-
reer change from landscape painter and therapist to author and illustrator of 
children’s books, Gary asked Sri Sarada Society for help finding a suitable 
home for Mother, explaining that he is “in the midst of a thorough ‘lighten-
ing’ of my life. This has involved giving away many things. The painting of Mother requires a certain level of care.”

A chance contact with Br. Shankara proved fortuitous. Mother was, herself, welcomed into her children’s new 
home, which has since been named Sri Sarada Mandir.

Painted by Gary Golio in 1989-1990.

http://www.srisarada.org
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KEEPING HOLD OF THE THREAD
by Jayanti Hoye

T he internet was just emerging when Sri Sarada Society introduced a website dedicated to Holy Mother in 
1996. An  information-sharing forerunner had been in place in government and academic circles, but a sys-
tem for public access, complete with images, was exciting, perhaps even revolutionary! The focus was on 

the “worldwide web,” which started us thinking about creation. Wasn’t this virtual world simply a new manifestation 
within, as well as a representation of, the illusion of Maya? We named the site “Holy Mother’s Cyber-Tantu”after a 
Sanskrit term, “tantu,” meaning silk threads or a web, and wrote this introduction:  

How much the worldwide web mirrors the Divine Mother’s web of creation, Maya!
Having seen cyberspace come into being we know its nature is illusory. Yet, as with creation itself, the illusion 

appeals to us. We find this virtual world increasingly useful. As new frontiers continuously open it is not difficult 
to envision that a veil of forgetfulness will fall. Cyberspace will become as real to us as the physical world of 
our everyday experience, which physicists and mystics assure us is not at all as it seems. 

By the power of creation the Divine Mother snares us in the alluring web of Maya, causing us to forget our 
own true nature and the divinity of the world around us. Yet in this bondage we are ever tied to Her, bound by 
a silken thread that is fastened to the Mother’s heart. 

At the time we had little awareness of the internet and technological explo-
sion that lay on the horizon.  Yet, how prophetic the reflections seem. Eighteen 
years later, the digital age is upon us, impacting every aspect of our daily 
lives. Whether in the workplace or in the classroom, at home or on the go, 
digital devices and internet connections have become commonplace. The 
early “worldwide web” united us in communication with others, unhampered 
by location or distance. Today it is the gateway to shopping,  banking, infor-
mation, recreation....The communication aspect alone has spawned social 
networks,  video and text messaging, “tweeting”—an ever growing list. 

“All this technology is overwhelming. It demands my constant attention,” is 
a common complaint expressed. I wonder, are the challenges and “demands” 
really greater? Or, do we become so caught up in this new expression of Maya 
because of its availability? As spiritual aspirants we try to move our attention from the countless distractions in our 
daily life and apply it, mindfully, to the tasks at hand. If technology helps us, why do we need to feel overwhelmed? 
Might its ready availability be simply a more subtle test of our self-mastery? Might it be offering us new opportuni-
ties to  exercise discrimination by choosing what is helpful to us and leaving behind what is not? 

I have been physically disabled since birth, so there is much I like about this readily accessible world. At an early age, 
punching keys with a stick enabled me to write on a typewriter. Enter the computer in the late 1980s and my “key punch-
ing” gave expression to so much more, things many people take for granted. The salesperson had “loaded” my computer 
with programs he thought I would enjoy. I spent hours mesmerized. My family had always kept a jigsaw puzzle in the 
works and now and then I’d seen a piece from afar. But now, I was putting together jigsaw puzzles on my own! Through 
computerized desktop publishing, I was soon doing layout projects, sri sar ada soCiety notes being among these. As 
the internet flourished, my experience of the world become more “normal” and the pitfalls more obvious.

For example, I like the independence of internet shopping, but one learns that the ordinary guidelines of thrift and 
sensibility apply. Being able to access information when I want or need it is great if I have a purpose. But I dislike “surfing 
the internet”; I’m just not curious by nature. While I find email very useful, social media proves a mixed bag. Having the 
ability to do things on my own has allowed me to become aware of my tendencies toward excess. Through the years I 
have gotten better at not thinking that I have to step into a situation or take on yet another project “just because I can.” 
The jury is still out on whiling away time streaming movies. What matters is knowing that while the digital age has given 
tools enabling me to interact with the world, my own strengths and weakness “drive the show.”   

Vedanta assures us that “all this is verily Brahman.” As  spiritual aspirants we know, at least as a guiding principle, 
that nothing is Real except the Divine, which is playing hide and seek with us behind an ever-alluring veil. Our 
spiritual tools of discrimination and detachment apply no less in this age than in ages past. We can trust that Mother 
has spun this newest attraction. Holding fast to her, we can use it for our benefit no less than the so-called “physical 
world.” If anything, it can serve as a reminder of the Illusion. We need not feel overwhelmed.



In Mother’s Words “Do you notice this human body? Today it is and tomorrow it is not. 
And the world is full of misery and pain. Why should one be eager to have another birth?”

A friend and colleague of Sister Nivedita, Saralabala Sarkar, taught at the school that Nivedita started in 
Calcutta in 1902, where Saralabala’s daughter was a student. Saralabala was a well-known writer and 
nationalist. In 1953 she was appointed as the Girish Chandra Ghosh Lecturer at Calcutta University. She 

was the first woman to hold this lectureship, which is still being given every two years.
Her poems, short stories, and essays were widely read. Among her writings is a booklet in Bengali, entitled Niveditake 

JemoN dekiyachi, that she published shortly after Nivedita’s passing in 1911. Translated into English by Probhati Mukherjee, 
Nivedita as i saw her was later published by the Ramakrishna Sarada Mission Sister Nivedita’s Girls’ School, Calcutta. 
Having observed Nivedita’s teaching style first-hand, her account of Holy Mother’s visit to the school reads:

Nivedita was overjoyed and couldn’t do enough by way of preparation. She had all the rooms of the school dusted 
and cleaned. She decorated the doorways with flower garlands to welcome Mother, and made detailed arrange-
ments of where Mother would be seated and would converse with the students. She prepared the gifts that the 
students were to offer, the welcome speeches were rehearsed and every minute detail thought of, without any 
delay. Finally, when the day arrived for Mother’s visit, Nivedita seemed to be carried away with ecstatic joy. She 
was flitting about excitedly, seeing that everything was in place, laughing delightedly like a child, and even hugging 
the teachers, students, and helpers by turn, in a surge of irrepressible joy.

Saralabala composed a song for the students to sing on this auspicious occasion of Sri Sarada Devi’s visit. We can 
imagine Mother’s delight when the children’s voices rang out:

You are my mother, you are my mother!
I searched the whole wide world,
But could not find more heartfelt words than: 

“You are my mother, you are my mother!”

When I see within the hundred-petalled lotus 
of my heart the seat of your holy feet,
I go mad trying to think of
what to offer you in worship
and what treasure to give you.

I want to call the whole world to come and see 
the image I have installed in my dilapidated room. 
However much I try,
I cannot explain you to them better than:

“You are my mother, you are my mother!”

Oh my mother, my mother dear! 
I offer my life at your holy feet 
which I will never let go!

Revered Pravrajika Shraddhaprana, President of Sri Sarada Math and Ramakrishna Sarada Mission from 1999 to 
2009, included this poem in her article “You are My Mother,” published in the eterNal mother, November 2004. 
In her introduction to  the poem she described the written words  as “painting an incomparable picture of the com-
passionate mother” and noted that the poem itself expressed Saralabala’s “heartfelt devotion.”

A SONG FOR OUR MOTHER



 Sri ramakriShna “She is Sarada, Saraswati. She has come to impart knowledge. She has descended by covering 
up her beauty this time...She is full of wisdom. Is she of the common run? She is my Shakti.”
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It seemed to many who met Frank Margesson that he had inherited a special role: 
that of curator of his family’s history in general and of its unique association with 
Swami Vivekananda in particular. As the grandson of Francis and Betty Leggett, 
on his mother’s side, and of Lady Isabelle and Lord Mortimer Margesson, on his 
father’s side, this was no small undertaking. Most of Frank’s stories had been pub-
lished in various sources, including his mother’s autobiography late aNd sooN. 
Yet, through him, the past came to life in the intimacy of a direct connection. He 
was telling the story of his own family; that he spoke with the eloquence of an 
English lord gave added charm to his natural gifts as a storyteller. 

 Frank’s death on November 11, 2014, at the age of 92, has prompted fond  
memories of our association with both Frank and his wife, Helena, which began  
through a mutual friend, Betty Zimmer.

 Knowing that the Margessons were planning to put Ridgely on the open 
market, Betty contacted various centers of the Ramakrishna Order to encour-
age them to purchase the estate where Swamiji had stayed. Unable to arouse 
interest, Betty then called her friend Joan Shack, who was the president of Sri 
Sarada Society, an organization of devotees that had recently formed. On  April 
25, 1994, Joan went with Betty to meet the Margessons and tour the estate. 
After having the property appraised and hiring a real estate attorney, Sri Sarada 
Society decided to enter into negotiations to purchase Ridgely. Joan recalls: 

Frank was just plain gracious. And so expressive....When one of the con-
tracts written by his lawyer was sent to Frank, he asked me: ‘Isn’t it ghastly?’ 
Indeed it was!  Pages and pages of legalese...And he was mortified when 
he came to learn that the contract contained a clause stating the Society 
could be sued...He called right away to apologize.

The negotiation process between attorneys proved difficult, resulting in 
three breakdowns in our conversation...Eventually, we had to write up a 
contract ourselves: something simple, but binding.  Frank let the Society’s 
lawyer create the legal document.

The first of two contracts between the Margessons and Sri Sarada Society 
was signed on December 23, 1994. It provided the Society the opportunity to 
work towards a purchase agreement, while offering hopeful fulfillment of Frank’s 
wishes for the estate. On Swami Vivekananda’s birthday, January 23, 1995, our 
fund drive began.  With an agreement in place, Frank and Helena joined forces 
with Sri Sarada Society in preparing information about the estate’s significance. 

FRANK MARGESSON AS WE KNEW HIM

Early 1995:  Caroline Williams, Lord Margesson, and Joan Shack 
at work on the script for “Swami Vivekananda at Ridgely.”

April 25, 1994: Behind Lord and Lady 
Margesson, in the distance, is the  Prophet’s 
Pine, which was planted by Frank’s mother 
when she was a child. Little France was 
aided in the task by her aunt, Josephine 
MacLeod.

April 22, 1995: Welcoming Swami Sarvatmananda to 
the Manor for the centennial celebration.

December 23, 1994: Joan Tailleur, real 
estate attorney, and Joan Shack, Sri Sarada 
Society president, meet with the Marges-
sons to sign a one-year option  contract to 
purchase the Ridgely estate.



Swami ViVekananda “You have not yet understood the wonderful significance of Mother’s life, none of you. 
But gradually you will know. Without Shakti (Power) there is no regeneration for the world.”
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Major focus went into producing “Swami Vivekananda at Ridgely,” an 
eighteen-minute video that explores the history and nature of Swamiji’s 
association with the Leggett family and the estate. Frank assisted with  
filming and scripting, and both he and Helena contributed to the narra-
tion. The VHS video was distributed to Vedanta centers, organizations, 
and individuals—any who might want to help with the effort to “Save 
Ridgely.” Three brochures were also released outlining aspects of Swami 
Vivekananda’s legacy, the significance of Ridgely Manor, and Sri Sarada 
Society’s mission statement, respectively.

 April 22, 1995, marked the centennial anniversary of Swami Vive-
kananda’s first stay at Ridgely. Swami Sarvatmananda, then assistant 
minister of the Vedanta Society of Boston, took part in the centennial 
celebration, giving a brief talk on Swamiji and answering questions.  

 Guests were met at the entrance to the property and invited to ride to 
the Manor by a carriage drawn by Morgan horses, the same breed that had 
brought Swamiji. There they were greeted by the Margessons, who gave 
tours of the house. In the dining room, Helena delighted guests with the 
story of how Frank’s grandmother, Betty Leggett, would draw Vivekanada 
back to the table by announcing  that ice cream would be served.  

In the afternoon everyone gathered on the back lawn of the Manor  to 
enjoy a concert of musical selections offered in honor of Vivekananda by 
the New York Vedanta Society choir, under the direction of John Schlenck.  

In the months that followed, as they had done for many years prior to 
placing the estate up for sale, the Margessons continued to graciously 
receive expected and unexpected pilgrims who would arrive at Ridgely 
in search of the home that had been dear to Vivekananda.

Efforts by Sri Sarada Society to purchase Ridgely came to a close late 
in the summer of 1997, when Swami Swahananda was authorized by 
the Ramakrishna Mission, Belur Math, to acquire the estate as a retreat 
center. Sri Sarada Society has continued to sponsor retreats at Ridgely, 
led by visiting pravrajikas from Sri Sarada Math. 

The friendships we formed with Frank and Helena during those early 
days continued after Mother lifted the task of purchasing Ridgely from 
the shoulders of Sri Sarada Society. 

And like family members before him, Frank Margessson was able to re-
alize his own legacy to Vedanta, especially Vedanta in America—through 
seeing the blessed estate, made sacred by the presence of Swamiji, pre-
served as Vivekananda Retreat, Ridgely. 

Editor’s NotE:  “Swami Vivekananda at Ridgely”
will soon be available for online viewing in honor of Frank Margesson 

at http://srisarada.org/margesson.html

 October 2012: Jayanti and Joan visit with the Margessons.

April 22, 1995: A century after Swamiji, guests 
were driven to the Manor by horse-drawn carriage.

John Schlenck led the Vedanta Society of New York 
choir in a concert on the back porch of the Manor.

The Margessons gave guests a tour of the Manor, 
which remains much the same as in Swamiji’s time.

Guests reenacted  the famous photo of  Swamiji.

http://srisarada.org/margesson.html
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Who We Are Sri Sarada Society is a nonprofit association of spiritual aspirants interested in the application  
of the universal ideals of Vedanta with Holy Mother, Sri Sarada Devi, as our inspiration.

She lived for years in a room so small
she could barely stand, fish in a pot
that hung above splashing water on her
as she slept. No space there for a cot—
the floor she sometimes shared with other
women was of stone. In spite of this,
she said to her companions, “My heart
overflows with a pitcher of bliss.”

Years later, she’d agree life was hard
then—”Yes, my legs still ache from sleeping
on that damp and chilly floor.” And yet,
what she remembered best was peeping 
through a broken screen to sometimes get
a glimpse  of her beloved Gadai. “This,”
she’d say to disciples,  “this alone 
could fill my heart with a pitcher of bliss.”

When she would return from time to time 
to the  little town where she was born
in West Bengal, the devotees would
follow her from the city. Though torn
by a wish to be alone, she could 
not turn them away. “They came for this,”
she’d say, pointing to her heart. We knew
she  meant her love, that pitcher of bliss.

A famous writer of Calcutta—
that drunkard Ghosh who became a saint —
once visited her village home, where
she did not wear a veil. “O, this can’t
be so!” he cried. “That face, your sweet bare
face I’ve known from boyhood, when in this
form you came and pulled me back from death.”
Laughter poured from her pitcher of  bliss.

“What kind of mother are you?” Girish
asked. “Your real Mother, my child,” she said,
“not just the wife of your guru, not
a foster mother, not a vague sort
of mother, your real Mother.” He sat
for a moment in silence. “Can this 
be true?” Girish asked at last, and wept
the tears that filled his pitcher of bliss

Br. Shankara

Br. Shankara is the resident minister of the Vedanta Society of Atlanta.

IN NIVEDITA’S STEPS
Selenda Margot Giardin grew up in America hearing about her courageous great-aunt after whom she was named: 

Margaret (Margot) Noble, Swami Vivekananda’s foremost disciple. In February, she traveled with her son to Kolkata. There 
they saw Nivedita’s house, which is currently undergoing restoration, and visited Sarada Math, Sister Nivedita’s Girls’ 
School, Udbodhan, and Belur Math. Speaking before large gatherings, she 
told of her family connection to Vedanta as well as a little about her own 
life, ending with a message reminiscent of both Nivedita and  Swamiji:

Nivedita did so many wonderful things. She did more than what 
seems humanly possible. She had wonderful ideas: freedom and 
independence for India, furthering Indian science, and education 
for girls. What can we do? It seems we can’t possibly be like her. But 
we can if we each do one thing and stay with it. If we help young 
children and if we help the sick, the needy, if we work on something 
that we have a passion for: if we can be a doctor, we can help the 
sick. We can help people. You can even be a janitor in a hospital 
because it is essential. Everything you do is essential. I have been a 
janitor, a chamber maid, I’ve done reupholstering, I’ve done painting, 
I’ve done photography, and I’ve done journalism. There are so many 
things to do in life, and if you do them well that is what is important.  
Each time you help educate a child, each time you feed the hungry, 
each time you heal the sick or comfort those that mourn, you are 
doing the work of Sister Nivedita.

s

PITCHER OF BLISS
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ContaCting Us  Sri Sarada Society, P.O. Box 38116, Albany, New York 12203, Phone (518) 869-6088 
Fax (518) 869-6084, email notes@srisarada.org, holy mother’s Website http://www.srisarada.org/

Swami Vivekananda, Sarah Farmer, 
M. H. Gulisian, and Edward Everett 
Hale at Green Acre, 1894.

SARAH FARMER, SWAMIJI, AND GREEN ACRE
This is the first in a series of articles by Joan Shack exploring the spiritual heritage of Green Acre, located in Eliot, Maine.

W hen Swami Vivekananda disembarked from the steamboat at Green-Acre-on-the-Piscataqua, he would have 
sighted first the oversized white flag hovering high over the main tent, with the word PEACE written in large 
green letters on it. The numerous small tents scattered around on the flatland, above the landing site, and the 

Inn on the knoll were likewise in his view. It was the summer of 1894 and Green Acre was to host an event of historical 
significance.

Sarah Farmer had attended Vivekananda’s lectures in New York City earlier that year, extending a speaking invitation 
to him to the first Green Acre Conference that she was organizing. At the opening ceremony on July 3rd, Sarah dedicated 
the conference to the dual ideals of world peace and religious harmony. Speakers of various faiths and philosophies were 
present. Attendees were asked to abandon religious and spiritual prejudices and listen respectfully, with an open mind. 
From written accounts of the gathering, the word PEACE was not merely symbolic. It 
described the influence Green Acre exerted on the lives of those present.

Sarah Farmer’s ardent commitment to peace and good will, along with her under-
standing of the importance of freedom and equality, were attributes exemplified in 
the lives of her parents. Sarah’s mother, Hannah Farmer, was a philanthropist and 
humanitarian. In support of the abolitionist movement, their home became a safe 
house for the underground railroad. When the family moved to Eliot, Maine, Hannah 
founded Rosemary’s Cottage—a summer retreat for the less fortunate women and chil-
dren from the Boston area, affording them a summer respite in the rural countryside.

Sarah’s father, Moses Gerrish Farmer, taught in the field of electrical science; 
“preeminent inventor of the 1800s” was a title ascribed to him. In 1847 his electric 
car was operated in an exhibit in Dover, New Hampshire, where the family lived. In 
1859 their house was illuminated with a string of electric lights. Thomas Edison was 
then a young boy. With respect to his inventions, Mr. Farmer’s were informed by his 
faith. Believing they were “thoughts of God existing in the universe to be picked up 
by sensitive minds,” not his personal property, patents weren’t initially sought. The 
Columbian Exposition of 1893 (World’s Fair) in Chicago became the showcase for 
his numerous life-changing inventions.

In partnership with others, the Farmers ventured to open a resort hotel in 1890 for summer vacationers, the Eliot 
Hotel (later named Green Acre). Amelia Thorp, the mother of Sara Bull, advised her friend Sarah to convert the hotel 
into a spiritual retreat center. Later Sarah was to thank Amelia: “I shall be eternally indebted to you for your brilliant 
idea.” As early as 1892, Sarah had in fact envisioned a place “under spreading pines, in green pastures, and beside 
still waters,” where divergent philosophies and all religions could find equal expression.

Sarah Farmer and Sara Bull worked together in sending out formal letters of invitation for the 1894 conference, 
organizing the program, and printing brochures highlighting Green Acre. Universal peace based on spirituality was 
a cause they both shared. With the construction of a large lecture hall in 1897, a variety of conferences on topics 
such as evolution, electricity, psychology, and business were held at Green Acre in subsequent years. The Monsal-
vat School for the comparative study of religions was founded in 1896; for years, the organization hosted religious 
conferences in a grove of pines at Green Acre. 

In 1898 Sarah set down her extensive vision for its future, in hopes of giving the school physical form. She planned 
to have constructed a permanent residence for those “who have risen above all temptations of the lower self” and 
“have consecrated their lives to the needs of the world.” These individuals of different faiths would serve as teachers 
to “train missionaries for the work in foreign lands…where they would go, not to quarrel but to meet on the common 
plane between religions.” By recognizing “the unity of God in every individual,” these students will bring to those 
they meet “a fuller realization of this unity.”

Interestingly, Marie Louise Burke writes in swami vivek aNaNda iN the west: New discoveries that Swami Vivekananda 
had an interest in founding an international university whose faculty was to “include professors selected from all reli-
gions.” In an article dated October 14, 1894, the Baltimore Sunday Herald also referred to the university as “one of Mr. 
Vivekananda’s pet ideas.” Upon the request of clergymen in Baltimore, he delivered a speech on “the university plan,” 
with the hope of giving practical expression to his exhortations at the 1893 World’s Parliament of Religions calling for 
help and not fight, assimilation and not destruction, and harmony and peace and not dissension.

http://www.srisarada.org
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Newsletter staff  Editorial Joan Shack, Janet Walker, Jayanti Hoye, Ellen Paull
CirCulation Hari and Lakshmi Reddy • layout Ellen Paull, Jayanti Hoye

O DEATH, WHERE IS THY STING? 
by Jayanti Hoye

F or the retreat “On Death and Dying” that she led last year is San Diego, Pravrajika Vrajaprana, of the Vedanta 
Society of Southern California, took a somewhat different approach. Instead of giving the customary series of 
lectures, she invited participants to share their own thoughts and experiences. This started me thinking about 

the “two sides of death” that I had accepted pretty much all my life. For as long as I can remember I’ve tended to 
view dying itself as either a positive or, at the very least, neutral for the one who has passed. It is my own perception 
of the circumstances of the death, and my feelings of loss, that provide the “sting.” As I considered this more deeply, 
I became aware of having experienced distinctly different reactions to recent deaths within my Vedanta family.

Wonder:  Now, at 102, Clementine Rigby was ready to leave the world. Mother had become her all in all. Yet, her 
final days were filled with struggle and seeming despair—peace coming only at the end. Her suffering distressed 
many of us. Where was Mother? Why should death, so naturally timed and carefully anticipated, prove so difficult? 
Our doubts were assuaged with the explanation from a swami that every last vestige of karma must be destroyed if 
one is to achieve liberation. Another revered swami had assured her that this would be her final birth. Having ex-
perienced  Clemmy become expansive and all-loving in her later years, characteristics she herself attributed to the 
Mother’s power to transform, I cannot doubt that Mother did come for her  child.

In the weeks preceding her passing, before complete weakness took its hold, Clemmy contacted many individuals: 
those who had touched her life and those who looked to her for encouragement. Assisted by our resident swami, 
who visited her almost daily, she made calls to friends, devotees, and monastics, near and far. While I imagine that 
each received her final message in their own way, I cannot help but feel that Clemmy’s life serves as an inspiration 
for all who knew her. How often do we witness a life brought to full completion and death fully embraced?

Healing:  During Pravrajika Vrajaprana’s retreat I had shared with the group that having to “deal with a mix-up in ar-
rangements” had kept me from reaching my mother’s side as she was dying. Given my many positive experiences as-
sociated with death, this was surprisingly negative. Clearly, a feeling of having “failed my mother” was weighing on me. 
Not long after the retreat, I received the news of Pravrajika Anandaprana’s impending passing with my usual acceptance. 
I recalled her kindness during my visits to the Santa Barbara Convent in the 90s, following my trip to India. She and the 
other pravrajikas had made this pilgrimage possible by providing me with the perfect companion. It was amid these fond 
memories that something wonderful happened. It was prompted by a comment, via email, from Pravrajika Vrajaprana.  

The nuns had been busy making arrangements to bring Anandaprana back to the convent so she might depart in 
their loving company, but she died just before they were ready to move her. “As you can imagine,” wrote Vrajaprana,   
“we’re really sorry that we couldn’t get her home in time for her to pass away....but apparently the Lord had his own 
plan and she went for it!” Reading this, I smiled. Then I laughed out loud. Most likely Mom knew I was trying to 
come to her. She had simply been offered a better option than waiting for me!

SHock:  In preparing the retreat flier I had recalled the story in the Mahabarata of Yudhisthira being asked: “Sir, of 
all of the things you’ve observed in life, what is the most amazing?” Upon reflection he replied: “That in seeing the 
death of animals and people all around them, no one believes that they will die.” To this I must add: or that someone 
you know will die unexpectedly. I am certain I was not alone in my feeling of utter surprise upon learning that John 
Schlenck was dead. 

Yet, for me at least, “sudden death” acquired unprecedented meaning. Yudhisthira had gotten it right. I was dazed, 
wondering: “How can this be!”  Freshest in my awareness was a sense of John poised, riding the crest of new cre-
ativity, happy, content, and so very alive. Hence, his death sent a resounding reminder that nothing is assured to us 
within this relative plane of existence. I imagine John, a longtime Vedantin adept in conveying its principles, amused 
by the unexpected twist of divine play that would use his very life and death to drive home this basic truth.

 Being linked directly with love, we cannot avoid feelings of sadness and loss. We read of Mother and Thakur 
being overcome by grief. However, while theirs is an immediate, temporary response, ours is rooted in long held 
desires and expectations. They, who are all-loving, show us that it is possible to be attached through love without 
being bound by desires. As we come closer to the conviction that death itself has no sting, then even in this time of 
tremendous emotional stress we can begin to witness our reactions and learn from them. In the words of Mother:

 “However spiritual a person may be, one must pay the tax for the use of the body to the last farthing [i.e., suffer-
ing and death]. But the difference between a great soul and an ordinary person is this: the latter weeps while leaving 
this body, whereas the former laughs. Death seems to him a mere play.”



In Mother’s Words “If one is without kindness, how can one be called a human being?”
“The purpose of one’s life is fulfilled only when one is able to give joy to another.”

  
  

 

 
 

   
                                                             

Dedicated to Holy Mother 
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BEHIND THE VEIL
by Sravani Bhattacharjee

A fter Belur Math was established in 1897, Holy Mother occasionally resided nearby in a bungalow, commonly 
known as Nilambar Mukherjee’s garden house. Once during her stay there Swami Virajananda came to her to 
convey a message from the Math. Swami Virajananda, who would later become the sixth president of the Ramak-

rishna Order, was only a young monk then. Mother affectionately called him Kalikrishna, his premonastic name. Finding 
Mother by herself, engaged in household chores, her face covered with the end of her sari, Kalikrishna spontaneously 
revealed a deep regret in his heart by saying, “Mother, in spite of having so many opportunities to see the Master 
when he was alive, I failed to do so. I am so unfortunate.”

He told the Mother that he was fourteen years old when the Master left the body. He had grown up in a neighborhood 
that the Master often visited and members of his family had enjoyed the Master’s holy company. But alas, he had never 
joined them. Hearing this, Mother remained silent. So Kalikrishna uttered these same words again. Mother was still silent. 
Seeing Mother’s seeming indifference he asked, “Mother, don’t you listen to your son’s agony?”

At this, the Mother threw the veil from her face and looking into his eyes replied, “Why are you cursing yourself, 
my child? You are seeing him.”

This left him speechless; his mind withdrew inward in an effort to fathom the meaning of those powerful words. 
Leaving the garden house after finishing his assigned duties, he thought to himself: Did Mother mean seeing her is 
the same as seeing the Master? Just then his eyes fell on the porch, where Mother stood raising her hands, as if in a 
sign of approval. Kalikrishna’s heart was filled with a great peace.

Holy Mother expressed her unique identity with the Master on other occasions also. Understanding this identity 
opens new doors to our spiritual awareness. However, when we try to absorb this more deeply, many doubts arise. 

Holy Mother as the Master’s wife served him with undivided attention during the nine years she spent in his 
presence. After the Master’s passing, she carried forward his spiritual mission. In unassuming ways she silently but 
steadily guided, nurtured, and established the spiritual ideals the Master wanted to disseminate. And yet they were so 
different in their looks, ways, and expressions. How then, can seeing the Mother be the same as seeing the Master?

To fathom its true meaning let us leave the boundaries of our limited thoughts and sense perceptions and dive into 
deeper realms of awareness. What does “seeing the Master” really mean? Swami Vivekananda describes the Master 
as one seeing whom, delusion vanishes. In Sri ramakriShna Shatakam, Swamiji elaborates on the sublimity of the 
Master’s being. Translated from Sanskrit the verse reads:

That Eternal and Universal, which is pure knowledge, infinite bliss, the cause of the entire universe, an ocean 
of compassion, beginningless, endless, and beyond nature, has appeared in this world in the form of Sri Ra-
makrishna.

The finite form of the Master is a vivid representation of the formless Absolute. Can this be equally true with Holy 
Mother? An incident from their lives may help us find an answer to this. 

On an auspicious night during the summer of 1872, the Master summoned Holy Mother to his room and worshipped 
her, following the injunctions of the scriptures, as the Divine Mother of the Universe. At the end of the worship, he 
consecrated the fruits of his intense austerities, his spiritual realizations, and himself at the feet of Holy Mother. Such 
an act is unheard of in the spiritual history of mankind. Toward the end of this intensely powerful worship, both the 
Master and the Mother were immersed in a deep state of samadhi. In that transcendental union of the Spirit, the 
worshipper and the worshipped realized their identity as actually being Existence, Knowledge, and Bliss Absolute.

By the performance of that great rite, the Master invoked in Holy Mother the same spiritual consciousness and 
Continued on page 2: Behind the Veil
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power that was manifesting itself through his own personality. He made her a participant in all his austerities and 
spiritual attainments and a vivid manifestation of that Absolute Consciousness that he himself represented. 

Holy Mother’s future actions were all, therefore, devoid of any personal object, but meant to fulfill the great mis-
sion that was being worked out through the Master. She carried herself like any other woman of those days, abiding 
by the social customs. Her tremendous power was concealed behind a veil, a veil which our ordinary, mundane 
awareness cannot penetrate. But to a real seeker of Truth, she removed that veil and showed her true nature, a nature 
that is one with the Absolute Consciousness in a very real sense. Looking at her face, when we can see that reality, 
would itself be true spiritual attainment. s

Continued from page 1: Behind the Veil

A REFLECTION OF THE GURU’S INSTRUCTION
Diane Crafford and Susan Salm share their reflections of Courtenaye Olden (1917-2015), a devoted disciple of Swami Pavitrananda and actively 
selfless member of the Vedanta Society of New York.

T o know Courtenaye Olden, to be with her, was to be immersed in the words and teachings of her guru, Swami 
Pavitranandaji. She was the personification of “guru bhakti”— every action, every moment of her day was related 
to the thoughts and ideas of the swami. She lived her life and behaved according to what he taught. 

In February of 1951, Courtenaye and her husband attended the first lecture that Swami Pavitrananda gave in the 
West as the new minister of the New York Vedanta Society. In 1954 they became members and intimate devotees 
and workers at the Center. In 1964, Courtenaye moved from her palatial suburban home in Westchester to a modest 
studio apartment in New York City, a two-minute walk from the Vedanta Center. Thereafter she was at the Center 
every day of the week, serving and cooking for Swami Pavitrananda daily. She helped with much of the swami’s 
extensive correspondence and was one of the designated drivers for him as well as for visiting swamis and devotees. 

Courtenaye attended every class Swami Pavitrananda gave. She had a formidable memory and was able to quote 
his teachings verbatim. She was an incessant note-taker, recording the wonderful tidbits of wisdom he would utter. 
The swami entrusted her with transcribing and editing his lectures for publication. 

Her duties at the Center ran the gamut from cooking and serving meals, to serving as board member and holding 
the post of treasurer, with its many great responsibilities. Whatever Courtenaye did was her worship, and she was 
ready to do it joyfully. When Swami Pavitrananda requested her to instruct some of the new workers in the Center’s 
kitchen, she did so, giving openly, lovingly, and unstintingly. One devotee stated, “It was a joy to work under her 
and with her.”

 She was motherly and protective of everyone she cared about. She was disciplined, planning activities and 
details down to the minute. She could be quite strict, while always loving, open-minded, and generous. She had a 
nickname for each person. With an affectionate comment she made everyone feel welcome and a close part of the 
work. Her genuine warmth and natural dignity made her a source of comfort to many, and they came to her often 
seeking conversation, advice, consolation, or the pleasure of her company. Because of these qualities the swami 
often requested her to speak to those in distress.

She was fearless in standing her ground, as much for others as for herself, and uncompromising with regard to 
what was right. As has been said of her: “She was incorruptible.” Her judgment was fine-tuned and her alertness 
like a laser. Everything she said and did was honest to the core. She was a devotee who understood the practical 
application of spiritual thinking in daily life. The strength she gained from Vedanta was internalized, she lived it. 
She had endured many personal tragedies in life by always surrendering herself to Swami Pavitrananda’s care and 
guidance and she had found safety at the Vedanta Society of New York. She knew that her inner world, her inner 
center as well as her Vedanta Center, were right there, and that her swami and her friends would always stand by 
her as she herself had done for them. 

The following incident from Courtenaye’s last days was told us by her devoted healthcare aide. Courtenaye was 
receiving hospice care at Calvary Hospital in the Bronx. She had not spoken since arriving at the hospital and it 
was believed she had lost that ability. A nurse came to tend to her. Courtenaye looked up at the nurse and said in a 
clear, strong voice, “I love you.” It stopped the woman in her tracks. She had been caring for her for days and these 
were the first and only words she heard from her. That was the final statement of Courtenaye’s life: All the years of 
study of Vedanta, of caring for others, and following to the letter the instructions of her guru—Love. At the most 
difficult and painful point of her life: “I love you.” And she really did love everyone around her. 
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PRAVRAJIKA VIVEKAPRANA RETURNS TO THE WEST IN 2016
Revered Pravrajika Vivekaprana, a senior sannyasini of Sri Sarada Math, has accepted an invitation to travel to 

the East and West coasts of the U.S. in the fall of 2016. Her visit will herald the beginning of Sister Nivedita’s 150th 
birth anniversary. A tour outline with contact information is given below. 

The organizers of Pravrajika Vivekaprana’s visit invite you to help with the expenses of the tour, including airline 
tickets, travel insurance, and visa costs. Tax-deductible donations may be given by a check payable to Sri Sarada 
Society and sent to P. O. Box 38116, Albany, NY 12203. Please note “Vivekaprana’s visit 2016” on the check. 

Pravrajika Vivekaprana is presently head of the retreat center of the Ramakrishna Sarada Mission at Pangot, district 
Nainital. She first lectured abroad in 1989 and since then has visited Argentina, Brazil, England, France, Germany, 
Holland, the United States, and Uruguay. She speaks from her own realization and understanding of Swamiji’s 
teachings and does so in a way that this ancient Indian philosophy becomes relevant and practical to our daily lives.

East Coast Retreats: August 27–September 20
Contact: Caroline Williams by email at 2clwilliams@gmail.com or phone 732-456-4015

For accommodations at Vivekananda Retreat Ridgely in Stone Ridge, New York, please apply online 
at https://ridgely.org/visiting-ridgely/ Early registration is encouraged as space is limited. 

Retreat 1—The Relationship between Sri Ramakrishna and Narendranath
Tuesday, August 30 through Friday, September 2, 2016 (Four-day retreat)

Symposium—Inspired to Action: Western Women and Swami Vivekananda
Sunday, September 4 through Monday, September 5, 2016 

Sunday AM: Pravrajika Vivekaprana will speak on how Sister Nivedita pre-
sented the message of Swami Vivekananda in The Master as I Saw Him.

Sunday PM: An informal session on Western women inspired to action, in-
cluding Pravrajika Gitaprana’s presentation on “Events at Ridgely: Western 
Women and Swamiji.”

Monday AM: Swami Yogatmananda speaks on “Swami Vivekananda and 
Western Women Disciples.”

Retreat 2—Action, or Karma, As a Path to Freedom
Thursday, September 8 through Saturday, September 17, 2016 

(Nine-day retreat—No class on September 12)

West Coast Retreats: September 21–October 17
Contact: Mary (Archana) Tamraz by email at maryarchana108@gmail.com or phone 209-217-4026

For accommodations at Mercy Retreat Center in Auburn, California, please contact Mary Tamraz. 
Reservations made before May 1, 2016, will receive a discount. 

Special Presentation—The Guru–Disciple Relationship between Sister 
         Nivedita (Margaret Noble) and Swami Vivekananda 

Saturday, September 24, 2016
At the First Unitarian Church, in Oakland, 

where Swami Vivekananda spoke in March 1900 

Retreat 1—Understanding Raja Yoga for the West 
Monday, September 26 through Friday, September 30, 2016 

Retreat 2—The Universe and the Individual: The Macrocosm and the Microcosm 
Monday, October 3 through Friday, October 7, 2016 

Retreat 3—Inquiry into the Nature of the Seer and What is Seen
Monday, October 10 through Friday, October 14, 2016 

All West Coast retreats begin with a community lunch on Monday 
and end after a community lunch on Friday.

Mercy Retreat Center
http://mercycenter.org/

Vivekananda Retreat Ridgely
https://ridgely.org

http://www.srisarada.org
mailto:2clwilliams%40gmail.com?subject=Pravrajika%20Vivekaprana%27s%20East%20Coast%20Retreats
https://ridgely.org/visiting-ridgely/
mailto:maryarchana108%40gmail.com?subject=Pravrajika%20Vivekaprana%27s%20West%20Coast%20Retreats
http://mercycenter.org/
https://ridgely.org
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KHOOKI: BRITAIN’S GIFT TO INDIA
Margaret Elizabeth Noble was born on October 28, 1867, in Dungannon, Tyrone County, Ireland. After spending much of her early childhood 
in Ireland, she attended college in Halifax, England, and eventually met Swami Vivekananda in London in 1895. In honor of her 150th birth 
anniversary celebration beginning this Fall, we offer Part One in a series on her contributions to India, adapted from an article by Prem Tilak 
Mallik, who observes: “Swami Vivekananda reckoned that she was Britain’s ‘gift to India’ and made her one of his foremost disciples, naming her 
Nivedita, meaning ‘one dedicated to God.’ And to the Holy Mother she became the ever beloved Khooki, meaning ‘beautiful, lovable, young girl.’” 

H er destiny was to serve the people of India: as a teacher to little children and their mothers to start with, and 
later playing a leading role in India’s freedom struggle and in the furtherance of science in India. Her service 
to the poorest of the poor in sickness, famine, and flood is legendary.

When the Call Comes...

From her grandfather, Margaret Noble inherited measureless courage, boundless patriotism; from her father, 
tremendous compassion for the poor; and from her mother, great beauty, tenderness, abiding truth, sympathy, and 
unbridled kindness. She often went with her grandfather and her father to the homes of the poor, rendering service. 
Thus, even from her earliest years, service became a force of habit with her.

One day a certain friend of her father, a preacher, visited the family after serving in India as a missionary. He felt 
drawn to this cute little girl. When he said good-bye, he told his little friend, “India, my little one, is seeking her 
destiny. She called me once.” Hearing this, Margaret’s heart was filled with inexpressible joy.

Her father had a meager income as a clergyman. Yet out of his slender means he gave his utmost to the less for-
tunate. Death claimed him at the age of thirty-four, ending his life of selfless service. At the last moment he called 
his devoted wife and whispered, “When the call comes from Heaven, let Margaret go. The little one will reveal her 
talents and do great things.”

This was indeed prophetic. From the very beginning, she was a very zealous child, always full of spirit. At the early 
age of eight, she had already had the realization that religion is not about having belief in the doctrines, but rather 
about searching for the divine light that would bring enlightenment.

Khooki’s Valor

London, 1895: Margaret Noble comes across Vivekananda. The rest is history. His principles and teachings had 
such an imprint on her mind and heart that they brought forth a major change in the way she saw and lived her life. 
Vivekananda, of course, had assessed her innate fire and passion as well as her ability to transform the society of India. 

When she arrived in India, women’s education barely existed. In 1898, amidst this backdrop Margaret, now hav-
ing been given the name Nivedita by Swamiji, established a school in Calcutta for girls who were deprived of even 
basic education. Her aim was to bring about an improvement in the lives of Indian women, especially those of the 
lower castes and lacking social standing. We are given insight into Nivedita’s child-like simplicity from Saralabala 
Sarkar’s account of Holy Mother’s coming to visit the school. Saralabala, a teacher at the school and a famous writer 
of that era, tells of Nivedita’s anticipation of and unbound joy on the occasion.

Nivedita’s selfless service to humanity is awe inspiring, especially her dedicated vigil and service when the plague 
became endemic in the slums of Calcutta. As an intellectual and educator, she was probably beyond compare. Not 
surprisingly, she had excellent rapport with many intellectuals of the Bengali community—notably, the scientist 
J.C. Bose; Nobel Laureate Rabindranath Tagore; and Aurobindo Ghose, one of the major contributors towards early 
nationalism. Perhaps what is not so widely known in the West is that during the later years of her short 43-year life  
she was vigorously engaged in activities that promoted the cause of India’s independence, and that her inspiring writ-
ings expressed the pan-Indian nationalist views that proved to be a motivating force for people from all walks of life. 

Nivedita launched an all out effort to secure India’s higher education system against the obstreperous British es-
tablishment. Her ammunition: missionary zeal to establish higher education though real universities set to infuse and 
encourage the learning, scientific temperament, and research that would inspire reverence and impart self-reliance. 
Actually, she took up the baton where Vivekananda had left it. Swamiji had inspired India’s noted industrialist Jam-
shetji Tata to invest in India’s future, stressing that establishing a training and research center in steel science in India 
would be of great benefit to the country, in keeping with India’s rich tradition of learning. Jamshetji also envisioned 
Swamiji’s dream of an International University, or of redeveloping the existing universities on the model of a post-
graduate university like those in the United States.

To Be Continued



In Mother’s Words “I show these girls (her nieces) due respect for their views. 
Remaining detached, I watch their movements so that they do not go to extremes.”

THE POWER IN DETAIL 
by Jayanti

I  became mesmerized as Swami Chetanananda told devotees in San Diego about his newest book, Sri Sarada 
devi and Her divine Play. Such detail! What she used to clean her teeth. Really, how could he have found 
this out?  Ah yes! I found it recorded in the reminiscences of her brother Prasanna’s wife, Subasini:    

When the Mother was in Calcutta, I sent a container of tooth powder for her, which I made from roasted to-
bacco leaf and coconut leaf. Later my husband told me that the Mother praised my thoughtful gift.

Another bit of information that I found rather amazing has to do with transportation. Generally, I think of Mother 
traveling by train, riding in a horse-drawn carriage or bullock cart, and being carried by palanquin or walking 
on foot. All these are true, and seemed appropriate to my vision of travel in India during the 1800s. Unexpected 
was the discovery that on February 11, 1911, Mother rode in an automobile. She and her party were driven from 
the train station to her guest lodgings across from the Ramakrishna Math in Madras. I had known of Mother’s first 
experiences of electricity and running water. Yet, in my mind at least, the invention of the car is at the forefront 
of ushering in the modern age. Reading that Mother also rode in a car, I was suddenly keenly aware that, unlike 
Sri Ramakrishna and Swami Vivekananda, Sri Sarada Devi’s life stretched to 1920, one-fifth of the way into the 
twentieth century.  My awareness of Mother’s living connection with modern life awakened.

In this way, I am finding that reading about Mother in such full and mostly chronological detail gives me new 
and deeper understanding. I am not always sure whether I’m reading about a newly translated incident from a 
Bengali source or a story I have forgotten. But even when it is a quote or incident with which I am familiar, the 
benefit of detail offers me a fresh perspective.

For example, in the chapter on “Holy Mother in the Midst of Her Family,” Swami Chetanananda describes 
Mother’s role as the head of her extended family. In the following quote, Mother is explaining her dealings with her 
nieces, each of whom has a different temperament:  

I show these girls due respect for their views. Remaining detached, I watch their movements so that they do 
not go to extremes. One should be humble and give some amount of freedom to all.
I am fairly certain that I had encountered “One should be humble and give some amount of freedom to all” before.  

But reading this generalized teaching within context, I was struck by a profound insight into parenting. As parents, 
our task is to encourage our child’s development into an independent being. Child-rearing experts assure us that this 
happens best in an environment of trust and acceptance, of loving guidance. How is this to be accomplished? Note 
Mother’s prescription: By “showing due respect for their views” and seeing “that they do not go to extremes.”  What 
attitudes foster good parenting? Detachment and humility. How often do we see parents become angry, fearful, or 
harshly critical, not so much in response to their child’s actions as from reactions arising within themselves? When 
we are caught up in our own expectations, judgments, and fears, we cannot see a situation as it is and allow it to 
unfold. The more we can observe a situation as separate from ourselves, the clearer our role becomes. We can then 
make better assessments and take more appropriate actions that balance a need to guide and protect the child with 
an ability to encourage freedom. If, as Mother says, those who are in our care and over whom  we might be tempted 
to feel superior deserve our respect, then it follows that these principles reach into all interpersonal interactions.

The preface to Sri Sarada devi and Her divine Play reads: “Generally, biographers focus on the important events 
in the lives of great people and skip the insignificant details, but I included both in an attempt to inform the reader of 
even the smallest aspects of Holy Mother’s life. In the eyes of a lover, everything related to the beloved is sweet and 
precious.” How is it possible to know what will spark a devotee’s heart? The Swami has done an invaluable service.
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SARAH FARMER, SWAMIJI, AND GREEN ACRE
This is the second in a series by Joan Shack exploring the spiritual heritage of Green Acre, located in Eliot, Maine.

T he BoSton evening tranScriPt of July 28, 1894 reported on Swami Vivekananda’s first week at Green Acre:

Each morning [he] may be seen attired in his flowing red robes and yellow turban, sitting cross-legged on 
the ground under a wide-spreading pine, and surrounded by a group of eager listeners, men and women, to 
whom he pours out freely his treasurers of knowledge and experience.

The towering Lysekloster pine under which Vivekananda taught stood on a hill a quarter of a mile from the Inn at 
Green Acre, far removed from all distractions. The pine became known as the Prophet’s Pine or, as some write, the 
Swami’s Pine. Representatives of other religions also taught, surrounded by their students, under pines in this same 
vicinity. Others taught in small tents set up near the Inn or in nearby open fields.

The classes under the Prophet’s Pine were the first Vivekananda held in America. Sparse notes from the diary of 
Miss Emma Thursby, a distinguished vocalist, offer some insight into the nature of his talks. He touched on the fol-
lowing practical and philosophical concepts: learning to play consciously, seeking the highest, freedom of the soul, 
concentrating the power of the mind, and the deepest meaning of Shivoham, Shivoham, “I am everything!” Since 
Emma was not regularly at Green Acre that summer due to singing engagements, some or all of these notes were 
sent to her by Josephine Locke, who would have attended Vivekananda’s classes regularly.

On August 3,1894, Vivekananda spoke on the reality of God to a gathering in the big tent, his only public talk at 
Green Acre.

Regarding attendees at Green Acre, Vivekananda wrote of a speaker who was thought by some to be “under spirit 
control,” and another who called himself a “mental healer.” On the surface, the group was a mix, including leading 
thinkers and scholars of the time as well as practitioners of faith healing, witchcraft, and spiritualism. Vivekananda 
never operated on the surface, though; to him, the conference illustrated his teaching that religious growth never 
goes from evil to good but from good to higher realization. His 1895 letter to Sarah Farmer indicates this. 

To Sarah, whose vision was the impetus for the conference, he 
wrote:

There is a mass of thought which is at the present time struggling 
to get expression...It teaches that no situation is hopeless, and 
as such accepts every form of mental, moral or spiritual thought 
where it already stands, and without a word of condemnation 
tells it that so far it has done good, now it is time to do better..

The Green Acre meetings last summer were so wonderful, simply 
because you opened yourself fully to that thought...and because 
you took your stand on the highest teaching of this thought that 
the kingdom of heaven already exists.

That same year, Sara Bull, who helped Miss Farmer organize the 
event, offered Vivekananda funds for his work in India. He replied:

I sincerely believe that you ought to turn all your help to Miss 
Farmer’s Green Acre work this year. India can wait...an immediate 
work at hand should always have the preference.

In 1896, Vivekananda sent Swami Saradananda to the summer 
Green Acre conference and later Swami Abhedananda.

In her writings on Vivekananda, Marie Louise Burke suggests that 
as a result of the Green Acre classes, Vivekananda’s attitude toward 
his work in the West changed. In letters to various friends and con-
fidants, dated from late 1894 into 1895, an unfolding awareness 
of his world mission is evident. The following snippets have been 
taken from Swamiji’s letters during this period.

I find [that] I have a mission in this country also...this is a grand field for my classes...truth is my God, the universe 
is my country... I have a truth to teach, I, the child of God...you must not forget that my interests are international 
and not Indian alone.

Swamiji at Green Acre in 1894
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KHOOKI: BRITAIN’S GIFT TO INDIA
In honor of her 150th birth anniversary celebration beginning this Fall, we offer part two of an article on Margaret Elizabeth Noble, Sister Nivedita, 
by Prem Tilak Mallik, outlining her contributions to India.  To Holy Mother, she was the beloved Khooki, meaning “beautiful, lovable, young girl.”

The reader may recall that Swamiji had inspired India’s noted industrialist Jamsetji Tata to invest in India’s future, 
stressing that the establishment of a training and research center in steel science would give rise to his vision of 
revitalizing India’s universities. Regrettably, Jamsetji’s proposal was met with utmost indifference on the part of the 
British government, as British industry continued utilizing Indian resources wantonly. On Swamiji’s return to India 
from the U.S., Jamsetji sent a soul-searching letter for an intensified campaign. “I am of the opinion that if such a 
crusade in favour of asceticism of this kind were undertaken by a competent leader, it would greatly help asceticism, 
science and the good name of our common country; and I know not who would make a more fitting general of such 
a campaign than Vivekananda.” Soon Nivedita would step up in the forefront of that effort.

The first day of the actual reckoning came on December  31, 1898, when members of the Provisional Committee 
met with Lord Curzon, British India’s Viceroy-designate, to discuss the project. Curzon turned it down with disdain 
and sarcastic comments. With prospects getting bleaker by the day, Jamsetji sent his sister and a trusted associate to 
seek Vivekananda’s counsel. This is where Sister Nivedita, along with Miss Josephine MacLeod and Mrs. Ole Bull, 
American supporters of Vivekananda, were roped into the effort. Strategy in place, Vivekananda had PraBuddHa 
BHarata magazine issue a public exhortation: “We are not aware if any project at once so opportune and so far reach-
ing in its beneficent effects was ever mooted in India as that of the Post-Graduate Research University of Mr. Tata.”

Enter Sir William Ramsay, who replaced Curzon. Alas, he too shot down the proposal. Jamsetji became so frustrated 
that he was about to give up the project. But Vivekananda and his lieutenants now applied ‘Plan B.’ Sister Nivedita and 

Continued on Page 4: KHooKi

REMEMBERING SWAMI TATHAGATANANDAJI
Swami Tathagatananda served the Vedanta Society of New York as Resident Minister and Spiritual Leader from 1977 to 2016. An inspiring pres-
ence to members of Sri Sarada Society, he lent abiding support and guidance to the organization from the early days of  its formation.

During her visit to Calcutta in 1909, Sister Devamata spent a lot of time conversing with Swami Premananda. In 
a letter to her, he wrote: “You may out of your goodness hesitate to claim a moment of what you suppose to be my 
precious time, but I assure you that to all servants of my Lord, wheresoever in the three worlds he or she may be 
serving Him, I feel myself absolutely sold forever.” To young or old, man or woman, Indian or American, the swami 
gave his time.  Numerous times over twenty-five years, I heard Swami Tathagatananda express the same sentiment--a 
sincere interest in and respect for anyone whose life was dedicated to Them. Reflecting upon the passing away of the 
Vedanta Society’s long-standing dedicated workers, Jeanne Genet in 1998 and John Schlenck in 2015, his extensive 
written remembrances expressed his appreciation and high regard for their dedicated service. In a letter to me, he 
wrote: “ Without such dedicated workers (Western) Vedanta cannot function in U.S.A., or foreign countries.”  More 
recently I heard him say, “If we cannot love others, if we cannot serve others, what are we here for?”—Joan Shack   

The Fools’ Society
“I am fool number 1,”
I heard Him say.
Like to a magnet this other fool was attracted.

I listened and learned.
Wisdom, not in dogma, but in encouragement.
All my foolishness was welcomed.

A mountain of love, Shiva in Supreme meditation.
A tornado of emotions.
He engulfed and swallowed the venom of my fears.

The obstacle of my excuses disappeared in a whirlwind.
With His heavy step He seemed to cement my will.
My weakness was crushed.

In His mirror I saw my strength.
I open my eyes in His wide laughter.
Each day, I am grateful to Life

Because “Life is God.”
The Sun is The Mother,
Nourishing the seeds of strength He gave.

Whoever is not “Grateful to The Sun” will be depressed.
I face the sun and feel its warmth.
I worship Life and share.

Share, as I expand my heart, further, wider.
In Holy Mother words: “No one is a stranger,
My child. The whole world is your own.”

Thank You, Mother Tathagatanandaji.
 —Shraddha

http://www.srisarada.org
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Mrs. Bull met with George Birdwood of the Education Ministry in England. He was just as caustic, informing them: 
“We govern India primarily for our good—with an amiable attempt to make that good more or less consistent with 
the wealth and happiness of India but not as humbugs would make the world believe, for the good of the governed.” 

When Birdwood insisted that the existing universities were already struggling, Nivedita sharply reminded him: “But 
all the universities in fact are completely in government control.” Birdwood claimed that “in 50 years, Indians have 
not been able to excel in any field of literature, science and philosophy,” to which Nivedita retorted: “For the first time 
in its history, The Royal Society offers the whole of its programme from opening till the Xmas holiday, to be filled by 
the Hindu Professor (J.C.Bose) of Physics.” Although derailed, Birdwood would not budge from his stated position. 

Neither would Nivedita give up her fight, eventually proving that the pen is mightier than the sword. She wrote 
impassioned letters to influential people the world over, including the philosopher William James, well known edu-
cationists, sociologists, geographers, philanthropists, biologists, and the pioneering town planner Patrick Geddes—all 
with a view to garnering moral support for preserving the “Indianness of this University Project.” The pressure exerted 
on the British Government eventually brought forth the desired result, though with a grudging acquiescence, in 1909, 
establishing the foundation of what is today the prestigious Indian Institute of Science. 

Heeding An Unfolding Call

Initially, Nivedita was optimistic about British rule in India. Subsequently she saw through the brutal side of the 
British Raj and realized that for India to prosper, it was imperative for India to gain independence. Therefore, she 
devoted herself wholeheartedly to the cause of opposing the British rule. 

After Swamiji’s demise she publicly dissociated herself from the newly formed Ramakrishna Mission, being acutely 
aware of the inconvenience her political activities caused the Order. However, she maintained a cordial relationship 
with all the brother disciples of Swami Vivekananda, with Swami Saradananda helping her in her charitable and 
educational activities—apparently all with the blessings of Holy Mother. Equally noteworthy, working on her own, 
she kept in direct contact with young revolutionaries of Bengal. She also exposed Lord Curzon after his speech in 
the Calcutta University in 1905 by making it public that, in his book ProBlemS of tHe far eaSt, Curzon had proudly 
described how he had given false statements about his age and marriage to the president of the Korean Foreign 
Office to win his favor. This revelation, published in prominent Indian newspapers, caused a furor, forcing Curzon 
to apologize. In this same year, Curzon initiated the partition of Bengal, a major turning point in the Indian inde-
pendence movement. Nivedita played a lead role in planning strategy as well as providing financial and logistical 
support, while leveraging her contacts to get information from government agencies to forewarn the revolutionaries.

It may not be widely known, even in India, that the famous Tamil poet Subramanya Bharathi was swayed by 
Nivedita, after meeting her only briefly, in 1906, to work throughout his life for the freedom of women in the country.

Nivedita’s intense respect for India is reflected in what she wrote in the editorial of Karma yogin, the nationalist 
newspaper of Aurobindo: 

The whole history of the world shows that the Indian intellect is second to none. This must be proved by the perfor-
mance of a task beyond the power of others, the seizing of the first place in the intellectual advance of the world. 
Is there any inherent weakness that would make it impossible for us to do this? Are the countrymen of Bhaskarya 
and Shankaracharya inferior to the countrymen of Newton and Darwin? We trust not. It is for us, by the power of 
our thought, to break down the iron walls of opposition that confront us, and to seize and enjoy the intellectual 
sovereignty of the world. 

Swami Vivekananda’s reckoning that  Sister Nivedita was Britain’s “gift to India” is reflected in her epitaph: “Here 
reposes Sister Nivedita who gave her all to India.” This poem, “Benediction,” penned by Swamiji to Sister Nivedita 
amply attests to how he revered her:

Continued from Page 3: KHooKi

All these be yours and many more
No ancient soul could dream before–
Be thou to India’s future son
The mistress, servant, friend in one.

The mother’s heart, the hero’s will,
The sweetness of the southern breeze,
The sacred charm and strength that dwell
On Aryan altars, flaming, free;

These correcTions To our spring issue have been made To The online ediTion 
1) The Sri ramaKriSHna SHataK am was written by Pramadadas Mitra. In the article by Sravani Bhattacharjee, we mistakenly identified Swamiji 
as the author.  2) The article on Courtenaye Olden was co-authored by Diane Crafford and Susan Salm. 3) Prem Tilak Mallik’s name was misspelled.



In Mother’s Words “Disease and austerity are the same thing.
One may destroy the results of past actions through austerity and also through disease.”

A CENTURY LATER
by Archana (Mary Tamraz)

P ravrajika Vivekaprana, a senior sannyasini of Sri Sarada Math and the Ramakrishna Sarada Mission, came 
to America in the fall of 2016 to inaugurate celebrations for the 150th birth anniversary of Sister Nivedita. 
During her stay on the West Coast, Vivekaprana Mataji spoke at the historic First Unitarian Church of Oak-

land on Saturday, September 24, 2016, in Hamilton Hall, the sanctuary of the church in which Swami Vivekananda 
himself had spoken. Swamiji gave several talks here between February 28 and April 2, 1900. These included The 
Resemblance Between Vedanta and Christianity, The Laws of Life and Death, The Reality and the Shadow, The Way 
to Salvation, Manners and Customs of India, Arts and Sciences of India, and The Ideals of India.

In her talk on “The Guru—Disciple Relationship Between Sister Nivedita (Margaret Noble) and Swami Vive-
kananda,” Mataji raises this question before a present-day gathering: “Why are these special teachers called gurus?” 
Continuing, she  explains that “Gurus take you from one level of evolution to another so that you understand that 
the dynamism that is needed in human evolution has to have very deep motivation. If you want to transcend from 
one level to another, you need to take charge of your energy whether it is physical or intellectual or emotional and 
make it one-pointed through the method of concentration and discipline….The final obstacle in our evolution is 
our own personality….Many times these likes and dislikes and bits and pieces of information that we gather can 
become something like a prison house…We need to get out of this prison house.…Evolutionary process demands 
the dynamic movement of the mind. Turn it towards one specific purpose…which would be transcendence of the 
human personality itself.” 

Swamji came to America and gave the very ultimate level of human evolution: that non-dual psychology that every 
human being is Divine. “We are not ready to accept that there is something deeply spiritual about me, some Beauty, 
something tremendously wonderful that will give me Joy. This was the idea Swamiji wanted to give to humanity.” He 
chose Sister Nivedita to help him with the work of educating girls. “Society gets nurtured through women. Unless 
women all over the earth reclaim that position, civilization will die.”  A video of Pravrajika Vivekaprana’s complete 
talk can be viewed at http://www.maasamiti.org.

The First Unitarian Church of Oakland remains a significant 
cultural and architectural treasure in America. It is listed as a 
California Historical Landmark and is included on the National 
Register of Historic Places. The building site was purchased 
in 1888 and construction of this solid masonry Romanesque 
Revival style church was completed in September 1891. With 
the exception of the famous stained glass windows, only materi-
als from California were used in the original construction. The 
dramatic redwood arches in Hamilton Hall were built of first 
growth redwood harvested from the Oakland/Berkeley hills. 
At that time, these redwood arches formed the widest span in 
any building west of the Mississippi River. 

The chair in which Swami Vivekananda sat is preserved at the 
entrance of Hamilton Hall, with Swamiji’s picture overhead. A 
brass plaque in his memory adorns the Hall’s podium as well. 
Pravrajika Vivekaprana spoke in this historical setting a little more 
than a century later before a gathering of over 125 people.

http://www.maasamiti.org
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Who We Are Sri Sarada Society is a nonprofit association of spiritual aspirants interested in the application  
of the universal ideals of Vedanta with Holy Mother, Sri Sarada Devi, as our inspiration.

PRAVRAJIKA SATCHITPRANA RETURNS THIS SUMMER
Those who have come to know Pravrajika Satchitprana will especially welcome news of her return to 

the United States this summer, arriving July 28. Pravrajika Satchitprana is a senior sannyasini of Sri Sarada 
Math, stationed at its headquarters in Dakshineswar, Kolkata. She has travelled extensively throughout 
India, Europe, Australia, and the Americas, teaching the principles of Vedanta. Her last tour in the United 
States was in 2014.

During this visit Mataji will be giving classes and retreats in three locations on the East Coast: 
1) Vivekananda Retreat, Ridgely in Stone Ridge, New York
2) The Vedanta Society of Greater Washington, D.C. in Silver Springs, Maryland 
3)  The Vedanta Society of Providence, in Providence, Rhode Island 

Joan Shack and Caroline Williams are the organizers of this summer’s visit. They invite you to help with 
the expenses of the tour, which include airline tickets, travel insurance, and visa costs.  Tax–deductible 
donations may be given by a check payable to Sri Sarada Society and sent to P.O. Box 38116, Albany NY 
12203.  Please note “Summer 2017” on the check. 

For a full tour itinerary of programs with Mataji in each location, as well as additional information about 
the retreats listed below, please contact Joan at presma@aol.com or 518-869-6088.

The following retreats are being held at Vivekananda Retreat, Ridgely. 
Please note the different instructions regarding accommodations for each. 

Early registration is encouraged as space is limited.      

Retreat 1: Bhagavad Gita, Chapters 10 and 11—August 3 through August 9
For accommodations at Vivekananda Retreat, Ridgely, apply online at https://ridgely.org/visiting-ridgely

Retreat 2: Meditation Intensive for Women—August 15 through August 19
The daily program will consist of two forty-five minute study classes on the Ashtavakra Samhita, three 
meditation periods, times for private readings, and evening satsang. Silence throughout the day is  
requested.
Note: This intensive is being held in the Casino guest house at Ridgely, operating independently of the 
Vivekananda Retreat staff. Therefore, please contact Joan for making reservations.

Chaitanya’s Birthday

i lost, my molten being was
Redefined in His grip.
I was His perfect complement with 
Every move.

And he wanted to know
And I told him
“There is no one else.” 

And he began to seal off the final exit
Of the cloister that offers my wandering soul a home.
My freedom stands
Challenged by the words He pours into my open soul
“No one ever died of longing.”

y

JOIN “NOTES” ONLINE
After 23 years in publication, we have decided to end 

publication of the print version of Sri Sarada Society 
NoteS with this issue. We have chosen to continue pub-
lishing articles online.

Unlike the past, when we made PDF versions of our 
print newsletter available, the new Sri Sarada Society 
NoteS oNliNe is completely internet  based. This means 
that the display adapts to computer, tablet, and smart 
phone viewing. You will still be able to print individual 
articles, if you like. 

Visit http://online.srisarada.org/wp to see the articles in 
this issue online. Expect some additions as you explore. 
If you do not already receive our email notices, you will 
need to join our email list. You can subscribe online or 
by emailing Joan at presma@aol.com with your request.

We appreciate your continued support though the years 
and hope that you will come with us as we embark on 
this new adventure. We welcome your comments and 
continuing article submissions. 

mailto:presma%40aol.com?subject=Tour%202017
https://ridgely.org/visiting-ridgely/
http://online.srisarada.org/wp
mailto:presma%40aol.com?subject=Subscribe%20to%20Email%20List
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ContaCting Us  Sri Sarada Society, P.O. Box 38116, Albany, New York 12203, Phone (518) 869-6088 
Fax (518) 869-6084, email notes@srisarada.org, holy mother’s Website http://www.srisarada.org/

IN MEMORY OF MY TEACHER AND FRIEND
by Gloria Maité Hernández

Note from the author: Triveni (Chabedia) Popat was born in Karachi, British India, on October 27, 1927, and passed away in Massachusetts on 
November 6, 2016. She studied Social Sciences at the Banaras Hindu University, and received an MA in sociology from the University of Texas in 
Austin. Triveni’s involvement in the Gandhi liberation movement resulted in three incarcerations and a lifelong commitment to freedom, equality, 
and social justice. From her teenage years, Triveni was involved with the Ramakrishna Order. She was a close disciple of Swami Ranganathananda 
and Swami Sarvagatananda. Together with her husband Pran, Triveni served and frequently hosted monks and devotees from the Vedanta Centers 
of Providence and Boston in their home. Following are reminiscences of Triveni drawn from our friendship during the last twelve years of her life. 

I f I had to think of only one word to describe Triveni, that word would be rasa. In Sanskrit, as in Hindi, the word 
rasa has several meanings, and each of them can be said to relate to Triveni. The most common meaning of rasa 
is “taste,” both the palatal taste and the taste of the arts, the taste of beauty. Triveni was not only a great cook 

who enjoyed hosting family and friends, but she manifested an artful beauty that remained with her to the end of 
her life. Being a dancer and an exceptional yoga teacher, Triveni had trained her body with rasa. Every movement of 
her arms, hands, or eyes radiated beauty. But she had also trained her spirit. And when her body started weakening, 
Triveni’s inner rasa was revealed.

Of the twelve years that I knew Triveni, it was only in the first two or three years that she was still capable of mov-
ing around and engaging in long conversations. During that time, she taught me many subjects: yoga, how to cook 
mixing all the right ingredients—particularly turmeric, which according to Triveni can be used for everything from a 
cure for pimples to an indispensable spice. She also taught me how to give massages, how to practice pranayama, 
how to be patient, and how to be spiritually free and confident. These teachings were already a lot to digest. 

But the real teachings began when Triveni’s daily habits were interrupted by the onset of Alzheimer’s disease. Slowly 
and painfully, she had to give up everything that commonly defines a person’s identity: her independence, her capacity 
to make decisions, her productivity, and even her speech. Deprived of the ability to follow up on her own actions and 
intentions, Triveni’s spirit quieted down. A very pure love rose from within. Another meaning of rasa is “essence.” And 
Triveni’s essence was joyful love. 

When she could still walk, members of the community would take turns bringing her to the Providence Center 
for classes. Once we were running late for the class and Triveni was very quiet. I was concerned because she had 
not spoken to me at all during the trip. As we approached a traffic light, I sped up and managed to pass while it was 
turning red. Triveni then looked at me with big eyes and a smile, and said “Yes”! That “Yes,” along with her open 
eyes, has stayed in my mind as a sign of fearlessness, although that night she didn’t speak again. 

One of my most beautiful memories of Triveni was one day that I took her to a butterfly exhibit at Roger Williams 
Park, Rhode Island. We walked very slowly, as she contemplated every leaf and every small petal of every flower. It 
was like a magnified experience of the beauty of nature. The butterflies came and sat on her open palm, and she was 
as if communicating with it all, the leaves, the flowers, the butterflies. I made it my purpose to not walk faster than 
Triveni. If she stopped, I stopped, and when she continued I would continue, as in a walking meditation. Together, 
we listened to the birds, felt the air, the heat of the sun. Her smile was infinitely sweet, but also intense, challenging.

When she could no longer welcome me at her doorstep, make me chai, or talk with me, Triveni would put all 
her love into her smile. I felt as if she was a life-giving fountain just waiting for me to come and sit next to her. Be-
ing with Triveni, in silence, looking at her smile, was simply healing. And I 
believe she knew it. That was the case on the last day that she could see me, 
Dussehra Day, October 11, 2016. I arrived around 10:30 in the morning, She 
was sleeping. I sat next to her and played some aratis on my phone. Then she 
became very alert and followed the rhythm of the music with her head. That 
day she allowed me to feed her lunch, and I remember repeating to her, “you 
are so beautiful.” She smiled and looked intensely at my eyes.

Many times I wondered what was it with this woman. What made her so 
powerful and attractive, even while being approachable and loving? Being 
with Triveni as death approached, watching her breathe in and breathe out, 
I understood that there was not an easy way into the mystery of Triveni’s life. 
She not only travelled and died thousands of miles away from her birthplace, 
but accomplished greater distances of learning and transformation in this one 
lifetime, where some of us were fortunate to encounter her.

mailto:presma@aol.com
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Newsletter staff  Editorial Joan Shack, Janet Walker, Jayanti Hoye, Ellen Paull
CirCulation Hari and Lakshmi Reddy • layout Ellen Paull, Jayanti Hoye

SARAH FARMER, SWAMIJI, AND GREEN ACRE
This is the final article in a series by Joan Shack  exploring the spiritual heritage of Green Acre, located in Eliot, Maine. In the first article, Sarah 
Farmer’s efforts in establishing Green Acre were summarized. The second article addressed Swamiji’s participation in its 1894 summer program. This 
article cites the growth of Green Acre and the influence of the swamis who participated in the summer programs from 1896 through the early 1900s.     

You are working for what all founders, reformers of religion have been working, to make men and women feel 
their divine brotherhood, and bring them to look on earth as but another name for heaven.  The wise people will 
tell you that this is impossible, but no harm is done by doing what seems impossible.

—Max Müller in a letter to Miss Farmer, 1896 

Receiving Swami Vivekananda’s request for help in the West, Swami Saradananda sailed for England in March 1896, 
arriving on April 1st. Within a few months, he departed for New York with J.J. Goodwin, Vivekananda’s stenographer.  
A short four days after arrival, under Sara Bull’s tutelage, Saradananda arrived at Green Acre by steamship from 
Portsmouth, Maine.  On July 7 he gave his first public lecture in the big tent on the grounds to a group of seventy 
during a session of the Conference of Comparative Religions that was being held there. In a letter to the editor of 
the BrahmavadiN journal, dated July 23, 1896, Goodwin wrote: “[Saradananda] received a thoroughly sympathetic 
hearing for this, his first lecture in the West, [and] impressed people with the feeling that both from his manner, 
and the matter of his address, he had much to give them.”  Goodwin notes that an interesting discussion followed, 
highlighting the principles of his address “with still more telling force.”  

The years following Vivekananda’s visit to Green Acre in 1894 were marked by growth in the summer school. In 
1896, the first summer that Saradananda participated, the Monsalvat School for the Comparative Study of Religions 
was formalized under the direction of Dr. Lewis Janes, an eminent scholar. In this same year the GreeN acre voice, 
a weekly newsletter, was first published, announcing news of the programs. Goodwin’s accounts of Saradananda’s 
lectures appeared regularly in this publication. Children attended a nature school held in the woods and fields, which 
had been created just for them. And, for the first time, the general lecture courses were divided into conferences of a 
week’s duration. In addition to the Conference of Comparative Religions, there was the Anthropology Conference, an 
Evolution Conference, and a Nature Conference, just to name a few. Saradananda attended these lectures, learning 
about the interests of Americans and thus preparing him for his future work in the West.   

Saradananda also conducted a series of classes under the Prophet’s Pine, the same Lysekloster pine under which 
Swamiji had taught. The topics were Raja Yoga, Karma Yoga, and finally Bhakti Yoga. Due to the number of interested 
individuals, he gave private instructions in Raja Yoga throughout the three-month conference. At the close of the 
season the traNSceNdeNtaliStS iN traNSitioN journal published this account:

This morning was the Swami’s last talk, and as the privileges of the pine tree were not to be had, the group of dis-
ciples by the roadside under the trees, presented a unique picture to the passers-by who…paused in unsurprised 
silence to hear the words of the teacher. The topic, which was the love of God…the scene, and the whole atmo-
sphere of the occasion made one understand as never before how the Master in Galilee went about teaching and 
preaching the kingdom of God, and how the people heard him gladly.       

By the summer of 1897 Green Acre was known around the world. Some referred to 1897 as the “boom year.” 
Visitors flocked in to attend lectures and be part of the intellectual atmosphere.  As was the practice, admission to 
all lectures was free, though voluntary contributions were suggested. Saradananda was once again in residence, 
most likely in the Sunrise Camp, an encampment of tents on the grounds that accommodated overflow from the Inn. 

The Monsalvat School brochure for August 2 through September 2, 1897 specified that the Swami would offer a 
“special course on the Vedanta Philosophy, Sankhya and Yoga Philosophy of India.”  Interestingly, the program praised 
“the teachers of Vedanta” for having allied themselves with various nonsectarian movements of the day, asserting 
the universality of truth. It so happened that sectarian influences were particularly dominant in America at the time. 
Saradananda gave a second series of lectures on the literature of India on Wednesday mornings. The first lecture in 
this series was “The Poetry of the Vedas.” 

A notable occasion that summer was the Parliament of Religions held on August 30 under the large tent, with its 
sides open to the field and river in order to accommodate the greater number in attendance. On the platform with 
Saradananda were Jain, Quaker, Unitarian, Episcopal, Zoroastrian, Jewish, and Free Church representatives. Sara 
Bull as founder of the Cambridge Conference was also  part of the assembly.  Sarah Farmer occupied the center spot. 
Dr. Jain was seated next to her.

Article concludes in the online version. Please visit http://online.srisarada.org/wp
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