


God and the gurus 

An introduction for Christians to 
the present interest in mysticism 

R. D. Clements 

Inter-Varsity Press 



© Inter-Varsity Press, London 

Universities and 'Colleges Christian Fellowship 
39 Bedford Square, London WC1 B 3EY 

First published August 1974 

ISBN 0 85110 226 3 

Biblical quotations are from the Revised Standard Version, 
copyright 1946 and 1952, second edition 1971, 

Printed in Great Britain by G. P. Printers, Devon 



Contents 

Introduction: The trend toward Eastern thinking 5 
1. Basic Eastern thought 9 
2. The Divine Light Mission 20 
3. The Hare Krishna movement (ISKCON) 29 
4. Transcendental Meditation 35 
5. Mysticism: a Christian critique 40 
6. The challenge of Eastern thought 51 



Acknowledgments 

My thanks are due to the following for 
their help in the preparation of this 
book: 
Mr Robert R. Cook, research student 
at Leicester, for much general 
information and help; Mr R. B. Burkitt, 
for an excellent survey and analysis of 
the Hare Krishna movement; and my 
colleagues on the staff of the UCCF 
(then the IVF), for the loan of large 
quantities of material concern ing 
various Eastern groups encountered in 
their travelling. 



Introduction: The trend 
toward Eastern thinking 

Dancing figures chant the names of Hindu gods in 
Oxford Street; guileless, tranquil gurus smile 
beneficently down from the advertising hoardings 
upon scurrying, busy, London office-workers; the 
East has come West. Christians, whose major foe 
in recent times has been materialism, have 
suddenly to confront an alternative philosophy 
which is quite blatantly spiritual in emphasis. Some 
are profoundly taken aback by the prolific success 
of Eastern sects, particularly among the young. 
Surely, they say, India is a country of heathen 
superstition and idolatry; what possible appeal 
can such a culture hold for modern Western 
society? 

The present interest in Eastern mysticism should 
not, in fact, be such a great surprise. lt is just a 
part of a much more general trend in thinking, 
the characteristic features of which we can easily 
identify. These may be listed as follows: 

1. Suspicion of dogma 
The need for international understanding in a 
nuclear age and the loss of any sense of absolute . 
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authority in the realm of religious truth and morality 
have combined to make 'intolerance' the unfor
givable sin of the twentieth century. Eastern 
religions generally, and Hinduism in particular, 
are able in a quite remarkable way to absorb 
practically any other religion and reinterpret it 
in Eastern terms. They seem, therefore, to be 
the ideal jumping-off point in the search for a 
philosophy to unite a divided world. 

2. Disillusion with rationalism 
The characteristic philosophy of our age is 
existentialism. This is basically a reaction against 
the extremes of scientific rationalism which, many 
feel, tend to dehumanize man to the level of a 
biochemical machine. The great emphasis on 
experience, irrationality and absurdity among 
avant-garde elements in the art world in the West 
is further evidence of this re·ac"tion against reason. 
In every Eastern religion experience is of central 
importance. Indeed, many varieties of Hindu and 
Buddhist practice are just different methods of 
achieving the ultimate experience of enlighten
ment. Furthermore, Eastern thought is antagonistic 
at its root to the methodology of scientific enquiry 
and to the knowledge gained thereby. Hinduism 
also inculcates a far greater respect for animal 
life than is common in the West, where many fear 
that technology has exploited creation almost to 
the point of self-destruction. In every way, the 
East has preserved values and understanding 
which a sc·ience-dominated West has abandoned. 
lt was almost inevitable, then, that the existentialist 
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reaction should be accompanied by a revival of 
interest in mysticism. 

3. Disillusion with materialism 
Christianity has always insisted that material 
benefits alone are inadequate to satisfy man's 
need. Many young people have discovered the 
truth of that. In recent years we have seen beat
niks, flower people, hippies, all expressing 
the same rejection of the materialistic values of 
present Western society. Unfortunately, to the 
cursory glance at any rate, the Christian church 
seems as acquisitive as everybody else. In the 
East, however, it is possible to find not only a 
religion that emphasizes the need to discover 
internal contentment which is independent of 
material things, but also living examples of ascetics 
who have renounced worldly possessions in order 
to achieve that contentment. Whereas Christianity 
seems to be generally compromised and corrupted 
by hypocrisy, the East offers a pristine genuine
ness and simplicity as well as a certain novelty 
to Western young people. 

The recent success of mystic sects, then, is 
no mere flash in the pan. lt is quite likely that 
the whole of Western culture may become increas
ingly influenced by Eastern ideas. The popularity 
of a book like Jonathan Livingstone Seagul/ 1 

witnesses to this. My aim in this present book is 
to help Christians to understand Eastern sects, 
and particularly the three which are best known; 

1 By Richard Bach (Turnstone Press, 1972). 
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the Divine Light Mission, the International Society 
for Krishna Consciousness, and Transcendental 
Meditation. There are insights in these groups 
which Christians must rediscover and also serious 
errors which they must vigorously combat. In 
attempting to assess and point out these matters, 
this book is unashamedly prejudiced toward the 
Christian faith . Nevertheless, it is to be hoped that 
those who are interested in mysticism will find 
this Christian critique both fair and challenging. 
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1 Basic Eastern thoughf 

The problem of understanding Eastern thought is 
not merely one of grasping new concepts, but of 
appreciating a basically different epistemology 
(theory of knowledge). Western thinking has been 
dominated by scientific ideas of what it means to 
know something. A fundamental principle in this 
is analysis and classification through the use of 
reason. We understand a thing by splitting it up, 
somehow, into parts or causes, and then we give 
names to each item of our analysis so that our 
knowledge is verbally communicable. We do not 
feel we really know something until we can 
represent it to ourselves as a linear progression of 
simple ideas (i.e. words) in this analytical way. 
Basic to the whole process is the separation of 

1 Eastern religion is an enormously diverse field of study. This 
extremely simplified outline ignores the major distinction between 
Buddhism and Hinduism, and the great variety of philosophy 
found in each of these great religions in their own right. Never
theless, certain underlying ideas are common to all Eastern 
thought, and it is these I have tried to present, with special 
emphasis on those aspects that form a necessary introduction 
to the current Hindu sects of the West. 
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ourselves as subject (the knower) from the thing 
we are investigating as object (the known). 

An important feature of Eastern thinking, how
ever, is its general rejection of scientific knowledge 
of this type. Indian and Taoist philosophy sees 
reality as 'non-dual', i.e. not divided. The world of 
conventional knowledge which distinguishes 'the 
many' by divisions, analyses and words is regarded 
as may a (illusion). The basic quest, for Eastern 
religion, is to find release (moksha) from this 
diversity and to experience the essential oneness 
of the universe with oneself (samadhi). In its 
very nature, this experience cannot be described 
or analysed in words, but one may arrive at it 
by various paths. This becomes clearer when we 
see how this basic philosophy (monism) 
influences the Eastern concepts of some typical 
Christian doctrines. 

1. Creation 
In Genesis chapter 1, God gives names to his 
creation; 'Heaven' (verse 8), 'Earth' and 'Seas' 
(verse 10). He also pronounces an objective 
valuation of his work: 'it was good '. These things 
are important because they show us that the God 
of the Bible is in no sense to be identified with 
his creation. He possesses a distinct, personal 
existence over against the created world. He is 
the 'I AM' (Exodus 3: 14) , a title indicating both 
independent existence and self-consciousness. 

All this is in severe contrast to Eastern thought. 
The idea of a God who self-consciously discrimin
ates among creation with words or names is a corn-
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plete capitulation to the maya. Rather, Brahman 
(the essential unitary reality, the 'god', of the 
univeFse) grows into the universe, manifesting 
itself in diversity by way of a divine 'prank' or 
'play' (fila). There is no decision or purpose in 
Brahman since the whole idea of self-conscious
ness is foreign to it. 

2. Time 
The dismemberment of the one into the many 
continues for ever in eras of one kalpa each in 
length ( 4,320,000,000 years). Within these great 
periods some Hindu groups see significance in 
astrological ages. Due to the precession of the 
equinoxes, the signs of the zodiac are not perfectly 
stationary relative to the solar year. From about 
AD 2000 to 2300 is the age of Pisces the Fish, which 
some link with the dominance of Christianity. 
Around AD 2300,2 however, we move into the age 
of Aquarius, thought by many to signal a time of 
great peace and harmony. Thus, for Eastern 
philosophy generally, time is cyclic. 

In biblical thought, however, time, which is part 
of the created order, is finite and linear. it pro
gresses from creation, the beginning (Greek 
arc he), to an end goal (Greek telos) with a 
definite purpose. This is because the Creator is 
personal, transcendent, non-capricious, and has 
a plan ( Ephesians 3: 11). 

2 There seems to be some doubt about the precise timing. 
Dates from 1980 are quoted. 
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3. Sin 
In Genesis chapters 1 and 2, God makes man 'in 
his own image' as a self-conscious, personal being 
who possesses limited sovereignty over creation 
( 1: 27, 28). In token of this, he brings to man 
representatives of the animate world which is to 
be his domain, so that he may name them (2: 19, 
20). Thus man defines his 'individual ego' as 
distinct from the rest of creation. He stands as 
subject over against the rest of the world as object, 
in the same way as God stands over against the 
entire creation. Man lost the privilege of intimate, 
personal fellowship with God because of moral 
disobedience, and that alienation continues until 
man 's sin is forgiven and he is reconciled again 
to God (2 Corinthians 5: 19). Every man has only 
one life to live, and at the end of time he will be 
judged by the personal God who made him 
(Acts 17: 31; Hebrews 9: 27). 

In Eastern thought, however, man is just a part 
of the oneness of the universal soul (atman). He 
cannot be alienated from that oneness by moral 
disobedience, since it is a oneness of essence, 
not just of inter-personal relationship. The Brahm
an-atman is not a personal transcendent being and 
is therefore incapable of being offended. Sin, for 
the Eastern thinker, is essentially the ignorance 
that prevents a man from realizing his oneness 
with everything else. lt is the root of all discontent, 
for discontent is derived from the desire to grasp 
and to hold on to things, be they material posses
sions or intellectual ideas or personal friendships. 
All such graspings lead inevitably to frustration. 
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This can be overcome only by attaining enlighten
ment. Failure to achieve such release condemns 
man to a continual process of rebirth into other 
forms of life (samsara). 

4. Salvation 
Salvation, for an Eastern thinker, is the experience 
of the oneness of himself with all things. This 
is enlightenment (various Hindu and Buddhist 
terms are used for this experience, e.g. moksha, 
samadhi, satchitanand, satori). Such an experi
ence cannot be verbalized; one can only enter 
into it: but it is not far from any man since through 
his innermost soul he shares in that essential 
oneness which underlies the external universe. 
Salvation is thus a matter of realizing what we 
are, rather than of becoming what we should be. 
The word 'realizing ', though, should not lead us 
to conceive of this enlightenment as a self-con
scious piece of subject-object cognition. Rather, 
by its very nature, it requires the loss of the 
personal ego-consciousness of the one who is 
experiencing it. Hence the famous statement of an 
enlightened one, 'I am Buddha', or 'I am Brahman'. 
All the complexities of Eastern religion derive from 
the many different methods of attaining this 
mystical experience where self-consciousness 
merges into cosmic-consciou~ness. The Hindu 
term for these different roads to enlightenment or 
union is yoga. Perhaps the best known types of 
yoga are those that involve meditative discipline, 
but there are many others. In fact, some branch of 
Eastern religion has turned practically every sort of 
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human activity into a yoga that leads to enlighten
ment. For the intellectual gymnast there is jnana 
yoga and the subtleties of zen-Buddhism. Good 
works are given a place in karma yoga, although it 
is important to understand that the moral effort in
volved in this discipline is motivated by expedi
ency, not by genuine altruism. Good karma takes a 
person nearer enlightenment; bad karma results in 
a step down in the next incarnation. For the relig
ious ritualist there is krija yoga. Even the act of 
copulation has been turned into a yoga discipline
tantric yoga. But perhaps the most significant 
pathway to enlightenment in the recent Western 
movements is bhakti yoga. This involves religious 
devotion and service to a spiritual master. lt is 
the nearest Eastern thought gets to a personal 
relationship with 'god'. All, however, have in 
common the idea that a man finds his own 
salvation through personal discipline and effort, 
and that this enlightenment has nothing to do 
with moral issues. 

The situation for the Christian is quite different. 
The Bible teaches that man stands in need of 
salvation primarily from his moral failure, and only 
secondarily from his ignorance of God. This, 
though real, is nevertheless only a product of his 
moral alienation. A man can know God personally 
when his moral sinfulness has been dealt with. 
lt is the Christian belief that in Jesus Christ God 
has provided a means for the forgiveness of 
man's sins, since man was morally impotent to 
save himself. 

14 



5. Jesus Christ 
The Bible teaches that Jesus was absolutely 
unique. The whole of Old Testament history 
pointed forward to him, and the church he founded 
must look back to him continually in the com
munion supper he inaugurated (Luke 24: 44-47; 1 
Corinthians 11: 23-26). This was because he came 
not only to teach , but to accomplish salvation for 
men by means of his death on the cross and his 
resurrection (Luke 19: 10; Romans 5: 8). The 
Bible makes it clear that though he was perfect 
man, he was also the eternal, personal self
expression of the Godhead ( Jo'hn 1: 1; Colossians 
1: 15). The mystery of the Trinity reveals that 
within God there is a complex of three self-con
scious persons, and that Jesus was the incarnation 
of the second of those persons-God's Son. That 
he should be perfect God and perfect man was 
necessary if he was to accomplish salvation for 
sinful men (Hebrews 7: 15-28). Furthermore, his 
coming to be man's saviour was part of the eternal 
purpose which God had when he created the 
world ( Ephesians 3: 11; 1 Peter 1: 20). 

Now the Eastern religions give considerable 
attention to the appearance of incarnations of 
'god' in history, though these are by no means 
essential to the underlying monistic philosophy 
we have already outlined. Rather it is that certain 
types of Hinduism (using bhakti yoga) and one 
particular branch of Buddhism (Mahayana) have 
as a central element in their pathway to enlighten
ment devotion to an avatar, i.e. a personal incar
nation of 'god'. it is a common belief that through 
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the grace of one of these avatars an individual can 
be granted enlightenment. These incarnations do 
not accomplish anything to secure salvation, but 
while they are in the world the faithful disciple may 
seek the experience of enlightenment from them. 
They act as transmitters of the enlightenment 
experience, not as saviours who make redemption 
possible. They are not unique, though it seems 
to be generally believed that there can be only 
one true incarnation at any particular time. 

6. The Scriptures 
By the very nature of Brahman-atman it is clear 
that Eastern religion excludes the idea of a verbal 
revelation of God. God can only be experienced, 
and the Scriptures can only describe the ways in 
which this experience can be sought. Neverthe
less the Vedic literature of Hinduism is enormous 
enough to daunt all but the most determined 
reader. In addition to this canonical literature (the 
Vedas), however, there is a large body of further 
commentary on the Vedas, usually called the 
Vedantic literature. Much of this relates to the 
personal incarnations of Brahman and to bhakti 
devotion to these incarnations as a way to enlight
enment. One of the most influential books in this 
field is the Bhagavad Gita which re·lates the stories 
of Krishna (an incarnation) and where the idea of 
love for 'god' finds clear expression. 

In contrast, the Bible clearly regards itself as 
the verbal revelation of the personal transcendent 
God who is able to speak as subject to man as 
object. lt is the authoritative record and interpreter 
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of the saving and revealing acts of God in history, 
and as such makes prepositional statements about 
the character and purpose of God which are true, 
though the finiteness of the human intellect may 
require that God sometimes accommodates what 
he says about himself to our limited understand
ing. A man may be a Hindu and even attain 
enlightenment with no intellectual knowledge of 
the Vedas; but to be a Christian a man must know 
something about God and about the way of 
salvation, and ultimately this must come from the 
Bible. 

7. Prayer and meditation 
Jesus taught his disciples to pray using words 
that clearly reflect an inter-personal !-thou relation
ship between God and man (Matthew 6: 9-13). 
The Christian must address God ('Our Father') 
as one who is separate and distinct from him ('who 
art in heaven'). Even in those instances where 
mystical experiences of some kind are described 
in Scripture (Isaiah 6; Ezekiel 1; Revelation 1), 
there is no idea of merging with God. Rather this 
!-thou distinction is heightened (e .g . Isaiah 6 : 5) 
and is accompanied by a sense of personal moral 
failure. Where the Bible speaks of 'meditating', it 
is always in the context of deeply considering the 
law of God (e .g . Psalms 1: 2; 119:15, 97) or the 
works of God (Psalm 77:12). lt is meditation on 
God, in the light of all he has been to us (Psalm 
63: 5-8), and therefore never without definite 
cognit ive content. Some Christians (mainly in 
the Catholic tradition) have practised meditation 

17 



of the mind-emptying variety (e.g. St John of the 
Cross), but there seems to be no biblical warrant 
for such a practice. Neither is there any clear 
biblical method of interpreting the experiences 
obtained in this way. According to the Bible it is 
prayer rather than meditation which is the norma
tive Christian practice. The idea of an !-thou 
relationship with the distinct, personal Creator 
and 'Redeemer God is always central. 

Now some Buddhist and Hindu devotion involves 
prayers to a particular incarnation, but this is 
always seen as a means toward enlightenment 
through the grace of the avatar, and not as real , 
inter-personal dialogue with 'god ' in any sense. 
The normative Eastern mystical practice, however, 
is meditation. Here the lack of any 1-thou relation
ship with a personal God is clearly evident. The 
aim of Eastern meditation is not to meditate on 
'god's' person, but to meditate into his essence. 
By this mental discipline, the sense of ego-con
sciousness or individual selfhood is purged out 
and the meditator experiences a merging with the 
oneness behind the universe where all personality 
distinctions are obliterated. 

There has been a growing interest in meditation 
and Eastern philosophy generally amongst intel
lectuals in the West for some time. Zen-Buddhism 
has been publicized and encouraged by writers 
like Alan Watts and Christmas Humphreys. During 
the last century a number of mystic sects estab
lished themselves, like the Ramakrishna movement 
and Theosophy, both of which began around 1860. 
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Aldous Huxley was influenced considerably by 
such groups. In very recent times, however, there 
has been a great acceleration in the growth of 
this interest. No longer is it only an intellectual 
elite who are embracing these ideas. lt seems 
increasingly likely that our whole culture may 
swing Eastwards in its underlying presuppositions 
about life. The most dramatic indication of this 
trend has been the phenomenal success of a 
number of Hindu sects and organizations. The 
best known are the Divine Light Mission, the 
Hare Krishna movement and Transcendental 
Meditation. We shall turn now to examine briefly 
the history and distinctive features of these three 
groups. 
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2 The Divine Light Mission 

The Divine Light Mission is a Vedantist Hindu 
movement of a Westernized type centred on 
devotion to the Guru Maharaj Ji who, it is claimed, 
is an incarnation of 'god' and able to give enlight
enment to his disciples. 

1. History 
Shri Hans Maharaj Ji, the present Guru's father, 
began spreading the basic ideas of DLM in the 
1920s in north India and West Pakistan. He claimed 
to have reached enlightenment himself by meditat
ing on the knowledge given to him by a guru, Shri 
Sarupanand Ji. His first disciples were made in 
Delhi at a cloth-mill. He seems to have been a 
clever and forthright man who propagated his 
message in the early days quite bravely and 
through much personal hardship. There also seems 
to have been in his teaching some perceptive 
insight into the barrenness of traditional Hindu 
ritualism and caste prejudice. Certainly he and 
his followers suffered considerable opposition, 
and still do, from more orthodox Hindu sects. By 
1966, when he died, his disciples were numbered 
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in millions, and the organization known as the 
Divine Light Mission, which he founded in 1960, 
was efficientily co-ordinating the activities of a 
large staff of mahatmas whose task was to spread 
the knowledge. 

Shri Maharaj Ji was married and his wife, Mata 
Ji, is still alive. He has four sons, all of whom play 
an active part in the Mission today. The eldest 
brother, Sal Bhagwan Ji, is a most able exponent 
of some of the more difficult intellectual concepts 
of Vedantist Hinduism. The next two brothers, Shri 
Raja Ji and Shri Shale Ji, seem to tour together 
occasionally. Shale is renowned for his interest 
in music, particularly rock. lt is in the fourth son, 
however, that the major interest lies-Shri Sant 
Ji (usually called Guru Maharaj Ji, though this 
is really a title rather than a name) . lt is claimed 
that all the members of the family are fully realized 
avatars who in normal times would each be a 
Satguru (Perfect Master). But in this specially 
favoured time at the end of kaliyuga (the age of 
darkness), there has been a particularly powerful 
manifestation of 'god'. These other avatars have 
been manifested only in a serving capacity to the 
true guru for this age, i.e. Maharaj Ji, who was 
born in 1958. 

The claim of this fourth son to be the supreme 
manifestation of 'god' was recognized at the 
funeral of his father, when the boy (then aged 
eight) said to the weeping devotees, 'Oh, you 
have been deluded by the maya; Maharaj Ji is 
here, very much present among you. Recognize 
him, adore him, obey him.' He was immediately 
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enthroned as the new Satguru. 
lt was in June 1971 that the boy guru first came 

west to England. At that time there were only a 
couple of hundred interested people outside his 
large Indian following. Since that visit, however, 
the growth of the mission has been phenomenal: 
50,000 people have taken knowledge in the United 
States, 8,000 in the United Kingdom, 5,000 in 
Europe and 5,000 in South Africa (these figures 
will have risen since the time of writing), and 
there are many more fringe members who have not 
yet been fully initiated. At present there are thirty
one headquarters in the United Kingdom. 

The organization is efficiently run, each ashram 
or temple functioning as a commune-type dwelling 
for some of the devotees. There are Divine Sales 
(secondhand stores for making money) and a 
World Peace Corps (a kind of maintenance 
department which keeps premises and vehicles 
in order). Their beliefs are propagated by satsangs 
or discourses held in their own or hired halls or 
university lecture rooms. Often these meetings are 
blitz advertised in a very professional way. There 
is also a film, Lord of the Universe, which was first 
shown in University College, London, in June 1972. 
This was filmed by a Swiss company at the DLM 
Temple in London, but is now widely used by the 
Mission itself. The song, with the same title as the 
film, is also popular among devotees and there is 
now an LP of DLM music which is sometimes 
played at meetings. Other films such as Satguru 
has come are also used, and the newspapers 
Divine Times (British) and Divine Light (American) 
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are frequently sold. 
The organization is very wealthy. The m1ss1on 

hit the headlines in November 1972 when it was 
reported from Delhi that the Guru had been 
stopped by the Indian customs in his chartered 
Jumbo jet, with a suitcase containing money, 
watches and jewels valued at £27,000. The Guru 
has publicly stated that he intends to spend a lot 
of time in the West in future. 

2. Distinctive features 
a. Language The Guru has a great gift for express
ing typical Hindu ideas in the language of the 
West. Particularly popular are Christian expre3-
sions, e.g. the word, the name, baptism in the Holy 
Ghost, the light, the kingdom of heaven. These 
are all made to apply to the Hindu concept of 
enlightenment. The Guru feels justified in doing 
this since he considers, as do most Hindus, that 
Jesus was just another avatar like himself, who 
came to impart the same enlightenment or know
ledge of 'god'. lt makes communication with DLM 
followers very difficult, however. Often one gets the 
impression that they agree with what a Christian 
is saying, when in fact they understand quite 
different things by the same words. One Christian 
preacher was once complimented by a devotee 
after an address because the devotee had 'seen 
the light of the Guru' through the Christian sermon! 

One particularly awkward confusion arises over 
the use of the term 'Christ' . For Christians this 
is usually taken to refer to the distinct historical 
person, Jesus Christ. DLM followers, however, 
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frequently apply the title 'Christ' to any and every 
Perfect Master there has ever been, including of 
course Maharaj Ji. This can greatly incense 
Christians who hear the Guru being spoken of as 
a reincarnation of 'Christ' and assume this is a 
claim to identity with Jesus, their Lord. 

b. Use of Scripture Like most Hindus, the Guru 
accepts the Bible as authentic Scripture, but since 
the aim of any scripture is to help one to experi
ence 'god', careful, scientific exegesis is unneces
sary. He applies the prophecies of Christ's second 
coming to himself (e.g. the phrase 'coming in the 
clouds' is interpreted as Maharaj Ji flying into 
London airport). He is fond of expounding the 
texts 'The kingdom of heaven is within you' , or 
'Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see 
God', with obvious Hindu interpretations. But when 
a careful explanation of a Bible passage which 
threatens Hindu ideas is attempted, DLM followers 
usually take refuge in the belief that ideas and 
words are useless; it is experience that counts. 

c. The way to knowledge The Guru has no use for 
the chanting of mantras of the conventional Hindu 
type, and advocates instead meditation on a secret, 
unpronounceable mantra (also called 'word' 
or 'name' , especially in DLM exegesis of biblical 
texts) . He reveals this true mantra to the devotee 
in an initiation ceremony called 'taking knowledge'. 
This is an inner experience, described in terms 
of hearing music, seeing light and tasting nectar. 
it is claimed that in this experience a man is 
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directly perce1vmg the oneness of the universe, 
which the Guru seems to identify in some quasi
scientific way with energy (the 'primordial 
vibration'). Once the devotee has experienced 
this word or light he is instructed to meditate on 
it as often as possible, and to practise devotion 
to the Guru by service to the local ashram. By 
this means he progresses to permanent and total 
'god'-consciousness. There are no dietary or moral 
requirements though ashrams are usually vegetar
ian. The Guru explicitly rejects any need for repen
tance. As the devotee practises meditation, he 
frequently seems to develop a glazed expression 
that has lost all sign of personality. Distinct person
ality, of course, is a feature of the maya and 
therefore the devotee sees this as no loss. Such 
a glazed look is a sign that he is being taken up 
into 'god'-consciouness. 

d. The future The Guru occasionally makes veiled 
and rather mysterious prophecies about the future. 
His technique of meditation is especially effective, 
he claims, at this stage in the cycle of history
the end of the Piscean age (kaliyuga) and the dawn 
of the age of Aquarius. He expects the next ten 
years to be very dangerous, but after that the 
Aquarian age will commence. 

3. Some typical quotations 
Questions answered by Guru Maharaj Ji: 

'Q. Guru Maharaj Ji, can you explain where God 
is to be found? 
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A. - God is in our hearts. Look into them and you 
will find him. How to look into them, this is 
the knowledge. 

Q. Can I reach God through prayer, or is it just 
through meditation? 

A. Meditation is the direct process, because 
speaking words is indirect. ... But the know
ledge is the perfect technique. lt is the direct 
technique. 

Q. But I've got so many things I want to say to 
God. I must express my feelings to him. Can't 
I do this in meditation? 

A. No, because in meditation you have the 
opportunity to go to God directly. If you 
want to speak something to him, speak it to 
me, and I'll give you the answer. I'll get the 
answer back direct from God and speak it to 
you. But if you want to communicate directly 
with God, then meditate. Talk to him in the 
language of meditation. This is much holier 
and more perfect than these words. 

Q. I want to ask questions about your validity, 
your genuineness. 

A. You cannot ask that question. You only ask 
because you haven't received knowledge .... 
When you receive knowledge there will be 
no such questions ... .' 1 

'Q. Are God and Satan the same thing? 
A. God is in Satan also. God is everywhere. You 

know, what is God? God is the Holy Word, 'In 

1 Divine Light, May 1972. 
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the beginning was the Word and the Word 
was with God and the Word was God'. That 
is the Word, that is God ... and this Word 
exists everywhere, in you, in every human 
being.' 1 

'How does suffering exist, do you know? . . . 
Evil is nothing. Evil is the ignorance of our 
mind.' 2 

'Q. The Bible, the New Testament, tells that Jesus 
is living now. 

A. So Jesus is living, right! Jesus is living, Ram 
is living now, Krishna is living now, Buddha 
is living now, but they have all been united into 
one very powerful power. And when this 
power spreads its hand ... all the things that 
are going on wrong in this world are going 
to be abolished. 

Q. Will it be very long? 
A. Very shortly. He is starting to move his hand 

now, you know. I want to say this to the whole 
world. They read the Bible and try to under
stand it through their minds, right? They can't 
understand it. Spirituality cannot be described 
and cannot be understood by the mind. Mind 
is imperfect. ... Mind always projects what 
is false. Mind is a black light. 

Q. Guru, why did the people kill Jesus Christ? 
A. If Jesus Christ wasn't crucified nobody would 

1 Divine Light, February 1972. 
2 Divine Light, January 1972. 
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have respected him. Everybody can remember 
Jesus Christ because he was hanging upon 
the cross. 

Q. Are they going to respect you? 
A. Yes, I'm going to be strict about it.' 1 

1 ibid. 
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3 The Hare l<rishna 
movement (ISKCON) 

/ 

Hare Krishna is a Vedantist Hindu movement of 
a reasonably orthodox type, employing bhakti 
yoga, centred round the Spiritual Master, His 
Grace A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada. 
Its full title is the International Society for 
Krishna Consciousness. 

1. History 
According to Indian tradition, Krishna appeared 
in India around 3000 BC and taught his disciple 
Arjuna. This is recorded in some detail in the 
Bhagavad Gita. The last incarnation of Krishna 
according to the ISKCON was in AD 1486 in India 
when Lord Caitanya appeared. He began an 
unbroken chain of disciplic succession which came 
down to His Divine Grace Sri Srimad Bhakitisid
dhanta Sarasvati Gosvami Maharaja at the begin
ning of this century. lt was from this Spiritual 
Master that Prabhupada, the Guru of the move
ment, was initiated in 1933. He was specifically 
ordered to spread Krishna-consciousness in the 
West. In 1965 (when he had reached the Hindu 
stage of sannyasa, renunciation) he came to the 
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United States in order to do this. The movement 
first reached London in 1968. Prabhupada, now 
a very old man, spends his time in translating 
Hindu books and writing letters to his disciples. 
There are at the time of writing three temples in 
England and about thirty-five in the United 
States. George Harrison, formerly of the Beatles, 
has given large amounts of money to the 
group. 

2. Distinctive features 
a. The mantra Great importance is attached to 
the chanting of mantras as a means of attaining 
enlightenment ( Krishna-consciousness). In partic
ular, Lord Caitanya revealed that in the kaliyuga, 
the best way to spiritual realization was through 
chanting the holy name of 'god': 'Hare Krishna, 
Hare Krishna, Krishna Krishna, Hare Hare, Hare 
Rama, Hare Rama, Rama Rama, Hare Hare' 
('Krishna and Rama both being titles of 'god') . A 
state of ecstasy and a trance-like appearance as 
noted in DLM devotees is also common among 
chanters. 

b. Culture The group follows a traditional ascetic 
Hindu cultural pattern far more closely than DLM. 
In addition to commune-like temple life, the true 
devotee dresses in a special Indian fashion and 
is subject to food regulations (no eggs, meat, 
fish, stimulants or intoxicants) and strict sexual 
discipline (intercourse is permitted only between 
married couples, once a month). Male devotees 
wear a sikha (a shaved head with hair-tuft) and 
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carry a row of 108 beads (usually in a shoulder 
bag). These beads are a rosary; the Krishna 
mantra is chanted sixteen times on each bead 
every day. The robe is usually saffron in colour, 
and disciples frequently paint their bodies and 
faces. All these features indicate devotion to 
Krishna in some way. 

c. Publicity The group publicize their teachings 
mainly by sankirtana, i.e. performing their chant
ing on city streets, and by selling their magazine, 
Back to Godhead. 

d. The Vedic scriptures. The group are much 
more orthodox in the importance they give to the 
Vedic scriptures than DLM, and the intellectual 
study of Hindu books is encouraged. After about 
seven years as a student and teacher with 
ISKCON, a disciple may attain the distinction of 
swami but only after a searching examination in 
Vedic teaching. The group regard the Bible and 
the Koran as genuine scriptures, but maintain that 
they have become very distorted in translation 
and interpretation over the centuries. 

e. Food All food is offered to Krishna and thereby 
becomes spiritual (prasadam) . Eating such food 
is an act of devotion and an aid to 'god'-con
sciousness. 

f . Other religions They claim (as do DLM and TM) 
to have no desire to change any man's religion, 
but only to make him 'a better Christian' or 'a 
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better Muslim', etc., since Krishna-consciousness 
is the underlying experiential truth in all religions. 
'The first principle of all religions is that I am not 
this body.' In contrast to the Divine Light Mission 
and Transcendental Meditation, there seems to 
be a clear retention of the spirit-matter dichotomy 
in Prabhupada's philosophy. He makes no 
attempt to identify Krishna with the indestructible 
energy of modern physics. 

3. Some typical quotations 
'The transcendental vibration established by 
chanting Hare Krishna 1 is a sublime method for 
reviving our transcendental consciousness. As 
living spiritual souls, we are all originally Krishna
conscious entities; but due to our association with 
matter from time immemorial, our consciousness 
is now adulterated by our material atmosphere. 
The material atmosphere in which we are now 
living is called maya or illusion .... Krishna-con
sciousness is not an artificial imposition on the 
mind. This consciousness is the original natural 
energy of the living entity. When we hear the 
transcendental vibration, this consciousness is 
revived. This simplest method of meditation is 
recommended for this age . ... This chanting of 
the Hare Krishna mantra is enacted from the 
spiritual platform, and thus the sound vibration 
surpasses all lower strata of consciousness-

1 In accordance with the group's great reverence for the Hindu 
scriptures, the word Krishna is usually written in a technically 
more corrent transliteration without vowels-KRSNA. 
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namely, sensual, mental and intellectual. There is 
no need, therefore, to understand the language of 
the mantra, nor is there any need for mental spec
ulation or any intellectual adjustment. ... lt is auto
matic .... In the beginning there may not be the 
presence of all transcendental ecstasies. These 
are eight in number: (1) being stopped as dumb; 
{2) perspiration; (3) standing up of hairs on body; 
(4) dislocation of voice; {5) trembling; (6) fading 
of the body; (7) crying in ecstasy; (8) trance. But 
there is no doubt that chanting for a while takes 
one immediately to the spiritual platform and one 
shows the first symptom of this in the urge to 
dance along with the chanting of the mantra.' 1 

'There are two kinds of activities, good and 
bad. If you act nicely and perform pious activities 
then you get good fortune, and if you act sinfully 
then you have to suffer.' 2 

'Q. What is the duty of a person who does not 
believe in the scriptures? 

A. His duty is to go to hell. 
• 0. How can it be changed for him? 

A. By coming here and chanting Hare Krishna. '3 

'In this age there is no religion other than glori
fying the Lord by utterance of his holy name, and 
that is the injunction of all the revealed scriptures. 
So on the order of my Spiritual Master I chant the 

, From On Chanting Hare Krishna by Prabhupada. 
2 From Back to Godhead No. 45. 3 ibid. 
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holy name of Krishna and I am now mad after his 
holy name. Whenever I utter it I forget myself com
pletely; sometimes I laugh, sometimes I cry, and 
sometimes I dance like a madman. I thought 
within myself that I may have actually gone mad 
by this process of chanting the holy name .... My 
Spiritual Master then informed me that it is the 
real effect of chanting the holy name that it 
produced transcendental emotion which is a rare 
manifestation. The transcendental emotion is the 
sign of the love of God which is the ultimate end 
of life.' 1 

1 A saying of Lord Caitanya quoted in On Chanting Hare Krishna. 
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4 Transcendental Meditation 

Transcendental Meditation is a yoga therapy based 
on the Hindu philosophy of Maharishi Mahesh 
Yogi. 

1. History 
The Maharishi was a disciple of a reasonably 
important Hindu scholar, Brahmanda Saraswati, 
who began a movement of spiritual regeneration 
in north-west India. The Maharishi himself studied 
physics at Allahabad University, and this is often 
reflected in his 'scientific' approach to meditation. 
lt was the interest of the Beatles in the sixties that 
first brought TM to the attention of the West. Since 
then the influence of the group has grown into 
big business, with 100,000 meditators and 4,500 
teachers. There are faculties opening in the United 
States for the 'Science of Creative Intelligence' 
and even the United States army has expressed 
interest in the technique. In London it is repre
sented by the Spiritual Regeneration Movement, 
which has about twenty other branches scattered 
through the British Isles. A considerable number 
of scientific research papers have been published 
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in recent years, 1 claiming to lend support to the 
positive therapeutic effects of TM. Dr Peter Fen
wick, a psychiatrist at Maudsley Hospital in 
London, has done EEG investigations on a group 
of meditators and believes he has observed a 
unique pattern of alpha and theta waves in the 
brain during meditation. lt has also been shown 
recently that the metabolic rate and breath rate 
fall noticeably during meditation.2 

2. Distinctive features 
a. A psychiatric therapy Unlike DLM and ISKCON, 
TM is presented to the new initiate, at least at 
the beginning , as just a technique for improving 
psychological performance. Reaction times, 
perceptual ability, learning ability, reduced drug 
dependence-evidence is presented for improve
ment in all these areas as a result of using TM. 

Many people therefore pay their £5 to £15 fees 
as an investment in psychological health. In 
particular, the Maharishi emphasizes that TM 
eliminates stress, the commonest twentieth-cen
tury nervous disease. This psychiatric therapy 
approach, however, conceals the fact that a very 
clear Hindu, monistic , philosophical interpretation 
is placed on all the meditative experiences 
obtained. 

b. The technique The meditative technique taught 
by TM involves the silent rehearsing of a mantra 

1 See, e.g., Scientific American, February 1972. 
2 The Lancet, April 1970. 
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under the guidance of a personal tutor. By this 
means, mental activity is transcended until one 
reaches a state of restful alertness. During 
meditation everything goes by itself, automatically 
and effortlessly. The Maharishi's name for the 
underlying oneness of the universe is Creative 
Intelligence. lt is this energy that the meditator 
taps when he penetrates in his meditation beyond 
distinguishable thought-processes into the area 
of 'pure consciousness'. 

c. Scientific The Maharishi is fond of arguments 
from physical science to substantiate his philos
ophy. The principle of least action, and the laws 
of thermodynamics ('as activity increases, order 
and harmony decrease'), are examples of this. 
Many highly lettered scholars contribute to the 
TM magazine Creative Intelligence and add to 
the general air of intellectual respectability which 
surrounds the group. Nevertheless, the Hindu 
roots are not far below the surface, and in the 
TM initiation ceremony a disciple must pay homage 
to the Maharishi's own Spiritual Master. There is 
a great danger that an agnostic who learns the 
TM technique will get subtly and almost uncon
sciously sucked in to a commitment to monistic 
philosophy. The Maharishi also speaks of the 
experience of Creative Intelligence as experien
cing Being-itself. The link with existentialist 
thought (e.g. Heidegger) and some contemporary 
Christian theology (e.g. Tillich and Bultmann) is 
very clear here, and perhaps further explains the 
fascination of TM for some intellectuals. 
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d. Comparison with other groups Typically, there 
is no dogma to be believed, nor any question of 
changing a man's religion. 'The teaching is as old 
as mankind, and universal in its application.' A 
disciple spends only about twenty minutes each 
day in meditation, and this may be why there seem 
to be fewer signs of trance or euphoria in these 
meditators than in followers of DLM and ISKCON. 
There seem to be no ascetic practices tied to the 
teachings of the Maharishi. 

3. Some typical quotations 
'We can describe the benefits of TM in philoso
phical or spiritual terms. lt is obeying the injunc
tion "know thyself" in the closest and most 
intimate way possible by direct experience. lt 
fulfils the biblical command to seek the kingdom 
of heaven within. In practical terms it means peace 
of mind and relief from stress and strain.' 1 

'Creativity is the cause of change and is present 
everywhere at all t imes. Intelligence is a basic 
quality of existence exemplified in purpose and 
order of change. The single and branching flow 
of energy (creativity) and directedness ( intelli
gence) is called creative intelligence. The Science 
of Creative Intelligence arose from the major 
discovery that there exists in every human being 
this constant source of intelligence, energy and 
happiness. This source can be easily and syste
matically drawn upon by everyone for spontaneous 

1 Transcendental Meditation: An Outline. 
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use in everyday life, bringing personal integration 
and a harmoniously productive relationship with 
others and the world.' 1 

'Maharishi's critique of consciousness is of 
equal interest to psychology and philosophy. His 
basic postulate is that existence-which conducts 
the objective phase of life-and intelligence
which conducts its subjective phase-are the same 
at their most fundamental level. And that during 
TM this integration of opposites is directly 
experienced .... What the Maharishi is now offer
ing is a subjective invariable as a means of gain
ing knowledge. He says "knowledge gained by 
objective means will always be specific and not 
total. The abstract unmanifest value of the pure 
field of creative intelligence can never be deter
mined by the objective means of gaining know
ledge." '2 

1 The Science of Creative Intelligence; A Short Introduction. 
2 The Guardian report, 19 January, 1973. 
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5 Mysticism: 
a Christian critique 

1. Mystical experiences 
There can be no doubt that the potential for 
mystical experience of various kinds is part of the 
common heritage of the human race. lt is possible 
to rationalize such experiences in psychological 
(e.g. Jungian) terms, 1 just as it is possible to 

rationalize Christian conversion experiences in 
psychological terms. Such interpretations may 2 

be quite valid within their own frame of reference, 
but the Christian need not accept that they are a 
complete description or in any sense an ultimate 
explanation of why man is capable of such 
experiences. The Bible teaches us that man is 
made in 'the image of God' and for relationship 
with God. lt is no surprise to the Christian, then , 
that the human psyche has spiritual capacities 
which witness to this transcendental dimension 
of man. 3 The Christian does not need, therefore , 

1 R. C. Zaehner, Mysticism Sacred and Profane (OUP, 1957). 
Information supplied by Robert Cook in a private letter. 
2 W. Sargent, Battle for the Mind (Pan, 1957) . 
3 J . N. D. Anderson, Christianity and Comparative Religion 
(IVP, 1970). 
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to try to disprove or to invalidate mystical experi
ence, nor to deny the fact that it reflects the 
spirituality of man. For, according to Jesus, a 
human being is more than matter (Matthew 4: 4). 

All the groups discussed in this analysis, how
ever, have absolutized mystical experience in such 
a way as to make it the proper and only way of 
coming to know 'god'. This experience-based 
theology is open to several difficulties: 

a. How do you interpret mystical experience? By 
nature, mystical experience is totally subjective 
and non-verbalizable. lt cannot therefore be self
interpreting into theological or philosophical 
language. 

· ... Because the experience is inarticulate, has 
no sensory shape, colour or words, it lends itself 
to transcription in many forms, including visions 
of the cross or of the goddess Kali: thus a genuine 
myst ical experience may mediate a bona-fide 
conversion to practically any creed, Christianity, 
Buddhism or Fire worship ... ' 1 

it is a fallacy, therefore, to say that 'taking the 
Guru's knowledge' brings its own authentication 
of the Guru's teaching. For the monistic philosophy 
of the Guru is an imposition on to the mystical 
experience, not an extraction from it. The devotee 
is taught to interpret his experience in accordance 
with Hindu philosophy. He does not learn his 
philosophy from his experience. He could equally 

1 A. Koestler, The Invisible Writing (Macmillan, New York, 1954). 
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well be taught quite contrary ideas about the 
nature of God from the same experience if he 
had happened to be instructed by a Mohammedan 
Sufi, or a Roman Catholic monk. 

b. Is mystical experience really the ultimate? We 
are only too aware that a man can get hooked 
on certain experiences and thereby miss out on 
true human fulfilment. Alcoholism and drug 
dependence are two examples. Behaviour and 
experiences deriving from a drunken or drugged 
state bear marked similarity to some mystical 
experiences resulting from chanting or meditation. 
The fact that Hindu groups generally disapprove 
strongly of drugs and intoxicants as a means to 
enlightenment does not remove the worry that 
they may be inculcating the same kind of depend
ency on experiences. H'ow do you know that, in 
wallowing in what you take to be 'god'-conscious
ness, you are not hooked on something which is 
in fact less than God, and that as a consequence 
you will miss out on real human fulfilment? 

Another example of getting hooked on experi
ence is certain kinds of eroticism. lt is possible 
for a man to obtain erotic experience quite outside 
the context of its proper area of expression in the 
inter-personal commitment of marriage. Such 
eroticism may become habitual and enslaving, to 
the destruction of the man's seeking for true 
fulfilment in a marital relationship. The Christian 
may ask if mysticism cannot be just this kind of 
egocentric exploitation of man's spiritual capacity 
rather than a proper fulfilment of it; a type of 
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spiritual masturbation in which desires and feelings 
which ought to be turned outward to the distinct, 
personal Creator-God and Father of Jesus Christ 
have been introverted and debased. Consequently 
the potential of a man for real personal communion 
with God has been obscured. 

c. Are inner harmony and peace a test of truth? 
Nothing is more restful than a corpse. The fact 
that a man is rendered more peaceful and free 
from stress by mystical experience does not 
necessarily mean it has helped him or brought 
him nearer to God, it is possible to cry 'Peace!' 
when there is no peace, to soothe when we ought 
to warn, to be calm when we ought to fear. 
Psychologists and philosophers have done their 
best to analyse the tensions that are implicit in 
being a human being: ego/super-ego, rationality I 
feelings, etc. A peace that is achieved only by 
jettisoning one or more of these conflicting human 
faculties (e.g. by getting rid of the super-ego and 
its moral inhibitions, or by getting rid of rationality 
and its deterministic implications) is no real peace 
at all. Rather it is a kind of psychic leucotomy 1

-

peace at the price of irrationality or amorality. 
By absolutizing mystical experience, Eastern 

philosophy is implying that there is no ultimate 
significance in human reason or in the sense of 
moral responsibility. Rather, it says, these can be 
evils that hinder a man from experiencing the 
non-rational, non-moral cosmic-consciousness. 

1 I am indebted to Robert Cook for this expression. 
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A man's mind and his individual responsibility, 
then, are enemies he must excise or transcend if 
he is to find peace. But the Christian may ask if 
he has not removed his humanity in the same 
process. May there not be a peace and a fulfilment 
to be found which makes sense of man's moral 
conscience and his rationality? And if so, isn't the 
peace which mysticism offers a dangerous red
herring? 

In reply to these three difficulties, the Christian 
asserts that subjective human experience cannot 
be the sole ground upon which to build our 
knowledge of God. lt is too uncertain in every 
way. The Christian points instead to history, and 
in particular to Jesus Christ, as the arena of God's 
personal, objective self-revelation and the proper 
ground for man's knowledge of God. Jesus said 
'If you had known me, you would have known my 
Father also; henceforth you know him and have 
seen him' (John 14: 7). The apostle John wrote: 
'No one has ever seen God; the only Son, who 
is in the bosom of the Father, he has made him 
known' (John 1: 18). 

Jesus called men into personal relationship 
with God as Father, and in the context of that 
relationship a man may, of course, sometimes 
experience deep devotion or ecstasy. Paul seems 
to mention such an occasion in 2 Corinthians 12: 
2-4, and perhaps John's experience on Patmos 
is another ('Revelation 1: 1 0). But, for the Christian, 
such mystical experiences are not the ground
rock of his relationship with God. No matter how 
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treasured such experiences of God's love and 
person may be, his assurance hinges on his trust 
in the God who has spoken in history rather than 
on any personal subjective experiences of his own. 
The story of Job is about a man who lost all sense 
of the nearness of God, yet remained a man of 
faith. 'Blessed are those', said Jesus, 'who have 
not seen and yet believe' (John 20: 29). Further
more, the Bible insists that moral character is of 
far more importance than such subjective experi
ences in assessing spiritual progress (1 Corinth
ians 13:1-3). Most Christian mystics have always 
been very conscious of this. 

'All visions, revelations, heavenly feelings and 
whatever is greater than these, are not worth the 
least act of humility, being the fruits of that charity 
which neither values nor seeks itself, which 
thinketh well, not of self, but of others ... many 
souls, to whom visions have never come, are in
comparably more advanced in the way of perfec
tion than others to whom many have 'been given.' 1 

Christian mystics have also always emphasized 
the potential spiritual danger in mystical experi
ence. 

'So long as the subject recognizes these 
mystical experiences as totally unmerited blessings 
and feels obligated by gratitude to produce, in as 
far as it lies in his power, works which are good 
according to their kind, they can lead him towards 
the light. But if he allows himself either to regard 
the experience as a sign of superior merit, natural 

1 St John of the Cross, quoted in Anne Fremantle, The Protes
tant Mystics, Mentor Books, 1964, 
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or supernatural, or to idolize it as something he 
cannot live without, then it can only lead him into 
darkness and destruction.' 1 

2. Meditation and chanting as disciplines 
If there is such a thing as authentic, Christian, 
mystical experience or vision of God, it may be 
asked whether the techniques of Eastern mysti
cism, which are directed at attaining such 
experiences, may not properly be used by Christ
ians? Provided we are clear about our theistic 
presuppositions from historical revelation, may 
not the techniques of Hindu meditation or chanting 
lead a Christian to a true experience of God's 
essence? Indeed, could not some Eastern mystics 
be really touching God or the 'cosmic Christ' by 
such means, although they are perhaps misin
terpreting their experience for lack of a Bible? 
Certainly some Christians today are taking 
Eastern-type meditation very seriously. There are, 
however, several pointers that ought to give us 
pause before we rush into mystical meditation 
techniques as the answer to our devotional 
problems. 

a. Visions of God are by grace , not by works lt is 
clear from the Bible that experiences that may 
perhaps be called mystical are never sought or 
worked for. The God of the Bible is not an imper
sonal ocean of energy which we may tap as and 
when we please. He is an omnipotent, personal 

1 W. H. Auden in The Protestant Mystics. 
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Being who chooses if and when he will reveal him
self to man. A prophet is always a man called and 
sent by God-never a man who chose and found 
God by his ascetic or meditative discipline. Any 
revelation of God, then, is a matter of grace 
(Matthew 11: 25-27; Galatians 1: 16). lt is the 
result of God's granting a man some experience 
of himself, never of a man's fulfilling the right 
psychological or spiritual conditions to turn on 
the tap. Thus, such experiences always strike men 
in Scripture out of the blue. Examples which we 
may quote are: Moses and the burning bush in 
the desert (Exodus 3: 1-6); Salaam sitting on his 
donkey (Numbers 22: 31); Joshua surveying the 
battle (Joshua 5: 13-15); Isaiah at his temple duty 
(Isaiah 6: 1-13); Ezekiel by the river Chebar 
(Ezekiel 1: 1-28); Paul on the Damascus road 
(Acts 9: 3-9); John in his Sunday worship ('Reve
lation 1: 9-17). If a man is to give himself to 
meditation it must not be for the ulterior motive of 
getting mystical experiences from God, for such 
experiences cannot be worked for. 

b. The example of Jesus Jesus never encouraged 
meditation of the Eastern type. Instead, he taught 
his disciples to pray (see page 17). He defined 
love for God in practical and moral terms (John 
14: 23, 24; 15: 10) rather than devotional and 
pietistic ones. And he distinctly warned men of the 
danger of using vain, heathen repetitions in prayer 
(Matthew 6: 7). The prayer he taught was simple, 
rational and short. He does not seem to have 
encouraged ecstatic experience, and specifically 
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warned that such experiences were no criteria 
of a man's real relationship with God (Matthew 
7: 22). If meditation techniques of the mind-empty
ing or mantra-rehearsing type were positive and 
useful, Jesus never said so. 

c. The activity of Satan One of the blind spots of 
Eastern mysticism, when its methods are assessed 
in the light of the Bible, is its insensitivity to the 
possibility of spiritual deception. Jesus and the 
apostles are constantly warning about this 
(Matthew 7: 15; 24: 11; 2 Peter 2: 1; 1 John 4: 
2, 3). The Holy Spirit is not the only spiritual power 
in the world. Jesus had to do battle continually 
with one to whom he referred as the Liar (John 8: 
44), and he warned us that we would need to use 
all our Christian powers of critical discernment if 
we were to identify some of his deceptions 
(Matthew 24: 24). 

Now Eastern meditation plainly lays aside pre
cisely those critical faculties of individual cognition 
upon which a man relies in making value judg
ments. Satan is quite capable of providing spiritual 
experiences for the undiscerning. And there is 
evidence that some, if not all, of the mystic 
experiences obtained by using Eastern meditative 
techniques are being exploited by Satan in this 
way. We have noted several times that personality 
dislocation is often observed in devotees of some 
forms of Eastern mysticism. Some psychiatrists 
have noted, too, a similarity between mystical 
experiences and the experiences of those suffer
ing from a manic-depressive psychosis. In the 
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Bible, personality dislocation of this kind is always 
interpreted spiritually in terms of the direct action 
of Satan. Satan's desire is to devour human per
sonality until, like the demoniac Legion, a man 
just does not know who he is (Luke 8: 30). 
According to the Bible, and in contrast to Hindu 
philosophical presuppositions, human individuality 
is important to God and will be preserved and 
enhanced in his eternal kingdom (see Matthew 
13: 43; 20: 23; 25: 23; I Corinthians 15: 35-55; I 
Thessalonians 5: 23; 2 Timothy 4: 18). There is, 
then, good reason to believe that if meditation 
and mantra-chanting result in loss of personality 
or psychological disorder, it is because Satan is 
involved in the experiences obtained by these 
means. Some Christians believe that by the chant
ing of heathen mantras long associated with 
spiritism in India, and by the uncritical opening of 
the mind in meditation, mystics may be giving 
Satan access in some special way to their mind 
and personality. The possibility should at least be 
taken very seriously. 

In summary, then, there seem to be clear grounds 
for treating the mind-emptying and mantra-rehears
ing types of meditative technique with great cau
tion, even where the subjects are fully aware of the 
fallacies of the religious syncretism of Hindu 
monism. What is more, there is no biblical warrant 
for believing that a meditator is more likely to be 
granted some true experience of God than any 
other Christian. God may meet a man in some 
particular experience in the context of his devo
tional life (e.g. Isaiah, John), or equally in the 
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humdrum of living (e.g. Moses, Paul). A Christian, 
then, ought to be more concerned to be living in 
prayer and obedience to God's Word, than to be 
constantly searching for mystical experiences. 
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6 The challenge 
of Eastern thought 

In previous chapters we have looked critically at 
mysticism in the light of biblical teaching. But our 
approach must not be entirely negative. There is 
a challenge implicit in the recent and increasing 
interest in Eastern thinking that plumbs very deep 
and important issues. Christians who wish to 
answer that challenge must be prepared for a 
tough reappraisal of their own faith. Certainly it 
will demand a greater concern that our religion 
should firmly unite heart and head. Unfortunately 
it is impossible in an introduction of this size to 
investigate the relevant questions in detail. But 
perhaps I can map out the central area against 
which the challenge is levelled, and indicate the 
way to the necessary, positive, Christian reply. 

1. The challenge to Christian theology 
One of the reasons Christianity is ill-equipped 
to rebuff a challenge from the East at the present 
time is that there has been in recent years a pro
nounced failure of intellectual nerve in the 
church. The same hyper-tolerant spirit that we 
noted at the beginning, as being characteristic of 
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the contemporary scene, has also invaded 
Christian thinking. Dogma is largely played down 
in the mainstream churches, and even among 
some Evangelicals there is a widespread feeling 
that theology is a dangerous and unnecessary 
encumbrance. If Christians are to meet 
adequately the threat posed by Eastern sects, 
however, it is vital that we realize that the conflict 
is at root a theological one. 

We indicated in the second chapter that the 
centre of the controversy between Christianity and 
Eastern mysticism lies in the realm of epistemology 
(the philosophy of knowing) and its theological 
corollary, i.e. how we know God. We must now 
look at this issue more closely. 

The problem of knowledge, how we attain it, 
how we measure its reliability, has dominated 
philosophy for centuries. At present a line is 
usually drawn between two types of knowledge 
which are held to be categorically different. The 
first, emphasized by the logical-empiricist school, 
we may call objective knowledge. lt comprises 
matters of fact which can be verified by the strict 
canons of logic and empirical observation. The 
second type of knowledge, emphasized by the 
existentialists , we may call subjective. lt embraces 
all those areas of human feeling and value-judg
ment which cannot be verified in the way the 
empiricists demand. In ordinary speech, for in
stance, we may say, 'I know that tomatoes are red' 
(an objective fact) , but also, 'I know fear' (a 
subjective feeling). The correctness of this division 
into objective and subjective dimensions is deeply 
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ingrained in Western thought. lt is reflected in 
the division of university faculties into 'Sciences' 
(objective) and 'Arts' (subjective). 

Until very recently it was generally assumed 
that objective scientific knowledge was somehow 
more reliable and true than value-judgments and 
experience. At least that was so in the West. As 
we have already repeatedly mentioned, however, 
Eastern thought diverges marked ly from the West 
on this issue. The maya is the objective conven
tional world . But Eastern thought regards this 
objective world as essentially unreal. lt gives by 
far the greater significance to the subjective, ex
periential kind of human knowledge. 

Today we are witnessing an energetic reaction 
against the logical-empiricist type of philosophy. 
Science faculties cannot find students to fill their 
places and existentialists are greatly influencing 
literature and art. lt is no surprise, in this atmos
phere, to find a new interest in mysticism in our 
culture, for there is a close epistemological link 
between existentialism and Eastern thought. 1 If 
Christians are to find a positive reply to these 
Eastern sects it means becoming involved in the 
contemporary debate about the problem of know
ledge. 

The task is to find a solution to the objective
subjective dichotomy. lt must be clear to the 
Christian that in at least one sphere of knowledge 
-the theological one of knowing God-the truth 

1 See Lit-Sen Chang, Zen-Existentia/ism (Presbyterian and 
Reformed Publishing Company, 1969). 
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cannot lie either with the logical-empiricists or with 
the mystics. God cannot be worked out logically 
or experimented on, as if he were the object of 
some scientific enquiry. Yet neither can the 
Christian accept that God is a feeling or value
judgment like fear or joy that originates within 
man. God does not cease to exist when I cease to 
know him. Nor can he be different for each man. 
Here is a case of human cognition which cannot 
be squeezed into the objective or the subjective 
category and seems to bridge the two. 

Well-meaning theologians of the past have tried , 
of course, to fit God into one category or the 
other. The deists effectively made God into a kind 
of logical deduction. Even quite orthodox theo
logians of the last century tried to prove the exist
ence of God from their observation of the universe. 
But such attempts to rationalize God could not 
result in a man's truly knowing God in the personal 
sense which the Bible describes. Others, in this 
century, have turned God into a feeling. Existen
tialist theologians tend to be indifferent to the his
torical veracity of the Bible because, for them, the 
encounter with God is essentially subjective. 
Whether the story that produces this sense of God 
is historically true is of no real importance to them. 
By contrast, for the early Christians the reliability 
of the history that created their faith was absolutely 
critical. 'If Christ has not been raised , your faith is 
futile', said Paul (1 Corinthians 15: 17). 

The existentialists have done great service to 
theology in drawing us back to an awareness that 
faith is a distinctively human phenomenon. The 
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knowledge of the empiricists could equally well be 
gained by a computer as by a man. But the know
ledge of God cannot be obtained in that way. To 
that extent the existentialist theologians are right. 
But that does not mean that God is in no sense 
objective. lt is because God is an objective reality 
that the Bible presents itself as real history and 
not as pious myth. What is needed is an epistem
ology that overcomes the antagonism between fact 
and feeling-a bridge between West and East. 
Perhaps it is significant that the Bible was born in 
the middle East. 

The signs are that secular philosophers, too, are 
beginning to feel the need for some epistemologi
cal synthesis of empiricism and existentialism. 1 

Perhaps a simple analogy will illustrate one sort 
of approach that is proving influential. Consider 
human vision. When we look at an object, as well 
as seeing the detail upon which our eyes have 
focused, we also see a large surrounding area, 
the so-called 'peripheral' zone. Human knowledge 
seems a bit like that. Science and empiricism con
centrate their gaze on the things on which our 
minds can focus clearly. There is a vast field of 
peripheral awareness, however, which cannot be 
tied down in scientific terms. We may call it 
existential awareness; the feelings and intuitions 
which a computer cannot share because it is not 
human. But the fact that we cannot bring these 
perceptions into sharp focus in the same way as 

1 See e.g. Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge (Harper, 1964), 
The Tacit Dimension (Doubleday, 1966) . 
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scientific facts does not mean they are imaginary, 
any more than it would be true to say the central 
vision is more real than the peripheral. Neither is 
it right to draw a sharp qualitative distinction 
between the two types of seeing. The fact is that 
they always go together and even overlap. 

This is best exemplified, perhaps, in the human 
experience of recognizing a pattern (so-called 
'gestalt' perception). Consider, for instance, how 
we recognize another person's face in a photo
graph. If we were to concentrate on individual 
aspects on which we can focuS-the eyes, the 
mouth-we would fail to recognize the person. 
Those magazine competitions where one has to 
match the eyes and lips of famous people prove 
this point. We recognize one another by a kind of 
combined central and peripheral vision. The same 
is true of reading; if one stares long enough at a 
word it somehow loses its familiarity. Similarly, if 
one purposely defocuses one's eyes, the word gets 
lost in a blur. We make sense of words by com
bining a looking at with a looking around the 
letters. 

Now an epistemology based on this kind of 
model stands far more chance of unifying the 
experience of human cognition. The two poles of 
objective and subjective knowledge are not mutu
ally exclusive, but are more like the foci of the 
ellipse of total human awareness. They comple
ment one another and sometimes overlap in a·way 
which makes it difficult to distinguish them. 

Certainly such an epistemology seems nearer to 
the type of knowing to which the Bible refers when 
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it speaks of knowing God. The deists made the mis
take of believing only their central cognitive vision. 
God thus became a mere collection of deduced 
attributes like the isolated features of some cele
brity in a magazine competition. The mystics make 
the equally disastrous mistake of purposely de
focusing their minds in an attempt to erase the 
central awareness and exploit the peripheral. it is 
no surprise that they cannot put their blurred 
experiences into words. The Bible, however, in
sists that we must come to God as to a person to 
be recognized. Only then will we stand a chance 
of properly knowing him. This is what lies behind 
Jesus' words, 'If you had known me, you would 
have known my Father also' (John 14: 7). Know
ledge of God in the Bible is neither empiricist or 
mystic; it is personal. This is why we have con
stantly had to emphasize in our comparison of 
Christian and mystic thought the fact that God is a 
personal, self-conscious Being. This knowledge 
clearly bridges the gulf between objective and 
subjective. Of course persons are objective reali
ties. They do not exist only in our experience of 
them. We encounter them through the gateway of 
empirical knowledge as we see and hear them. 
Yet, if we treat persons only as objects, we will 
never really know them. We may know their height 
and the colour of their hair, but we will never 
experience that distinctively human knowing 
which we usually call a personal relationship. To 
enter that relationship means to be involved sub
jectively with the person in a mutual knowing and 
being known. lt is the same, the Bible claims, with 
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a man's knowledge of God (John 10: 14, 15; 
Galatians 4: 9). 

For theology the whole issue crystallizes around 
the doctrine of revelation. lt is perhaps here that 
Christians have been so very weak in recent times. 
Some of the existentialist theologians have re
emphasized in a quite salutary manner the im
portance of subjective illumination in the process 
of coming to faith. Not that this is a new emphasis 
-it was central to the reformers' doctrine of 
in both its objective and its subjective dimensions 
revelation. 1 The Bible speaks clearly of revelation 
-the Word and the Spirit. The previous Western 
preoccupation with scientific knowledge has been 
reflected in a general emphasis among biblical 
Christians on the importance of 'the Word of 
truth'. The current swing toward subjectivity has 
not surprisingly been paralleled by a renewed in
terest in 'the Spirit'. But the Word and the Spirit 
cannot be separated. Speech cannot be parted 
from the breath that conveys it. The Bible teaches 
us that the personal God is encountered through 
objective revelation in the empirical realm of 
ordinary sense perceptions. We see his acts and 
hear his words, as we do those of other persons. 
The Word of objective revelation is there in crea
tion, in history, in Jesus Christ and, of course, in 
Scripture. The Christian cannot be indifferent, 
therefore, to the objective veracity of the histori
cal events and to the Scriptures which mediate 

1 See e.g. Collected Works of John Owen. IV (Banner of Truth 
edition, 1967) pp. 1-234. 
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God's person to man. Yet an intellectual under
standing of that Word as objectively given, or 
even a belief in its veracity, is not enough. Know
ing about God is not knowing God himself. The 
Word must be applied to the heart and mind sub
jectively by the Spirit, so that a man recognizes 
the person behind the mighty acts and words, and 
enters into a personal relationship with him 
(Matthew 11: 25-27; 1 Corinthians 2: 6-16; 2 Cor
inthians 3: 12-4: 6). Thus the Word without the 
Spirit is sterile and puzzling to man. If it produces 
anything it is only intellectual Christianity like 
that of the deists. On the other hand, the Spirit 
without the Word can be no more than an inco
herent mysticism that is practically indistinguish
able from dangerous intuitions wrought by evil 
spirits. If God is truly to be known, then, the Bible 
insists that there must be this co-operation 
between external revealed truth and internal 
spiritual illumination. God acts in revelation within 
the range of both the objective and the subjec
tive focus of human cognition. He must do so, 
because he is not just a fact to be believed or a 
feeling to be experienced, but a person to be 
recognized, trusted and loved. 

2. The challenge to Christian living 
If Christians really grasp this biblical balance it 
will make a vast difference to evangelism. The 
non-Christian who tends to think like a logical
empiricist will often argue, 'Well , prove to me that 
there is a God'. If caught off balance a Christian 
might fall into the trap of trying to do just that. 
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Even if the Christian were successful, however, 
he would not have turned the non-believer into a 
Christian. A more helpful approach would be to 
try to show the agnostic that all men have firm 
convictions about many things which they cannot 
prove-human love, beauty, for example. Are these 
things unreal because we cannot prove them logi
cally? In this way he may be opened up to the 
subjective dimension of human awareness which 
his empiricist presuppositions tend to devalue. 

On the other hand, the mystic or existentialist 
non-Christian will often say, 'Well, if Jesus turns 
you on, OK; it's true for you; but I don't need it 
because I've already experienced God in my own 
way'. The trap here is that a Christian might try 
to convince such a non-Christian that he does 
need the 'Jesus experience' because it is in some 
way superior to anything he has so far known. But 
again, even if the Christian were successful, there 
would be no conversion. To help him really, the 
Christian must challenge him concerning the 
historical dimension of biblical faith. He must see 
that it is not merely a subjective wish-fulfilment, 
but that there is objective evidence that demands 
a verdict. We do not have to deny the reality of his 
mystical experiences. We need only suggest that, 
like a man with blurred vision trying to read a 
message, he is not seeing the whole meaning of 
knowing God. To do that he must have something 
on which to focus his mind-and that is Jesus 
and the gospel. This is how Paul challenged the 
religious men of Athens; 'What therefore you wor
ship as unknown, this I proclaim to you' Acts 17: 
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23). He warned them of the objective reality of 
future judgment on the basis of the objective 
evidence of the resurrection of Jesus (Acts 17: 
31). In the same way, Christians need to draw the 
attention of those inclined to mysticism to the 
fact that there is a real world outside which they 
cannot escape, and that in that real world God 
has revealed himself to man's understanding. 

Furthermore, understanding this balance 
between objective and subjective elements in 
revelation will make Christians more cautious in 
judging whether a person has truly become a 
Christian. lt is not enough to get an intellectual 
decision or agreement with the facts of the gospel. 
Equally, it will not be sufficient merely to impart 
some spir itual experience to him. There must be 
an intelligent grasp of the objective Word and 
clear evidence of the inward subjective applica
tion of that truth by the Holy Spirit. So there must 
be faith and repentance-a change of mind and a 
change of heart-before we assure a person that 
he is a Christian. To neglect either will produce 
decisions and experiences galore, but very few 
true and enduring conversions. The new birth is 
accomplished by the Word (1 Peter 1: 23) and by 
the Spirit (John 3: 5) together. 

But as well as influencing evangelism in a con
structive way, a rediscovery of the doctrine of in
ward illumination will profoundly enhance our 
Christian devotional life. The fact that young 
people are turning to mysticism is a grave reflec
tion on the poverty-stricken quality of the average 
church's experience of God. The emphasis on 
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'the Word' in recent years has produced in many 
congregations an academic aridity in preaching 
and a coldness of heart in prayer meetings. How
ever, those who are seeking a solution to this 
situation in a kind of Christian imitation of the 
mystics are, in my view, making a serious error. 
There is very little difference between getting 
spiritually excited by chanting 'Hare Krishna' in 
the ashram and chanting 'Jesus, Jesus' in the 
prayer meeting. Christians can do better than try 
to work up that kind of mindless ecstasy, for 
they have a body of revealed truth from God him· 
self. Their God is not a feeling but a real person 
with a defined and reliable character. Such a God 
is far more exciting than mere psychic experience. 
To know this God truly is a privilege and a joy. 
We shall want to use our minds to the full, explor
ing his world and his Word; but it will not be 
enough for us just to find out more about him 
intellectually. We shall long that the Spirit will 
make what we learn real in our experience. So we 
shall not see just the divine attributes, but shall 
go beyond them to recognize his 'face' (Psalm 
27: 7-9) . 

In years gone by Christians understood more 
clearly this balance between the Word and the 
Spirit; and it showed. They were not only very 
great theologians. They also knew their God per
sonally. Such a man was Samuel Rutherford, pro
fessor of divinity at St Andrews in 1647, who died 
under house arrest in 1661. This was his testimony: 

'lt were a sweet and honourable death to die 
for the honour of that royal and princely King 
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Jesus. His love is a mystery to the world. I would 
not have believed that there was so much in 
Christ as there is; "Come and see" maketh Christ 
to be known in his excellency and glory. I wish all 
this nation knew how sweet his breath is; it is little 
to see Christ in a book as men do the world in a 
map; they talk of Christ by the book and the tongue, 
and no more; but to come nigh to Christ and have 
him and embrace him is another thing. 1 

The challenge of Eastern thought is well 
answered by a man like that. True heart-experi
ence of God's person should result from a solid 
grasp of historical biblical revelation. The popu
larity of the Eastern sects provides a needed im
perative to Christians to work towards both a 
deeper theology and a deeper devotional life. This 
is vital if we are really to meet the needs of the 
whole man. Those who want to accept the chal
lenge and start that adventu re can do no better, 
in my view, than begin by reading Knowing God 
by J . I. Packer.2 No recent book so combines 
heart and head. lt ought to be studied by every 
Christian, whether or not they have to encounter 
Eastern groups. In positive terms it is a far more 
effect ive Christian answer to the appeal of 
mysticism than this small book could ever be. 

1 The Letters of Samuel Rutherford {Banner of Truth edition, 
1973). 
2 Hodder and Stoughton (1973). 
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