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My dear Everybody,

I  am sending th is  l a s t  l e t t e r  In  the form of a s o r t  of 

essay  -  because i t  sums up a l o t  o f  the d is c u s s io n s  I  have 

had with variou s persons out here s in c e  coming to  In d ia ,  In 

f a c t  one o f  the reasons why I  came out h e re ,  in the f i r s t  

p ie c e ,  was because I  was so in te r e s te d  In Indian philosphy 

and the idea o f R e - in c a r n a t io n ,  and here are  my f in d in g s ,

CHRISTIAN HEAVEN AND BUDDHIST NIRVANA COMPARED

I  have been m editating  a g r e a t  deal l a t e l y  on t h i s  ev er  p re se n t  

theory o f  r e - in c a r n a t io n .  In f a c t  i f  one l i v e s  out here one can 

n ot avoid i t ;  i t  i s  a p art  o f  the very a i r  we b re a th .  T hat, a f t e r  

you are  dead, you should come bsck a g a in , e i t h e r  as another 

person or perhaps as an an im al, i s  something which i s  taken f o r -  

granted by p r a c t i c a l l y  everybody in  India -  ex ce p t the Mahommedans, 

I t  does not seem to  occur to  one person in  a thousand; nor does 

I t  ev er  seem to  s t r i k e  people as p o s s ib le  th a t  the whole idea i s  

f a k e , -  a ftuge omnipresent e r r o r .  I t  r a th e r  reminds one of the way 

In which everybody in  the Middle Ages, even the most in te li@ ge .n t 

people l i k e  Dante and S t .  Thomas Aquinas a l l  b e lie v e d  th a t  the 

e a r th  was f l a t ,  and th a t  i t  was the c e n te r  o f  the u n iv e rse .  Yet 

a t  the time and fo r  many c e n tu r ie s  nobody was conscious o f th is  

huge and u n iv e rsa l  e r r o r .  So I  th in k  i t  I s  in  In dia  to -d ay .

From t h e i r  e a r l i e s t  years people grow up In i t ;  and come to  take 

i t  forg ran ted  -  l i k e  the atmosphere we b rea th  end i t  becomes a 

p a r t  o f  t h e i r  mental make up. This happens with even the most 

i n t e l l i g e n t  and p r a c t i c a l  l i k e  Ghandi and Nehru. Y e t ,  as I hope 

to  show, th i s  d o ctr in e  o f  r e - in c a r n a t io n ,  which i s  a t  the back 

o f  t h i s  Buddhist idea o f Norvene, i s  r e a l ly  an unformed assump

t i o n ,  a mere a b s t r a c t  sp e cu la t io n  but a m atter  o f  supreme p r a c t i c a l  

im portance; fo r  i t  a f f e c t s  the whole c u l t u r e ,  c i v i l i z a t i o n  and 

s o c i a l  s t r u c tu r e  o f  O rie n ta l  l i f e .  In f a c t ,  when you l i v e  in the
al P # » A m 4  v n r  i t r t  d  1 w q  ♦  u n o v n a  r» +
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h a b its  and t r a d i t io n s  which cen u lt im a te ly  be trace d  down to  th i s

id ea  o f metempsychoses, or r e - in c a r n a t io n *  One even find s i t

begins to  uncounsciously to  e f f e c t  ones own way o f  th in k in g  -  as

you might n o t ic e  in  those doggeral rhymes t h a t  come in  l e t t e r  -

page * I t  w i l l  help to  make the m atter  c l e a r e r  i f  we compare

the C h r is t ia n  p o in t o f  view with th a t  o f  the Buddhist or  Hindu*

fo r  in  doing so we s h e l l  f in d  c e r t a in  c o n tr a s ts  stand out ev er  more

c le a r l y *  L et us begin by try in g  to  f in d  out what there  i s  in  common

between the E astern  and Western p h ilo so p h ie s .  In the f i r s t  p lace

the C h r is t ia n  heaven and the Buddhist Nirvana both re p re sen t*  
g en era lly

speaking* a s t a t e  o f  exp erien ce  which have to  do with the 

fu tu re .  There are  the u lt im a te  d e s t in a t io n s  to  which the in d iv i 

dual so u l a s p i r e s .  They are p laces  o f  r e s t  and resp ose* where the 

'’wicked cease from tro u b lin g  and the weary are  a t  r e s t " ,  where 

a l l  the d i f f i c u l t i e s *  e v i l s *  s u f f e r in g s *  and d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f  t h i s  

l i f e  a re  done away w ith . About each s t a t e  th ere  i s  an elem ent of 

f i n a l i t y J  once having reached i t  we s h a l l  remain in  i t  with no 

wish (and perhaps no p o s s i b i l i t y  ) to  re tu rn

To come down to  another p o in t of s i m i l a r i t y ,  and th a t  a 

s t r i k i n g  one, between the E astern  and the Western p o in ts  o f  view.

I t  i s  t h i s ,  th a t  the a tta in m en t of Heaven or the s t a t e  o f  Nirvana i s  

r e la te d  to  the manner in  which we l i v e  and a c t  in  t h i s  p resen t 

world. Indeed we might go so f a r  as to  say th a t  i t  d i r e c t l y  de

pendent on our a c t io n s  here and now. The Gospel t e l l s  us th a t  

"as  a man sows so s h a l l  he reap ” * and the Hindu d o ctr in e  o f  Karma i s  

very s im i la r  in  th is  r e s p e c t .  This teach in g  a f f i rm s  th a t  i f  your 

a c t io n s  a re  g®od they w i l l  b rin g  you good Karma (o r  r e s u l t s )  in 

the n ext l i f e  and v ic e  v e r s a .  Thus what ever your a c t io n s  a re  they 

w i l l  rebound back to  you through the working out o f  Karma. Let 

us suppose, fo r  example, we have a man who in one o f  h is  

behaved in  an e v i l  and c ru e l  manner* l i k e  th a t  o f  a c r o c o d i le ,

Wftll* in  the n ext l i f e  com© back as a c r o c o d i le .  Perhaps you may 

remember the passage in  Shakespear©s the Merchant o f V en ise , which bears
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on t i l l s  p o in ts  i t  comes in the famous Court Scen e .

G ratlano  says to S h y lo e k :-

"Thou alm ost makes me waver in my f a i t h ,
To hold opinion with Ptethag a s ,
That so u ls  o f  animals In fu se  themselves 
In to  the trunks o f  men: thy c u r r is h  s p i r i t  
Governed a w olf hanged fo r  human s la u g h te r»  

f o r  thy desferea ^
Are w o lf is h ,  i>p% b loody, s tarv ed  and ra v e n o u s .”

In  the C h r is t ia n  view the whole q u estion  i s  much s im p le r ,  fo r  as 

the B ib le  t e l l s  us "Man i s  born to  l i v e  and die  once and a f t e r  

comes the Judgement". We are  l e f t  in  no doubt about the Judgment 

comings i t  i s  made c l e a r  by C h r is t  in  h is  teach in g s  and In a 

number o f h is  p a r a b le s .  At the end o f  the w orld, fo r  in sta n ce  

the goat w i l l  be sep arated  from the sheepJ in  the parable  o f  the 

f i s h in g  n e t  the an gels  w i l l  come a t  the end o f the world and sep

a r a te  the good f i s h  from the bad, and the l a t t e r  w i l l  be thrown 

away.

The theory o f r e - in c a r n a t io n  appeals to  many persons and t h i s  

a p p lie s  to  numbers o f  Europeans as w ell as O r ie n ta ls  because i t  

seems to  e x p la in  and J u s t i f y  the v a s t ly  d i f f e r e n t  c ircum stan ces in to  

which people are  born, as they come in to  t h i s  world. I t  would seem 

to  e x p la in  fo r  example th is  baby should be born and brought up in  a 

good cu ltu red  family in  a w ell organized enviourm ent, and th a t  in 

the slums o f a grea c i t y ,  or  t h i s  o th e r  born a c r i p p l e .  The 

Hindu would say th i s  was because he was r e c e iv in g  in  th i s  new l i f e  

th at he had m erited in  the l i f e  which had gone on b e fo re .

I n c ld e n t ly ,  i t  i s  r a th e r  in t e r e s t in g  to  note th a t  some o f the 

Jews a t  the time o f  C h r is t  s emed to  have b e lie v e d  in  r e - in c a r n a t io n .  

For on one o c c a s io n ,  when C h r is t  and h is  d i d  p ie s  were passing  a 

beggar who was born b lin d  on© o f  the d lc i p l e s  put the q u estion  to 

Our Lord, "Why was t h i s  man born b l in d ,  on account o f h is  own s in s  

They must have been committed in  a former l i f e .  But Our Lord did 

n o t a c c e p t  e i t h e r  one or the o th e r  suggestion  and r e p l ie d  "N e ith e r ,  

but th a t  the glory o f  God should be made m a n ife s t " .  And thereupon 

proceeded to  h eal the u nfortu n ate  beggar.



C h r is t ia n i ty  admits th a t  the m isfortu n es and s u f fe r in g s  

t h a t  b e s e t  us in  t h i s  l i f e  in  gen era l are  o fte n  the r e s u l t  o f 

some ones a im s, even i f  i t  i s  only Adams O rig in a l  S in .

4Ui4M4U4/4Hit44WMUiii44/iUi/i44/4U4/4t/H4/4>/
Though G h rie t ia n ty  m a in ta in s , on the one hand th a t  the s in s  of 

on® person o r  a group o f  persons can have a d e v a s ta t io n s  e f f e c t  

on the l i v e s  o f o th e r s ,  i t  no l e s s  c le a r l y  a f f irm s  th a t  the good 

a c t io n s  o f  persons or groups o f  persons can have a b e n e f i c i a l  

e f f e c t  on the l i v e s  o f  o th e rs*  In the Hindu r e l i g i o n ,  with i t s  

ridged  working out o f  the li&w o f  Karma le a v e s  no room «* in  s p i t e  of 

appearances to  the co n trary  fo r  th is  I n t e r - r e l a t i o n  between the 

d e s t in i e s  o f  in d iv id u a ls  or groups.
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I  am sending th is Nl a s t  l e t t e r  in  the 

essay  -  because i t  sums up^rSLc't o f  the 

had with v ariou s persons out her 

f a c t  one o f the reasons y 

p l a c e ,  was because l^%as/So in te r e j  

and the idea of

s o r t  of

Missions I  have 

coming to  In d ia .  In 

hb're, in the f i r s t  

in  Indian p hilosi

nd h e r e 'a r e  my f in d in g s ^

CHRISTIAN HEAVgfc AND BUDDHIST NIRVANA CJ0MPARED 

I have been m ed ita tin g  a g r e a t  deal l a t e l y  on /¿his ever p re se n t 

theory of re-inearnatio jfif. In f a c t  i f  one l i v e s  out here one can 

n o t avoid i t ;  i t  i s  y p a rt  of the very a i r  we b re a th .  That, a f t e r  

you are dead, you/should come back a g a in , e y th e r  as another 

person or perhaps as an anim al, i s  something which i s  taken f o r -  

granted  by p r a c t i c a l l y everybody -  ex cep t tJiaJ&a&bCTnsi^nns7

¡cur to^Phe bj^rsonx^p^a lya-erus and^'flor does 

fople as p o s s ib le  t h a t ^ h e  whole idea i s  

ire se n t  e r r o r s  i t  r a th e r  reminds one of the way

¡ven the most i n t e l l e g e n t

I t  does n ot seem 

i t  ev er  seem to  i 

f a k e , -  a ftuge on 

rin  wTTTGtr-c ve iny bgdy -

people l i k e  Dante and S t .  Thomas Aquinas a l l  b e lie v e d  th a t  the 

e a r th  was f l a t ,  and th a t  i t  was the c e n te r  o f the u n iv e rse .  Yet 

a t  the time and fo r  many c e n tu r ie s  nobody was conscious of th is  

huge and u n iv e rsa l  e r r o r .  So I  th ink i t  i s  in  India to -d ay .

From t h e i r  e a r l i e s t  years people grow up in i t ;  and come to take 

i t  fo rg ran ted  -  l i k e  the atmosphere we breath  and i t  becomes a 

p a r t  o f  t h e i r  mental make up. This happens with even the most
f  ■' ...

i n t e l l i g e n t  and p r a c t i c a l  l i k e  Ghandi and Nehru. Y e t ,  as I  hope

to  show, t h i s  d o ctr in e  of r e - in c a r n a t io n ,  which i s  a t  the back

of th is  Buddhist idea o f  Nirvana , JLs r e a l ly  an uni^uaa»d assump-
y E h od r c/tTDo cxS^o

t i o n ,  a mere a b s t r a c t  s p e e u la t io n #ttp£ a m atter  o f supreme p r a c t i c a l  

im portance; fo r  i t  a f f e c t s  the whole c u l tu r e ,  c i v i l i z a t i o n  and 

s o c i a l  stru ctu ife  of O rie n ta l  l i f e .  In f a c t ,  when you-.live in the 

country vycu- f in d ^ y g j^ s e r f ' constantly , coming up a g a in s t  unexpected





h a b its  and t r a d i t io n s  which can u lt im a te ly  be tra c e d  down to  th is  

id ea  of metempsychosos, or r e - in c a r n a t io n .  One even f in d s  i t

begins to  uncounsciously to  a f f e c t  ones own way o f th in kin g  -  as
n K

you might n o t ic e  in those d oa«era l rhymes th a t  te a e  in  l e t t e r  -

the C h r is t ia n  p o in t  o f  view with th a t  o f  the Buddhist or Hindu*,

fo r  in  doing so we s h a l l  f in d  c e r t a in  c o n tr a s ts  stand out ever more

c l e a r l y .  L et us begin by try in g  to  f in d  out what there  i s  in  common

between the E astern  and Western p h ilo so p h ie s .  In the f i r s t  p lace

the C h r is t ia n  heaven and the Buddhist Nirvana both r e p r e s e n t ,  
g en era lly

fu tu re .  There are  the u lt im a te  d e s t in a t io n s  to  which the in d iv i 

dual so u l a s p i r e s .  They are p la ce s  o f  r e s t  and re sp o se , where the 

“wicked cease from tro u b lin g  and the weary are a t  r e s t “ , where

f i n a l i t y :  once having reached i t  we s h a l l  remain in  i t  with no 

wish (and perhaps no p o s s i b i l i t y )  to  re tu rn

To come down to  another p o in t of s i m i l a r i t y ,  and th a t  a 

s t r i k i n g  one, between the E astern  and the Western p o in ts  of view.

I t  i s  t h i s ^ h a t  the a tta in m en t of Heaven or the s t a t e  of Nirvana i s  

r e la te d  to  the manner in  which we l i v e  and a c t  in  th is  p resen t 

world. Indeed we might go so f a r  as to  say th a t  i t  d i r e c t l y  de

pendent on our a c t io n s  here and now. The Gospel t e l l s  us th a t  

"as a man sows so s h a l l  he r e a p " ,  and the Hindu d o ctr in e  of Karma i s

very s im i la r  in  t h i s  r e s p e c t .  Th is^teaching a f f irm s  th a t  i f  your 

a c t io n s  are  gapod they w i l l  brin g  you good Karma (o r  r e s u l t s )  In

w i l l  rebound back to  you through the working out of Karms. Let

behaved in an e v i l  and c ru e l  manner, l i k e  th a t  o f  a c r o c o d i le .

W i l l ,  in  the n ex t l i f e  come back as a c r o c o d i le .  Perhaps you may
$  * T

remember the passage in Shakespeares Merchant of V e n ice , which bears

page  ̂ I t  w i l l  help _ i l S Ç e i h e  m a tte r ' c l e a r e r  i f  we compare

speaking, a s ta te  of exp erien ce  which have to  do with the

the n ext l i f e  and v ic e  ver s a .  Thus what ever your a c t io n s  are^they

us suppose, fo r  example, we have a man who in  one of b is





on t h i s  p o in t®  |t comes in the famous Court S c e n e y

O-ratiano says to S h y lo c k :-

"Thou alm ost makes me waver in  my f a i t h ,  <->
To hold opinion with -aa^r- s
That sou ls  o f  animals in fu se  themselves 
In to  the trunks o f  men: thy c u r r i s h ' s p i r i t  
Governed a w olf hanged f o r  human s la u g h te r -  
. . . . . . . .  fo r  thy d e s ir e s  £
Are w o lf is h ,  ]6pX bloody, starved  and rav en ou s."  - X  
OK* r t  \ / u u a  C  i1'  r  - * )

In the C h r is t ia n  view the whole qu estion  i s  much s im p le r , for^ as

the B ib le  t e l l s  us^"Man i s  born to  l i v e  and d ie  once and a f t e r

comes the judgement". We are l e f t  in  no doubt about the Judgment 
fVu/O

coming^ i s  made c l e a r  by C h r is t  in  h is  teach in g s  and in  a

number of h is  p a r a b le s .  At the end o f the world, f o r  in sta n ce
3/ 'the g o at/ w ill  be separated  from the sheep; in  the parable  of the 

f i s h in g  n e t  the angels  w i l l  come, a t  the end of the world and sep- 

a r a te  the good f i s h  from the bad, and the l a t t e r  w i l l  be thrown 

away.

The theory of r e - in c a r n a t io n  appeals to  many persons and t h is  

a p p lie s  to  numbers o f Europeans as w ell as O r ie n ta l !  ^because i t
7 a

seems to  ex p la in  and ju s t i f y  the v a s t ly  d i f f e r e n t  circum stances in to  

which people are born, as they come in to  t h i s  world. I t  would seem 

to  ex p la in  fo r  example/ t h i s  baby should be born and brought up in  a 

good cu ltu red  fam ily in  a w ell organized enviourm entj and th a t  in
/ «§ Cnfi/'wv

the slums of a grea.C c ity^  or t h i s  ot-hereborn a c r ip p le .  The 

Hindu would say t h i s  was because he was r e c e iv in g  in  th is  new l i f e  

tfiat he had m erited  in the l i f e  which had gone on b e fo re ,

I n c id e n t ly *  i t  i s  r a th e r  i n t e r e s t in g  to  note th a t  some of the 

Jews a t  the time o f C h r is t  © = = © 1o fesvo b e lie v e d  in  r e - i n c a r n a t io n . 

For on one o c ca s io n , when C h r is t  and h is  d ic ip le s  were p assing a 

beggar.who was born b lin d  one of the d ic ip le s ^ p u t  the qu estion

"Why was t h i s  man born b l in d ,  on~account“of E ls  own~sln£h 

ihey must have been committed in a former l i f e .  But Our Lord did 

n ot a c ce p t  e i t h e r  one or the o th er  suggestion^and r e p l ie d  "N e ith e r ,  

but th a t  the glory o f Cod should be made m a n ife s t " .  And thereupon 

proceeded to  heal the u nfortu n ate  begscar»
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C h r is t ia n i ty  admits th a t  the m isfortu n es and s u f fe r in g s  

th a t  b e s e t  us in  t h i s  l i f e  in  gen era l are  o fte n  the r e s u l t  of 

s i f t s ,  even i f  i t  i s  only Adams O rig in a l  S ii

WUiUiiii/4iUiUt1/MiU4i44/Mi/M4/iUi/4t/^M/i/
Thpuj^h C h r is t ia n ty  m ain ta in s , on the one hajad th a t  the s in s  of 

one person orNa group o f persons can have^a^d'evastationg e f f e c t  

on the l i v e s  of O thers, i t  no l e s ^ - c l e a r l y  a f f irm s  th a t  the good 

a c t io n s  of persons orN^roups-''of persons can have a b e n e f i c i a l  

e f f e c t  on the l i v e s  p f  o t h ^ .  In the Hindu r e l i g i o n ,  with i t s  

ridged w ork in gp tft o f  the Law of]£s>rina le a v e s  no room -  in  s p i te  of 

appearances/to the con trary  fo r  th is  in te r > * ^ la t io n  between the 

d e s t in ia s  o f in d iv id u a ls  or groups.

Uj/k. / -

^  ifrV*** *v̂ S- J2~
M  r  / /

r f .  f r  i  ¿ o r -  -  s m  ¥(x fo  GO ru r-try n  [)

^  fr
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