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5 The Burden of the Common Man
The Spirit of Rabindranath Tagore






THE SPIRIT OF RABINDRANATH TAGORE

...............................................................................

I SHOULD LIKE TO MAKE IT CLEAR FROM THE BEGINNING THAT
I do not propose to attempt a comprehensive survey of the
life and works of this illustrious poet ; nor shall I be guilty
of the presumption of attempting totally superfluous
advertisement of his genius or personality. I shall content
myself simply with reproducing, however imperfectly, what
I consider to be the right background of thought and
environment, for a fruitful study of Rabindranath’s poetical
works, and with indicating briefly their high value not
merely as an effective, analysis of present-day problems in
India and elsewhere, but as an exposition of the root-
problems of life itself.

In the midst of all our work and all our pleasures, we
are often unconscious that we are ever carrying with us the
burden of an eternal question. Very few of us indeed have
anything more than a vague consciousness of its existence,
and most of us are satisfied with an occasional mild intellec-
tual interest in the problem. But in some lives—and these
lives alone are truly great—the question has assumed an
imperative form ; and wherever the demand for an answer
has been thus insistent, we have had one of those contribu-
tions to human thought that leave a definite impression
on the ever-changing ideals of humanity. In this paper
we shall deal with some of the forms of which the mystery
has revealed itself to-day to a poetic soul who has in his
own way sought an answer to the riddle of life.

The present epoch is admittedly a critical period in
human history. World-forces, and world currents of
thought have been roused to activity and are working
away, openly or insidiously, for good or for evil, on a scale
hitherto unknown. The commerce of ideas, no less than
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the commerce of wealth and industry, is fast weaving the
many-coloured threads of human endeavour into one
organic whole. Problems of state and politics, problems
of society and of religions, are rapidly becoming the
common problems of humanity itself. The apparent con-
tradictions of the many-sidedness of humanity, which have
for ages provoked the fiercest conflicts between man and
man, are slowly subsiding into a truer unity and a more
comprehensive harmony, which are all the more profound
because of this ruthless disturbance of equilibria and the
passionate struggle for a more comprehensive readjustment
of life. Humanity, living apart in its own sequestered
grooves, armed with the prejudice of conventions and
external forms, finds itself called upon to respond to the
stimulus of a wider appeal and express itself in terms of
a wider sympathy.

We are not concerned here with the final outcome of
this struggle, if indeed there can be any finality in its
solution. But, seldom, in the selt-expression of an indivi-
dual life, has this ideal of a world-wide rapprochement been
sung with such never ending freshness and perfection of
harmony as in the poetry and writings of Rabindranath
Tagore. The inner growth of the poet's ideal, as clearly
reflected in the evolution of his poetry, is so typical of the
fundamental laws of the emancipation of thought and of
realisation through conflict, that it may almost be taken as
a summarised history of the world-wide thought-adj Justment
through which we are passing at the present moment. The
reconciliation of contradictory ideals, the re-construction of
apparently anomalous fragments of philosophy, the recon-
vergence of the a priori idealistic and the objective
evolutionary trends of thought, have all been foreshadowed
and their battles fought over in the inspired outpourings of
the poct’s soul.

But first let us take a rapid survey of the various forma-
tive influences of tradition and environment that have led
L



up to the production of his masterpieces—of those literary
and intellectual activities that preceded him and paved
the way for the advent of his genius.

One of the most fundamental characteristics of the
Hindu temperament, in theory at least, is the essential
catholicity of its attitude towards the problems of life. In
fact, so elastic has it been in its interpretation of religious
beliefs and so comprehensive in the diversity of its aims
and ideals, that a superficial observer may very easily be
induced to believe that Hinduism itself is a mere conglo-
meration of heterogeneous creeds—and so it is, in fact, when
divorced, and considered apart, from its central ideas and
the prime sources of its inspiration. Pervading and
spiritualising all its aims and ideals is an intense conscious-
ness of the absolute and fundamental unity at the root of
all things. From the earliest recognition of the essential
oneness of the forces of nature—of the powers that drive
the clouds or kindle the fire, of the powers that inspire our
thoughts and actions, of the powers that deal with life and
death—from the first inspiring glimpse of the one life and
one consciousness that pervades the universe—life or
matter, body or soul—the whole history of Hindu thought
has been a series of onslaughts on everything that has stood
in the way of a perfect realisation of this idea. And the
whole history of Rabindranath Tagore’s poetical career
has been, consciously or unconsciously, a crusade against
the ever-recurring bondage and tyranny of forms and con-
ventions and sophisticated creeds that hamper the growth
of the spirit and deny the self its proper fulfilment in the
unfettered attainment of truth.

The Hindu's conception of religion and his logical
attitude towards ‘religions’ should thcrefore be essentially
catholic. To him Dharma, or the Law, is one and eternal,
and all the different ‘religions’ with all their apparent
diversities of ideals and practices are but different marga’s,
or paths, for the ultimate attainment of the same goal.
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For, it is Dharma itself, inherent in man, that makes the
triumph of Dharma irresistible ; it is Dharma itself that
drives, lures and guides the soul to inevitable salvation.
Mukti, or freedom (which is the Hindu’s equivalent for
salvation), is the fulfilment of the purpose of existence,
and that fulfilment is perfect self-realisation. For therein
lies the final solution of all spurious conflict between life
and death, between mind and matter, between the soul
within and the world without, between ‘this’, ‘that’ and
‘I'—all merged in one all-pervading, all-inclusive soul in
whom each soul discovers its true untrammelled self.

What is this self? How is it to realise itself? What is it
that prevents the realisation now? These are the questions
we have to face. And yet, somehow, before we seck an
answer to them, we require an assurance that we are not
following a mere phantom that leads us to nothing. Men
have tried all the world over to do without such specula-
tions ; men have grown impatient of waiting for an answer
to their own inner questionings. So they have proposed
to solve the problem of life without any reference to
ultimate realities. Thus we have had such conceptions as
the ‘welfare of society’, the ‘progress of humanity’, the
‘greatest good of the greatest number'—which we are
invited to accept as the guiding principles of our life and
conduct. And yet, when we try to translate such ideas
into practice, when we ook for some unerring guidance
amidst the doubts and trials of our daily lives, we find our-
selves asking: What is good? what is progress? what is
welfare? And deep down at the bottom of all such queries
we find the haunting shadow of the questions we have
always tried to suppress: Who am I? what is this life?
what is the purpose of my existence?

This Samsara, or procession of phenomena, as the
Hindu calls the world, is but the outward expression of
the mysterious self-seeking of the soul—a thought-episode
of the birthless soul mapped out in time and space. And
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all this misery, all this blind helpless groping about, is
simply because the soul, having started in its career of self-
realisation, forgets its true eternal self and attaches itself to
the fleeting things of the world with which it identifies
itself. But why is it, it may be asked, that we fail to see all
this>  Why has the One and Eternal, the Perfect Soul of
all souls, in sctting free this stream of consciousness that
expresses itself through my life, allowed it to lose sight of
its true meaning? In asking this question we are really
asking why there should be any creation or limited existence
at all ; why the Perfect should want this elaborate make-
believe of imperfections, this incessant striving after a per-
fection that is already there, this mysterious evolution from
the Alone unto the Alone. This is the transcendent mystery
of creation, the ‘unkrowable’ of the agnostics, the one
missing link in the unending chain of causation ; for herein
lic the root-problems of thought, of time and space, of
consciousness and reality. All that philosophy can do is
to give us analogies and supply symbolic conceptions to
express rather than explain the nature of the mystery. Self-
emancipation is the conquest of maya, the false illusion
of self, which gives the semblance of independent reality
to all things, and which makes the one indivisible Reality
appear as a duality, as subject and object, as mind and
matter, as this, that and I. The idea of a fleeting world,
the very notion of this life built up of incessant changes,
nay, the very act and process of creation itself as we under-
stand it; is a figment of maya. This soul that we worldly-
men speak of, this spurious self that finds itself at variance
with the world around, this ‘T' that toils and suffers and
is eternally at the mercy of death, all this is gross maya.
And yet, as we are emphatically reminded over and over
again, by our illustrious poet, whatever it may or may not
be, this maya is, so far as we are concerned, as much a fact,
as substantial a reality, as any fact or reality that we deal
with in our lives ; it is, in fact, the reality of our life and
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existence, of our daily round of pleasures and sorrows.

One phase of the Hindu's spiritual endeavour, there-
fore, is the conquest of maya, which resolves itself into a
rigorous process of disabusing the mind of all its pre-
conceived notions of things imbibed from its contact with
its environments. “Not this, not this!” I am not this body ;
I am not this that suffers and dies; I am not this that is
rent by passions and blinded by ignorance ; I am not this
fleeting stream of ceaseless changes. I am the reality of
which all this is a shadow ; I am the one, the unchanging
amidst the changeful many; I am the perfection within
myself, beyond sorrows, beyond doubts, beyond death. Such
is the way of knowledge, of knowledge through perfection
and of perfection through knowledge.

Against the sombre background of this relentless
monism which is a direct legacy of premediaeval Vedantic
thought, stands the inspiring form of bhakti, or supreme
attachment to God. The tendency of this school of love
is essentially dualistic, for its whole concern is with the
personal aspect of God—God manifest, who expresses him-
self through the world-process and in the life and struggles
of each individual. The general attitude of these two
schools of religious thought towards each other is one of
mutual distrust and even contempt. But though it is so
common to find the advocates of the paths of knowledge
and love opposing, and even denouncing, instead of supple-
menting, each other, it has been pointed out over and over
again that there is in reality no inherent conflict between
the two. Just as there can be no true knowledge without
a supreme passion for it, so there can be no true love, no
selfless devotion for anything, without knowledge, without
a compelling consciousness that what we love is truly lov-
able. This conflict of thought, however, has served to
emphasise the two-fold nature of the problem, and by insist-
ing on our recognising the immediate as having as
important a claim to our attentions as the ultimate, it has
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helped to keep in view the practical problems of salvation
as distinct (though logically inseparable) from a true con-
<ception of it.

Volumes might be written on the Vaishnava cult of
love, its mystic traditions, its profound symbolisms, its
absorbing ecstasies. The ideal of the Bhakta is love of God
for love’s sake, without desires, without motives, without
any purpose whatever—the mystery of love that he seeks
without finding, the compelling love that comes to him
unsought. During the 14th century, and for a long time
afterwards, the phrase ‘Bengali literature’ was practically
synonymous with Vaishnava poetry, which is all centred
round the divine love-story of Radha and Krishna. The
story begins with the coming of Krishna into the life and
thoughts of Radha. Radha is absorbed in the contempla-
tion of her lover ; she lives in the midst of an intense dream
in which the personality of her lover is mysteriously woven
into all the physical realities surrounding her life. Some-
times he comes across her path and, though he passes away
in silence, he always seems to leave a mysterious message
behind. And when, at last, the passionate music of his
flute is heard calling to her from beyond the river, between
joys and fears, between hopes and doubts, Radha knows
not what to do. Again and again the music is heard, till,
finally, yielding to its insistent call, she leaves all and braves
all and goes forth to meet her niysterious lover in the
secret bower. This is the story which with various elabora-
tions and embellishment has found widespread acceptance
as truly allegorical of the dawning of divine love in the
soul.

Such are the twin streams of love and knowledge that
have been so exquisitely harmonised and have found such
perfect expression in the genius of Rabindranath Tagore.
He has been claimed by many of his admirers as a true
successor of the Vaishnava poets. His poetry has even
been described as an inspired restatement of Vaishnava
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thought in the light of his own experience. But,that is
true only in a strictly limited sense. If we consider, not
merely the poetry of a particular period of his life, but
the whole of his literary activity, we are driven to the
conclusion that Rabindranath is not the slave of any parti-
cular school of thought, that he is not the exponent of
any particular system or ‘ism’ and that he is, first and
foremost, an exponent of the mystery of life and only
incidentally a Vaishnavist or Vedantist, an idealist or
realist. In [act, the unfettered evolution of his poetry was
possible only through a constant shaking off of the limiting
influences of mere tradition and sophisticated life. His
temperamental kinship with the early Vaishnava writers,
and their lasting formative influence at the early impres-
sionable stage of his poetry, are amply evidenced in the
genuinely Vaishnavic inspiration and motif of many of
his poems ; but he has, nevertheless, succeeded in breaking
away most effectively from the tyranny of Vaishnavist
literary traditions, and the bulk of his poetry is Vaishnava
only in the sense that it is intensely humanistic and deals
with the glory and joy of life. Otherwise he is almost as
much a Vedantist as a Vaishnavist, for his outlook on the
broader questions of life and existence is characterised by
an element of rigid and subjective self-analysis that is almost
foreign to the Vaishnava writers. This is traceable very
largely to the influence of his father, the Maharshi, whose
remarkable religious life had been very largely inspired
by Vedantic teachings.

The advent of Rabindranath Tagore’s poetry happened
at that critical moment when Bengali literature, having
just recovered from the prolonged depression of a decadent
period, was discovering its own potential greatness. For
more than two centuries, before the rise of modern Bengali
literature about seventy years ago, the whole literature of
Bengal had, with rare exceptions, been showing pronounced
symptoms of having lost touch with nature. This marked
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stagnatjon of thought was reflected everywhere in the
sordid pettiness of literature, in the senseless tyranny of
social conventions, in the shallowness of the practical inter-
pretation of religion and philosophy. The noblest birth-
right of the nation, the priceless legacy of Hindu thought,
seemed to have been completely smothered under a virulent
growth of morbid parasitic forms and accretions, and all
channels of freedom of thought and endeavour were silted
up by the choking obstructions of a stagnant, form-ridden,
tyrannised and tyrannising society. It was one of those
periods in a nation’s life when its faculties are dulled by a
false feéling of selfsatisfaction, when its life is divorced
from the ideal, when indolence of thought displaces the
genuine toleration of true understanding, when morbid
sentimentalism masqyerades under the garb of religious
devotion, and a tawdry diffusiveness of thought poses as
spiritual mysticism. The dormant Hindu intellect,
ruminating on the remnants of an ancient and forgotten
glory, was in urgent need of an external shock to rouse it
and bring it face to face with the demands of an insistent
present. And that shock did come at last with the intro-
duction of English education which followed the advent
of Rajah Rammohan Ray, the greatest figure in modern
Indian history.

The immediate consequence of this English education
was the disastrous uprising of a.group of reactionaries,
violently anti-Hindu and anti-national in attitude. Their
openly expressed contempt for the literature and culture,
the manners and traditions of their country, acted as a
great setback to all literary activitics, until the great
Vidyasagar and his illustrious colleagues took up the cause
and ushered in that memorable period of literary upheaval
(from Vidyasagar to Bankimchandra), which came imme-
diately before the present period—the epoch of Rabindra-
nath. One of the longest standing problems in Bengali
literature had been the conflict between the academic and
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the dialectic forms of the language. Vidyasagar found the
language in immediate danger of degenerating into vulgar
colloquialism ; but his scholarly adherence to its sanskritic
form was only a phase in that cycle of movements and
countermovements that culminated in the beautiful prose
of Bankimchandra and the exquisite language of Rabindra-
nath. Vidyasagar's language was undoubtedly the founda-
tion on which the subsequent literature was based ; but
the superstructure was radically different in spirit and
conception from the formal and prosaic design contemplated
in the original plan. The advent of Rabindranath Tagore,
with his bold departure from current traditibns and
originality of invention, was somewhat of a mild shock
to the literary orthodoxy of Bengal.

When the foamy and diffusive fancy of an imaginative
childhood began to subside and condense into poetical crea-
tions, Rabindranath was a mere boy who had barely entered
his teens. As was natural, he gave full play to his extra-
vagant imagination, which completely overshadowed all
the objective realities surrounding his life. From within
his phantasy was evolved a world of dreams coloured with
the sombre light of his own restless moods. Leaving aside
the very earliest of his poems, which are for the most part
merely fanciful, and are noted chiefly for their delightful
metrical inventions, we find the whole of his earlier poetry
characterised by an intensely self-centred egoism, which is
not the comprehensive subjectivity of true self-knowledge,
but a mere negation of objective interest in the pi'oblems
of life. The poet was exploring the intricate mazes of his
own restless imagination:

There is a forest called the heart;
Endless, it extends on all sides.

Within its mazes I lost my way,

Where the trees with branches entwined
Nurse the darkness in its bosom.
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Thjs aimless wandering and vague hankering after some-
thing undefined was in a way characteristic of the literature
of the period. In their study of Western literature, says
Rabindranath, the writers of that period had found more
intoxicant than food. Shakespeare, Milton and Byron had
stirred their imagination and disturbed the tranquil flow
of literature with a passionateness that aimed, not at the
revelation of beauty, but at the sheer luxury of rousing
the latent fury of emotional unrest. The essential import-
ance of restraint and of genuine trueness-to-self had no
chance of recognition in that turbulent and rebellious
atmospliere which is clearly reflected in the defiantly fanci-
ful tone of many of our poet’s earlier pieces. This was,
however, only a prelude to what was yet to come, and the
poet at this stage sgems oppressed by a vague, almost
morbid, sense of the appalling inadequacy of such a partial
outlook on life. This pessimism, however, is not the pes-
simism of futility, for the singer seems almost to revel in
this atmosphere of sadness, as if he were vaguely conscious
of being on the threshold of emancipation from the tyranny
of this limited self. We venture here to attempt a transla-
tion of his poem called “The Heart’s Monody’, which is in
many ways fairly typical of his muse at this stage ; but no
translation can, of course, convey any idea of the wonder-
ful fascination of the style of the original:

What tune is that, my heart, thou singest alone to

thyself ?

In summer or winter, autumn or spring, day or night,

Restless, persistent,

What tune is that, my heart, thou singest alone to

thyself ?

Round thee fall the faded leaves and flowers shed

their petals,

The dewdrops sparkle on the grass and vanish, the

sunlight plays with shadows,
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The rains patter on leaves. \
And there in the midst of all, thy wasted weary soul
Sings the same, the same, the same unchanging tune.

I wake up from sleep at night
And listen through my heart-beats—
The same voice whispering low,
That knows no rest or pause.
A spirit, sad and weary, sits silent at my doors,

A constant dweller in my heart ;
I feel the rhythmic murmur of its breath.
In the hush of mid-day, in my heart’s desolate shadow,
4 lonely dove sits cooing, making the lone hours

\ mournful,

O my heart ! Hast thou learnt naught else
But only one note?
Then cease, cease my heart !
I am weary of the same, the same unchanging cry.

The general trend of these earlier poems will be
apparent even from a cursory glance at some of their titles:
‘The Suicide of a Star,” ‘The Despair of Hope,’ ‘The
Lament of Happiness, ‘Deserted, ‘The Invocation to
Sorrow,” “The Wail of Defeat,’ and so on.

The next important. stage of evolution is to be seen
in the ‘Songs of Sunrise,” where the poet, now past his teens,
seems suddenly to have discovered himself. The unfolding
of the alluring vision of life, the sheer joy of its colours
and forms and music, give a definitely positive turn to his
verse ; and henceforth there is a notable absence of that
vagueness and lack of objectivity that characterised his
earlier poetry.

I translate here a few lines from one of his poems,
‘The Fountain's Awakening,’ belonging to this transition
stage, which is really allegorical of this inner awakening of
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the poet’s soul, and his intense longing for a greater
measure of the fullness of life.

Out of the morning-songs of birds
One stray note, I know not how, has found its way
into my secret cave to-day.
A trackless ray of the morning sun, I know not how,
Has come to seek its home here within my heart—
And my agelong sleep is over now.
The music of the world has sent its message to me.
Then strike, my heart, strike at the stony prison walls,
Break the bonds of darkness around,
And flood the world with joy.
I hear the call—the call of the distant sea.
The world within its bosom held,
The sea murmurs alone unto itself its own eternal
thoughts.
I long to hear the chant that breaks out from the
unknown deep,
Amid the silence of the listening sky.

The positive impetus of this new-found joy in life is
apparent in the immediate change in the trend of the poet’s
ccomposition. No longer do we hear him sing of mere sorrow
and despair and futility, of the dreams and fancies of his
fitful moods. But the same directress of an elemental style,
the same delightful music of a simple diction, still pervade
his poetry Never before has pure lyrical Bengali expressed
itself in poetry more melodious, never before has its feeble
pomp or insipid trivialities been resolved into music more
refreshing or sonorous. Henceforth begins that long pro-
cess of emancipation through which the message of the
poet and his interpretation of life rapidly transcend the
limits of their own intense individualism, and the singer's
inborn sense of kinship with nature asserts itself through
the widening range of his poetry and his deeper apprecia-
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tion of, and keener insight into, the fulness of life. , From
craftsmanship we see him rising to the heights of true art,
and from art, and through art, to that realisation which is
the consummation of all art. The gradual evolution
through which each trend of thought leads him to the
Infinite, the culmination of all the phases of his ideals and
inspirations in the breaking down of the barriers of self
before the consciousness of one supreme Unity, is all dis-
tinctly traceable in the development of his poetry. Over
and over again he triumphs over that tendency towards
mere abstraction and one-sidedness of thought which has
always been a real danger in the portrayal of thé Hindu
ideal.

The conflicting claims of faith and knowledge, of
love and renunciation, of action and detachment, melt away
before the supreme assurance of his poetry and the beauti-
ful directness with which he carries us straight to the har-
mony that sings at the heart of life. What could be nobler
or simpler, what more supremely comprehensive than his
ideal of nationality, as expressed in his own English prose-
rendering (in the Gitanjali)?

Where the mind is without fear and the head is
held high :
Where knowledge is free :
Where the worid has not been broken up
into fragments by narrow domestic walls :
Where words come out of the depth of truth :
Where tireless striving stretches its arms towards
Perfection :
Where the clear stream of reason has not lost its
way into the dreary desert sand of dead habit -
Where the mind is led forward by Thee,
into ever-widening thought and action :
Into that heaven of freedom, my Father, let my

country awake!
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The keen sense of the Infinite which characterises so
much of his verse, may be seen in his poem called ‘The
Beyond,’ of which I attempt the following version.

I am restless,
I am athirst for the great Beyond.
Sitting at my window,
1 listen for its tread upon the air, as the day
wears on.
My life goes out in longing
" For the thrill of its touch.
I am athirst for the great Beyond.
O Beyond! Vast Beyond!
How passionate comes thy clarion call.
I forget, alas! that my hapless self,
Is self confined, with no wings to fly.
I am eager, wistful,
O Beyond, I am a stranger here.
Like hopeless hope never attained
Comes the whisper of thy unceasing call.
In thy message my listening heart
Has found its own, its inmost tongue.
O Beyond, I am a stranger here.
O Beyond, Vast Beyond !
How passionate comes thy clarion call.
I forget, alas! that wy hapless self
Has no winged horse on a path unknown
I am distraught,
O Beyond, I am forlorn.
In the languid sunlit hours
In the murmur of leaves, in the dancing
shadows,
What vision unfolds before my eyes
Of thee—in the wide blue sky?
O Beyond! Vast Beyond !
How passionate comes thy clarion call.
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I forget, alas! that my hapless self
Lives in a house whose gates are closed.

Rabindranath’s poems on Death, ‘the last fulfilment
of life, written at all stages of his career, are among the
most remarkable of his contributions. Here is one taken
from the Gitanjali:

On the day when Death will knock at thy door,
what wilt thou offer to him?

Oh, I will set before my guest the full vessel of
my life—I will never let him go with empty hands.

All the sweet vintage of all my autumn days and
summer nights, all the earnings and the gleanings of
my busy life will I place before him at the close of my
days, when death will knock at my door.

The supreme assurance of the poet, that ‘because I
love this life I will love Death also,’ is characteristic of the
tone of his later work. Contrast with this the opposite
note struck by the singer in depicting the fear and distrust
that is the common attitude of humanity towards death:

‘Mother, mother, we call out to thee, in our
terror, if perchance the helpless voice should recall the
mother in thee and soothe thy fury. The crushing
fear of thy relentless wrath still hopes and pleads
with thee. )

Where poetry is coextensive with life itself, where art
ceases to be the mere expression of an imaginative impulse,
it is futile to attempt a comprehensive analysis. Rabindra-
nath’s poetry is an echo of the infinite variety of life, of
the triumph of love, of the supreme unity of existence, of
the joy that abides at the heart of all things. The whole
development of his poetry is a sustained glorification of
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love. His philosophy of love is an interpretation of the
mystery of existence itself. Love, in the form of intrinsic
joy, is at once the stability and the dynamic impulse that
make up the realities of life—the truest expression of all
the forces and all the manifestations of nature. The inner
impetus to the world-process is the eternal love waiting
to be discovered, and existence itself is the melody of love
sustained by the rhythm of its own self-surrendering renun-
ciation. The objective of love is a constantly readjusted
incentive—now of a self-centred vanity, now of the youthful
visions of life, of ‘half a woman half a dream’ now the sheer
passion "of living, now the supreme joy of renunciation,
of sclfless service. And all this is a natural inborn process
of emancipation, the outflowing of life pursuing the
shadow of its own pgrfection and realising itsclf in the
pursuit:

The incense seeks to melt away in fragrance,
The fragrance clings about the incense ;
Melody surrenders itself in the rhythm,
Rhythm strives to lead back to the melody.
The idea seeks expression in the form,
The form seeks its meaning in the idea ;
The limitless abides in the close touch of limits,
The limits lose themselves in the limitless.
In life and death what mystarious purpose this—
This ceaseless coming and going from the formless
' to the form!
Bondage struggles seeking for its freedom ;
Freedom longs for a home in the bondage of Love.
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THE BURDEN OF THE COMMON MAN

----------------------------------------------------

THE HISTORY OF HUMANITY HAS ITS WRITTEN PAGES AND ITS
unwritten volumes, its flashes of vision and faith and its
unending voids of darkness and despair. Trailing vaguely
behind the stately procession of its saints and sages, its
captains and kings, come the confused masses of straggling
humanity, bereft of light and bereft of glory while moments
overflow with great realizations, with vision and with ideal-
isms, the epochs proclaims the repeated discovery of the
common man—the common man with his colourless life
and his aimless g*ropi.ngs, the common man with his un-
changing habits and his primitive passions, the common
man with his ignoble ambitions and his sordid futilities.

Impatient for the never approaching Millenium, the
despairing faith of man cries out from age to age for the
vision of heaven on earth and from age to age the echoes
ring back the insistent message “Behold the common man!”
All protrayals of the Spirit of Humanity in the glorious
raiments of its ideas and ideals recall the essential back-
ground of common-place realism, of the blank stretches
of life filled in with the flesh and blood of Humanity.

Man in his thirst for light and his haunting passion
for the life of Faith, breaks away from his fellowmen in
impatience and in disgust ; and seeks seclusion for his soul
away from the world and its distracting riddles. But the
cry of the common man is too insistent to be denied. It
breaks through the barriers of apathy and blind contempt,
it bites into the stone walls of self-contented seclusion, and
calls back the wandering Mind of man from the monastery
and the wilderness. For, the Common Man is the one
outstanding and universal problem in all ages and in all

phases of human progress—at once the hope and the dispair
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of the prophet and the pioneer. Ever since man’s discovery
of the glory of his own existence, ever since the first Man
wove his dreams into ideas and his ideas into forms, the
common man has been there—a living negation of his
visions and his dreams. It is this Common Man, this bleak-
ness within Humanity that stamps out the living colours
of life from the fairest dreams of Man, and poisons the
world with its brute hunger and primitive passions, his
feeble pleasures and ignoble sorrows, unrelieved by glimpses
beyond. He is the torpid flesh that clothes and smothers
the quickened ncrves of sentient humanity—the irrespon-
sive deadweight that burdens the progress of evolutions and
baffles the soundest logic of the wiseman and the law-
giver. He is the elusive octopus that sucks out the life-blood
of living faiths and drags down to itself the noblest inspira-
tions of man. He is the great Unredeemed, the living
antithesis of the Millenium—the perpetual cross of
humanity, the perpetual symbol of human futility.

All unconscious of his destiny, out of tune and out of
measure with himself, he halts and lags behind the march-
ing vanguard of humanity. The dignity of labour and of
life—the abiding harmony of all things,—the joy that
sings at the heart of creation—have no meanings, no mes-
sages for him. He is lost to the sublimest visions of the
spirit, lost to the supremest creations of poetry and of Art ;
to the joyous overflowings of Life pursuing the image of
its own perfection and realising itself in the pursuit. He
feels no voiceless anguish within himself secking for expres-
sion. Never hecarkens and never responds to the mystic
call of the spirit, never feels the restless thirst that calls out
for something beyond himself. And the floodgates of
inspiration are never opened out to him in living tides of
joy. He imposes the weary burden of his contemptible
struggles on the freshening hopes and buoyant optimisms
of humanity. He confronts the radiant faith of man in
the fulfilment of life with the dull spectre of his own degra-
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dations. Every harmony of life strikes within him some
discordant note and the very colours of creation are stained
with the drabness of his failures. And from age to age he
carries on the despondent gospel of his miserable life.
Men have tried, in all ages and all the world over, to
do without this Common Man. They have grown impatient
of his feeble response and his feeble faith ; his complacent
acceptance of the wretched unblushing Phillistine within
him. They have proposed to sponge out this brute in Man
from their calculations, and solve the problems of life, of
Reality and of salvation, irrespective of his existence. They
have fled away from his polluting presence as the embodi-
ment of Maya, they have spurned him and scorned him
and held him up to contempt as the apostle of the flesh.
They have ruled him, out of their lives and thoughts and
their dreams of mukti or salvation as a regrettable accident
of creation and a libellous blot on the fair fame of the
creator. The Brahmin and the puritan the pedant and
the ascetic, they have all combined to cry down the common
man and protect their respective faiths and their personal
salvations from the grasps of this pariah. “Who is the
Common Man,” they ask, “that we should carry the burden
of his failures and cripple ourselves for his sake? Why
should the primitive unrest of the ‘mob’ mind be allowed
to disturb the rightful tranquility of the righteous? Away
with the Common Man: Away with his distracting pre-
sence and his pessimisms of futility.” But the everpresent
common man is not shaken off by refusal ; for, as we strive
to avoid his contamination, he seems to grow in bulk and
power, co-extensive with humanity itself, menacing the
world with his overshadowing presence. And his exclusion
from our environments of life and thought becomes a
constant and unending process of eliminations. And the
belief grows into conviction that the Common Man—the

average sinful ignoble unregenerated man is a pestilence
of creation.
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This rigorous weeding out of the world of self, this
deliberate denial of the great mass of its human associa-
tions, serves to perpetuate the most fruitless of all dualisms,
the dualism between man and man ; between the sinner
and the saint, the church and the laity, the temporal and
the spiritual—the life within and the life without.  Reli-
gion divorced from life and the arrogant of its isolation,
finds itself in needless conflict with the facts of experience,
broad-based on untettered sympathy. It acquires the mor-
bid forms and obsessions of esoteric mysticism or cere-
monial purism. It degenerates into the abnormal sin-consci-
ousness of the unhealthy puritan and the scrupulous “don’t-
touch-ism” of the overconscious Brahmin, it seeks and finds
itself in the privileged self-interests of priest-crafts and
poperies, and in the shameless exploitation of the un-
bounded credulity of the common man—-“the dumb driven
cattle” of Humanity.

And meanwhile, the common man goes along in his
heedless way, unconscious of his destiny—unconscious of
the glory of existence,—unconscious of the everpresent
Reality, of the

TTem 7T (eI eI,

The One unchanging amidst the changeful Many, the
One senticnt amongst all sentient beings. He roams about
in his unconscious misery, staining the fair face of humanity
with the joyless and passionless gloom of his existence,
cver carrying in his person the root problems of life;
blindly accepting and blindly rejecting the ministrations
of philanthropy and of religion—hankering and clamour-
ing all the time for the gross material satisfactions of life.
And ever and again the proud man in his isolated glory
awakes to find himself besieged on all sides by the world
he had reckoned without, by the spectre of the Common
Man grown aggressive in virulence and in power. He finds

the common man around him within the prison walls of
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the monastery, and the sanctuary of the wilderness—he
finds in common man, the brute in man, within himself—
unmasked and unashamed! The monasticisms and mono-
polies of religion, creed bound and scripture bound—the
doctrines of spiritual isolation, of the exclusive salvation
of the favoured few—are shaken to the core by the
onslaughts of the common man. The proud man in his
superior wisdom is aroused to the appalling inadequacy
of his self-infatuated isolation and finds himself called upon
to respond to the stimulus of a wider appeal and express
himself in terms of a wider sympathy. He is torn away
from his abstractions and his dreams, to face the solemn
and relentless realities of life. No longer is the problem of
sin a mere abstraction of Theology—it is the living per-
sonal problem of the sinful man—a problem that demands
a solution. It recalls the sentient man to the immediate
problems, as distinct though logically inseparable {rom
the ultimate realities of life.

And the man of visions and ideals comes down in
righteous pride or in condescending pity to rediscover the
common man—no longer as a pestilence, no longer as a
living figment of misdirected creation, but as the human
instrument of perfection, as the indispensable “creature of
politics, aggregates, rulers and priests.” He creates and
uncreates his codes of life for him. He feeds him with
little fragments of his own ethics and philosophy. He
provides him with creeds and with commandments, with
the fears of hell and the allurements of heaven. He clothes
his own visions of light with clouded obscurities that it
may not dazzle the feeble eyesight of the common man. In
superior arrogance and in genuine solicitude he brings
down the whole atmosphere of his ideas and his ideals
shorn of its halos and its glories to the supposed level of
the common man’s mind. In his anxiety to safeguard him
from his doubts and foibles, he surrounds him in advance
with the minutest details of life from baptism to burial,
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his sanskar's and his dasakarma his mantra’s and his
catechisms, and sophistries and his compromise. And the
man of faith and virtues retires confident and satisfied to
sleep the contented sleep of the righteous—the common
man within him lulled by the assurance of his virtuous
labours. Now if all this labour is to be lost, if all this
anxious concern and exhaustive care be baffled by the per-
versity of the common man, if the mere sparks and frag-
ments of faltering light within him should demand a
greater allegiance than the reflected diffusions of surer
lights, who is to blame for all this? If the uncoiling bond-
age of thc common man is never uncoiled in reality, if
crawling eternities are the measures of his march of pro-
gress, if perfection be the distant dream of some never
attained future, where can salvation be found for the
common man!—the living message of despair?

The ages have squandered the richness of its traditions
upon him, the noblest birthrights of humanity, and the
most priceless legacies of thought are stifled to stagnation
by the virulence of his parasitic growth. Olympus comes
down to him with its blessings and he drags down Olympus
to the depths of his degradation. For him the world is
shorn of its light and glory and tainted with the servile
shallowness of his indolent thoughts. For him the saints
have lived and martyrs died and slaked his thirst in vain
with the human blood ofrsacrifice. For him the Christ Jesus
has undergone the sublimest agonies of his Passion. For
him the great Bodhisattva sits silent in compassion eternally
denying to himself the blessing of salvation, till Heaven
has redecemed and reclaimed the last life and soul, the last
straggling remnant of the common man. And he goes
about unrepenting from age to age—the callous bulk of
humanity, ungrateful unreasoning and ever blind.

Such is the common man, the man of sinful sorrows
and futile pleasure. And such he remains till the awaken-
ing message of some compassionate understanding unfolds
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in him the image of his perfection, of the divinity within
him. Then the veil of blindness is lifted from his sight,
and the common man shakes off the tattered garments of
his commonness. In the ecstacy of self discovery the
awakened man cries out the gladness of its long silent soul,
“Not this! Not this!” I am not this body; I am not this
that suffers and dies ; I am not this that is rent by passions
and blinded by ignorance ; I am not this fleeting stream
of ceaseless changes. I am the reality of which all this is a
shadow ; I am the One, the unchanging amidst the change-
ful Many; I am the perfection within myself beyond
sorrow, beyond doubts, beyond death.

The path of evolution is nowhere a straight line of
progress. It is a ceaseless branching-out of the eternal flux
of life seeking and finding its appropriate forms and expres-
sions, or perishing in the attempt. And this is as true of
the evolution of ideas and thoughts as of the biological
laws of progress. The problems of life admit no static
finality in their solutions, but demand a constant and active
readjustment of ideas and relations. One simple vision,
one simple germ of an inspiring idea, works out its age-
long evolution in a whole world of struggle and adjust-
ments. Moments expand to eternities, generations come
and generations go, expericnce fades into memory and
memories crumble away in the dead bones of history while
man struggles with his self evolusion and the vision of his
real self “as he is in himself in his own rights.” Critics and
exponénts arise and fight about experiences and their inter-
pretations, about words and their meanings, about prin-
ciples and their applications. Thoughts arise to refute
thoughts, lives to challenge lives, and ever and again amidst
the revolving strifes the common man loses his gospel of
salvation, his sublime vision of liberty—and drifts back to
his haunted life of oblivious habits. Habits good and bad,
habits of indolence and of passion, habits vicious and pious,
but all mere habits and bondage none the less. Reason
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and Democracy, Liberty, Equality and Fraternity—the
words remain only to shed their meanings, the struggles
go on without their significance and the very impulses of
life are left to stagnate in the “dreary desert sand of dead
habit.” And the cycle goes on from life to life. In his
recurring blindness the common man loses the conscious-
ness and looks about for some external stimulus to rekindle
the life of faith within him. Stupendous indeed is the
burden of the common Man—the crushing burden of sins
and sorrows that he carries in the world. The man of
faith has the strength of his inner light, the solace of his
visions and his ideals. To him is revealed the life that
sustains and the glories that light up his struggles and his
aspirations. But the common man is bereft of the light
divine and the blessed visions of bgatitude. He is the
Simon of Cyrene who bears the cross of the eternal Christ.
He carries within him the agonies of atonement—blind
mute and unquestioning. History raises its monuments of
glory to her illustrious sons but he the common man, the
true image of suffering humanity is the dust and the earth
of which monuments are made. He is the pain spot in
man that fills the life of man with its aching throbs.

“Blessed is the Common Man for in him is the image
of perfection—the perfection that waits not for the dim
distant future but is eternally realized in his divinity. Not
merely the ultimate triugiph of dharma that drives, lures
and guides the soul to inevitable salvation, but of the ever-
present triumph of all things, of the meanest of God's crea-
tions. As immortal Whitman sings “Illustrious everyone!
Illustrious what we name space, spheres of unnumbered
spirits. Illustrious the mystery of motion in all beings.
Illustrious the senses, the body. Illustrious the passing
light. Tllustrious whatever I see or hear or touch to the
last Good in all, even the last particle. O amazement of
things! O spirituality of things! I sing to the last equali-
ties modern or old. I say Nature continues, glory con-
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tinues. For I do not see one imperfection in the Universe.
Nor one cause or result lamentable at last. Of life immense
in passion pulse and power cheerful, for freest action
formed under the laws divine. The Modern Man I sing"—
The common man. The world was never more perfect
than it is today and never will be so. Life proceeds from
perfection to perfection, from reality to reality—each
moment each phase of life, perfect in its place, perfect in
its relation to all things, perfect in its promise and its {ul-
filment. The Millenium may never arrive, Utopia may
lose itself in the mazes of its conception, but the fulfilment
of man’is eternally written. The image of that perfect
fulfilment he carries within and spreads without—the image
of the divinity in the common man.

But why then, all this misery, all this blind helpless
groping about, this incessant and aimless striving after a
perfection that is already there? this elaborate make belief
of imperfection. Philosophy is hushed into silence but
the vision of faith sings out in eloquent joy. Today the
common man has found himself, the common man has
found his gospel. He may lose it again in the blinding
contlicts of passion—in the false clashings of spurious cause.
But the great fact is that he has “positively appeared—that
is enough.” He has found himself not merely in fragments
of the faltering present, not merely in the vague memories
of his personal past but in-the flashes of comprehensive
vision of the advancing future calling out to the perfection
within him to bear witness unto itself.

Come leaders of lost causes! Come Messengers of
forlorn hopes! Come torch-bearers of flickering faiths!
For the common man is awake today—awake in all his
glory and all his Divinity—hal{ a brute and half a man,
but all divine. He is awake and thirsting for a living faith
for himself, a living faith in himself. Through the ages
of darkness and despair he has been awaking in the majesty
of consciousness and the fullness of power. And now he
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is awake with his hopes and his aspirations, his passions
and his promises of peace. All the messages of man, all
the agelong gospels of hope and of liberty have reached
down to the living depths within the common man—
through endless tortures and denials, through the agonies
of cataclysms. The common man is at your doors working
away for good or for evil, for life or for death the problems
of his own salvation. Still blind, still groping, still helpless
but in deadliest earnestness, creating and discovering he
knows not what. With blind faith he clings to his monstrous
‘isms’ and his impossible creeds, all unconscious of the un-
folding future. He is out for the quest of the Holy grall
of his Heaven in earth.

And in the midst of all this is the silent and eternal
God of creation in the transcendent glory of his Love, wait-
ing to be discovered. That unfolding love, that intrinsic
joy, is at once the stability and the dynamic impulse that
make up the realities of life—the final expression of all
the forces and all the manifestations of nature. The inner
impetus to the world process is the melody of this joy of
love sustained by the rhythm of its own self surrendering
renunciation. The objective of the common man’s life
may be a shifting and constantly adjusted incentive—now
of sclf-centred vanity, now of the youthful visions of love,
of “half a woman half a drcam,” now the sheer passion
of living, now the supreme iny of renunciation, of seltless
service. But all this is a natural inborn process of emanci-
pation, the outflowing of life pursuing the shadow of its
perfection and realizing itself in this pursuit.
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