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from whom this book came
to whom it is returned










In most books, the I, or first person, is omitted; in this it
will be retained; that, in respect to egotism, is the main dif-
ference.

THOREAU: WALDEN



Preface

This is a true story. Parts of it may be hard to believe, but
they are true all the same. The narrative covers the entire
period of my association with my guru, Kirpal Singh; the
period of terrible confusion following his physical death in
1974; and the sweet and wonderful way in which 1 was
dragged to the meeting with his successor, Ajaib Singh. It
ends with my second trip to Ajaib Singh’s ashram, in May
1976. The story of course did not end there; but the many
things that have happened since then—the beautiful, very
fruitful association with Ajaib Singh, the tremendous ex-
pansion of his work, the way in which hundreds of
Westerners every year leave civilization behind for a two-
week sojourn in his desert ashram, his world tours—may
someday find their way into a book of their own: they are
too much for this one.

The scope, structure, chapter titles, and length of this
book were all strictly laid down for me by Kirpal Singh, and
1 have done my best to literally obey him.

A few spiritual experiences have been included, with the
Master’s permission, wherever the narrative made no sense
without them. These should not be understood to imply any
degree whatever of spiritual competence or ‘‘advance-
ment’’ on my part. Such experiences are, or ought to be, the
norm on the spiritual path, and the ultimate goal of the
practitioner lies far beyond them. Further, any initiate can
testify that if anything is clear to him, it is this: that any
spiritual or mystical experience whatever is entirely a matter




of grace: it is a gift of the Guru. None of us deserve anything
along this line, and if we think we do, we are dead.

I owe a great deal to many people, as the narrative
(I hope) makes clear, especially to my family— Judith,
Miriam, Eric —for living it with me. But I would be terribly
amiss if I did not publicly note my gratitude to Susan Gilb,
whose counsel and encouragement—always wise, never
failing—was the factor which made it possible for me to
obey the Master and write the book. I will always be grateful
to her.

RUSSELL PERKINS

Preface to the 1989 Edition

Most of this book was written eleven years ago, in the sum-
mer of 1978, although I continued to work on it for two more
years. A great great deal has happened since then, and I have
given some thought to adding several chapters to bring the
story up to date. Nevertheless, it still seems that that should
be another book, which may some day get written.

I would like to once again express my profound gratitude
and thanks for the infinite protective care and guidance of my
Guru, working through the body of Ajaib Singh. Elsewhere I
have written: “The story is not over, thank God; it continues,
and one thing many of us have learned: the grace of God
working through the living Master is full of surprises. To
follow the Path . . . is an intensely real roller-coaster ride up
and down the mountains of our Self, and at the end of it is
more than we dreamed possible.” That I have been given the
grace of making that ride and beginning to discover what is
there seems the greatest gift that anyone could be given.

Rereading this book after a considerable time, it is impos-
sible not to notice its many flaws. I appreciate and need the

indulgence of the reader.
R.P.
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Ask, and it shall be given you,
seek, and ye shall find;
knock, and it shall be opened unto you:

For everyone that asketh receiveth;
and he that seeketh findeth,
and to him that knocketh it shall be opened.
MATTHEW 7: 7-8

Whoever seeks the Satguru will surely find Him,
for the Satguru is an incarnation eternally
present on this earth.

SAR BACHAN 2: 208



CHAPTER ONE

In Search of a Master

This is the story of my adventures with two holy men. What
is meant by “‘holy men’’? What is holiness? For most of us,
it is that which we don’t have but unconsciously long for.
For the greater part of our lives, the cry of our soul is just
there: a long monotonous groan in the depths of our soul,
going on so long that we have long since stopped hearing it.
Every once in a while it forces its way through and we have
to hear it—but we can only hear it through whatever hear-
ing apparatus we have developed. If that is deficient, we will
pick up one note only and act on that; but if it is whole, we
will no longer experience a groan, but an overwhelming
symphony—a waterfall, in fact, carrying us with it as it
thunders forth our soul’s insatiable, desperate, gasping
need for holiness.

There are several ways of understanding holiness:

1) Holiness is going home—returning to our source. That
part of ourselves which wants to return is a part with which
we are badly out of touch, so it is difficult for us to hear
this. We have to get in touch with our soul in order to
understand it. Nevertheless, a holy person, by definition, is
either a person who has returned home or who is pre-
occupied with returning home.

2) Holiness is wholeness. By rearranging our sense of “‘I”’
and our various faculties so that we become aware of our
soul’s pain, we begin the process of making ourselves the
unity we were born to be.
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When we first begin to hear the crying of our own soul,
the movement toward holiness begins.

Another way of understanding holiness is as a brilliant
white light which, as it passes through a prism, divides into
many colors: honesty or integrity, love, non-violence,
chastity, etc. While it is rare to find human beings who have
made themselves fully whole, so that the brilliant white light
shines unmistakeably from them, it is not so rare to find
human beings in whom one color is manifesting fully. Their
lives may be badly flawed in other ways, but if they show us
one facet of holiness in practice, they have the power to
touch our lives and move us deeply.

The idea of ‘‘searching’’ for God, or for some connec-
tion to Him, or for Truth, or whatever, seems odd: ‘‘Kabir
says, I laugh when I hear the fish in the water is thirsty.”’
Why do we have to search for that which we already have?
But most of the searching that we do in our life is just that—
looking for something we already have, but have lost touch
with. No doubt our soul is there—but where? Can we hear
it? Searching is another name for learning to listen; for fit-
ting a strand here and a strand there so that gradually, little
by little, a symphony emerges—the symphony that is our
ultimate Self.

But the first strand is undoubtedly the moan of the starv-
ing soul. When we learn to listen to that, the rest follows.
And with the first overwhelming awareness that the soul is
in agony—that is to say, that we are in agony—it becomes
very clear that we need help.

In my own life, 1 heard fragments and echoes of my
soul’s symphony at intervals from a very early age, but |
became clever at evading them. One of my earliest
memories is of my mother reading The Wizard of Oz to me,
and afterward taking me to see the movie, which had just
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come out. This was in 1939, when I was four: both the book
and the movie made a tremendous impression on me, and
my earliest extended memories are centered on this double
experience. I have always loved the story (indeed, all the Oz
stories) but it is only as an adult that I came to realize what a
powerful parable of the homegoing of the soul that story s,
and to speculate on just what degree of influence being ex-
posed to it so vividly so early had on my later life.

Later I was given a comic book based on the Bible (Pic-
ture Stories from the Bible). 1 loved it. It was full of stories
of people who talked with God, presented as a very natural
thing. It struck me as I read it that this was the norm—that
it was meant for human beings to be on intimate terms with
God. I asked my mother about it, and she said that it was
like that once, but not any more. I did not argue, but I felt
in my heart that it was possible, even now.

When I was fourteen, I began to read the Bible. I thought
it would be appropriate to begin with the life of Christ, so 1
started at the beginning of the New Testament. I read with
pleasure Matthew’s account of Jesus’s birth and the visit of
the wise men, and then before I knew it, I was into the Ser-
mon on the Mount. | had gone to church and Sunday-
school all my life, and had been brought up in a Christian
family, but never had I heard anything like this. ‘‘Judge not
that ye be not judged’’—I felt prickles going up the back of
my neck. I thought, has anybody read this? Then how can
society exist? ‘‘Blessed are the pure in heart for they shall
see God.”’ I thought, is that a promise? And if so, when?
The long section on swearing struck me as piercingly
beautiful, and 1 memorized it. But underlying the whole
was a sense of the universe which I had never come across
once—even though I had associated with Christians all my
life. This was bewildering to a fourteen-year-old; the im-
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pression that [ came away with was that what Jesus had
taught had nothing to do with Christianity.

A year or two later I read Thoreau’s Walden in high
school (not for high school—it was not assigned—but
physically in it) and again the same reaction: I had heard
about Thoreau all my life, and everyone spoke of him with
respect, not to say veneration. But no one had ever read
him. Because never in my life had I heard anyone say any-
thing remotely comparable to the things I read in that book.
Again I had that feeling of an underlying sense of the
universe blocked off from me, but known to Jesus and
Thoreau—as though they had been able to grasp its handle,
while I was still groping for it; indeed before [ read them, [
didn’t know it was there to grope for.

In 1950, when 1 was fifteen, Billy Graham came to
Boston and conducted a series of revival meetings that were
given maximum publicity in the Boston Globe. We were liv-
ing in New Hampshire and I could not attend personally,
but I was fascinated: did these people understand what
Jesus was talking about? It seemed to me that they did; cer-
tainly something was going on that had to do with the trans-
formation of human life—or so it seemed. Jesus, God,
death, the human soul, mattered. They occupied a central
place in the evangelical consciousness, not pushed into a
back corner and forgotten about except when convenient.
The sense of urgency and personal concern about the status
of one’s soul struck me as real and important, and 1 took
evangelicals and their understanding of the Bible very
seriously. In due course, on July 11, 1951, at what is now
the Evangelical Baptist Church of Laconia, New Hamp-
shire, I was ‘‘born again.”

I put quotes around that phrase because it has been a very
long time since I have believed that what happened to me on
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that night was what Jesus was talking about when he re-
ferred to being ‘“‘born again.””' Certainly something real
happened: the effort required to propel me forward in front
of the whole congregation was enormous, and involved a
tremendous emotional release. Despite having attended
church for some time, I did not really understand the
theology involved; I knew only that God required a public
affirmation of my love for and surrender to Him, and of my
faith in Christ. I did not grasp the subtler implications of
the ‘‘vicarious atonement’’ theory for some time, and when
1 did 1 didn’t like it. I accepted it reluctantly for a while,
then rejected the whole system. By that time (after two
years in an evangelical college) I had come to the conclusion
that evangelicalism had nothing more to do with Jesus than
anything else—perhaps less.

I objected primarily to the grafting of theology on to an
experience that is real but indefinable. Whether or not the
evangelical ‘“‘born again’’ or ‘‘salvation’” experience is the
same thing that Jesus was talking about (and I will explain
later why I don’t think it is, and what I think Jesus was talk-
ing about) the fact is that in itself it is an emotional ex-
perience that can be very real and satisfying to the convert.
But no one would ever know, without an army of ministers,
Bible ‘‘experts,”’ and older Christians to tell him, that as
part and parcel of his conversion he now believed in the
Bible as absolutely infallible and inerrant; in a God who
created human beings knowing fully well that the vast ma-
jority would end up in hell; in a view of the universe which
considers it just and right that a loving and merciful God
would confer infinite punishment for a finite sin. Later it
became clear that no God worth worshiping would act in
such a way as to make him morally inferior to his wor-

1. See the third chapter of the Gospel of John.




8 THE IMPACT OF A SAINT

shipers: if even | could see the injustice in an eternal hell as a
response to a few years of struggle, why could not he? It
seemed to me that to worship such a God only to save my
own skin made me as unworthy as he was.

So 1 left the evangelical faith in 1954, and I have never
regretted it,

In confusion over the falling apart of my faith, I lost in-
terest in religion altogether and my longing for under-
standing, for something to fill that gigantic hole, was
diverted into the theater. I entered Boston University
School of Theater Arts in the fall of 1954 and for the next
two years studied acting and directing with Alexander
Kirkiand, Peter Kass, Jose Quintero, and others. I loved it.
I got to know Shakespeare and Shaw really well (I had met
them both previously) and made the acquaintance for the
first time of Ibsen, Brecht, Chekhov, Synge and T.S. Eliot.
Eventually I decided that I was better suited for writing than
acting, and in the spring of 1956 I left Boston University,
although I continued to live in the neighborhood and to
maintain contact with many of my friends.

During this period, I read The Brothers Karamazov and
added Dostoevsky to my list of literary idols (I also read
War and Peace, but my love for Tolstoy came much later,
with a second reading). More and more I thought of myself
as a writer, and less and less did I write. Most of my energy
went into the way I thought a writer should live—which in-
cluded heavy drinking, party-going, eventually working as
little as possible and “‘borrowing’” money as much as possi-
ble, and above all else, talk—endless gallons of talk, flow-
ing flowing flowing into the bars, and when they closed, the
all-night restaurants. There is a line from Allen Ginsberg’s
Howl, written about this time, that struck me when I first
read it and has remained with me: *“We sank all night in the
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submarine light of Bickford’s.”” It didn’t seem to us that we
were sinking; it seemed to us that we were handling and
coming to grips with every possible problem in the universe.
But in reality we were sinking and floundering in the endless
tidal waves of talk.

In the summer of 1956, I spent two monthsinacabinona
friend’s land in rural New Hampshire {(not far from my
parents’ home) trying to write a novel, and failing. That fall
[ returned to Boston and began my last year of work as a
hospital orderly. As the autumn turned into winter, my old
guestions and preoccupations began to return, though at
first so subtly that I was hardly aware of them. For the first
time in about three years, questions about ultimates
gradually began to resume their accustomed place.
Christmas week, 1956, was the premiere of The Ten Com-
mandments, and 1 went to see it. It is not considered a great
movie, I know; but I found it very compelling. The intense-
ly personal nature of Moses’ relationship to God moved me
deeply. I saw it several times.

On New Year’s Day 1957 | was working as a call orderly
at the New England Baptist Hospital. | was alone in the
operating room all day; few if any calls came to me. I did
my best to sort out the thoughts and feelings that had been
building up. Certain things fell into place: I saw that either
there was such a thing as Absolute Truth or there was not;
that if there was, then I knew with an overwhelming clarity
that | Aad to find it; and that since if there was no Absolute,
it didn’t matter what I did, then why not act as though there
was? | used the word ‘‘overwhelming’’; although to write
about it requires many words and makes it seem like it was a
reasoned out conclusion, in fact the entire realization oc-
curred in a split second. The reasoning came afterward.
From that day to this, 1 have understood that my main work
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is to find Absolute Truth; 1 am not speaking of others. It
was a personal understanding and has remained so. Several
times in my life [ have heard unmistakably the voice of my
soul; this was the first, and from this all else followed.

Still there was the problem of how. I had made an inter-
nal commitment of the profoundest seriousness, and for the
first time in my life I felt at peace with the universe. But
what to do next? I had no idea. But suddenly the words
from the Sermon on the Mount that had seared themselves
on my soul years before came into my mind: ‘‘Ask, and it
shall be given you; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it
shall be opened unto you: For everyone that asketh
receiveth; and he that seeketh findeth; and to him that
knocketh it shall be opened. Or what man is there of you,
whom if his son ask bread, will he give him astone? ... Ifye
then being evil, know how to give good gifts unto your
children, how much more shall your Father which is in
heaven give good things to them that ask him?’’? I had
never understood these words before; as with so many of
Jesus’s words, there is no room for them in the traditional
Christian theology. But now it was as though Jesus himself
was speaking directly to my innermost essence, and these
words sustained me and gave me hope through the coming
months. I realized that since | had made my commitment to
the universe and meant it, it was up to the universe to show
me what to do next; I also realized that while this seemed
wildly, ridiculously presumptuous when put in these words,
it was nonetheless exactly what Jesus meant. And so it hap-
pened, in my experience, that the promise was kept and it
was shown to me without a doubt that Jesus’s words mean
exactly what they seem to mean.

The day after I had made my commitment, a friend of

2. Matthew 7:7-11,
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mine gave me a book, saying, ‘‘Here—1 think you ought to
read this.”” The book was A New Model of the Universe, by
P.D. Ouspensky, and I had never read a book like it; each
paragraph was a new revelation. It was the book I needed, I
saw that right away; it gave me the theoretical knowledge I
needed to implement my search. Here for the first time I
read about the idea of ‘‘esotericism’—that there is a
knowledge having to do with the attainment of Truth; that
it has to be searched for, but it can be found; and that there
are people living on earth now who have done this, and they
are the ones who are to be sought—because, once found,
they can help us become what they are. In his chapter on the
Superman, Quspensky wrote that when we search for the
Superman outside of us, we find him within us; and that
when we search for him within, we find him without. That
passage made a very powerful impression on me.

While 1 was reading this book, ] mentioned to a good
friend of mine—a poet—the lines along which I was think-
ing, and he replied that he had had a similar experience and
was also searching for higher things. This was amazing,
because we had been friends for a year and a half and room-
mates for three months and never once had this kind of
thing been discussed between us. One day later he intro-
duced me to another young man whom he had just met; this
man was also searching for truth. And so it went; in a very
short time a group of us ranging at various times between
four and eight had pooled our resources and our insights
and were searching for truth together.

We were very serious and our search was two-pronged,
utilizing both books and real live people. In order to under-
stand the nature of our undertaking, it is necessary to forget
the developments of the past twenty years (I am writing in
1978) and go back to 1957, when words like guru and karma




12 THE IMPACT OF A SAINT

were almost completely unknown; when nobody outside of
the Seventh Day Adventist Church was a vegetarian; when
esoteric and mystical ideas were almost totally confined
to so-called ‘‘occult’’ circles: the world of psychics,
astrologers, spiritualists, at that time almost exclusively
middle-aged and middle-class, and generally considered
something of a ‘‘lunatic fringe’’ by respectable intellec-
tuals. Our search was a vastly different project then than it
would be today: we were hampered by a scarcity of
resources, a lack of anything promising to search among,
whereas today the opposite is true: the seeker has to make
his way through a luxuriant underbrush of often conflicting
ideas before reaching what he is really after—unless he set-
tles for less.

Shortly after meeting my new friends and establishing
ourselves as a serious group with real aims, one of them sug-
gested that Ouspensky’s In Search of the Miraculous would
be much more helpful to me than A New Mode! of the
Universe had been. He was right. New Model, while rich in
concepts and seed ideas, had been disappointingly poor in
specifics; In Search of the Miraculous was apparently a
word-for-word transcript of a series of lectures given by
G.I. Gurdjieff (whom I discovered for the first time) and
specifics was what it was rich in. For the first time in my
search I read the authentic words of a genuine contem-
porary teacher of real knowledge and stature, and the effect
was shattering. I became obsessed with the book; I thought
about it constantly; I dreamed about it. It had the ring of
truth, and I heard it. Through this book I understood what
an ‘“‘esoteric school’’ was: a group of students learning how
to transform and transcend themselves and realize their full
potentiality by working and studying under a teacher who
has already done it. 1 read for the first time that all human
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beings are asleep, that they were unable to ‘‘do’’ or ‘‘act,”’
but they could only react; that they were at the mercy of
outer circumstances and stimuli, and their own involuntary
longings and fears; that they were in fact ‘‘machines”
rather than human beings, and as long as this condition per-
sisted one could not speak of psychology but only of
mechanics. A terrible picture of humanity indeed! Yet,
looking at my own life and the lives of those around me,
once all the sentiment and wishful thinking were swept
away, it was self-evidently true. Besides, there was a way
out: people who had come to understand the true state of
affairs could, by working together and submitting
themselves to the instruction and discipline of a competent
teacher—not just intellectually competent-—develop within
themselves the capability of reversing the process, waking
up, acting instead of reacting, and rising above the whole
mess.

Simultaneously with our reading, we personally explored
every person or group in the Boston area who gave any in-
dication of knowing more than we did. This was the phrase
we used as a criterion, and of course we meant it in a very
specific way. We meant that whoever we went to should
have achieved something real, but we did not demand that it
be much: if it was more than we had achieved, we could
learn something. We also decided that we would examine
each person or group with an absolutely open mind as long
as we were with them, and analyze and reflect only after-
wards. In this way we would have the maximum opportuni-
ty to learn.

But we didn’t learn much. My memories of those wintry
Bostonian days and nights are a curious mixture of intense
excitement and anticipation on the one hand, and a series of
really ludicrous disappointments on the other. Drab, almost
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sordid psychic meetings on second floors of slum buildings;
negotiations with a five-foot tall, very plump Rosicrucian
lady over how much she would charge us for our lessons
(which never came off, for some reason I have forgotten); a
meeting with a small, hand-rubbing Spiritualist minister
and his large, formidable wife, both beautifully dressed, in
their Back Bay apartment, during which they informed us
of their life’s ambition: that their spirit contact would
someday blow on the trumpet that was sitting on their
living-room floor.

Yet in the midst of the struggle through these dead ends, a
blast of hope almost overwhelmed us. It came, again, in the
form of a book: Autobiography of a Yogi by Paramhansa
Yogananda. Anyone who has read this book will surely
agree that it is one of the most spectacular of all spiritual
books, and it revolutionized our whole search, primarily by
introducing a new word in our vocabulary: India. After
reading a few pages, I knew as certainly as I had ever known
anything that what I was searching for was in India; and |
knew that what I was searching for was a Guru.

We read the book to each other in the restaurants and
coffee houses of Boston, lingering over cups of coffee as
long as we dared in one place, then changing to another. If
friends came by, we forced them to listen. Here 1 learned
for the first time in any detail of the ideas of Karma and
reincarnation; I understood what was meant by Maya or
“‘illusion’’; I heard for the first time the names of Kabir and
Nanak, as well as made the acquaintance of hundreds of
spiritual personalities—Eastern and Western—who jumped
off the pages in a blaze of light; and above all, beginning
with the very first sentence of the book, grasped the value of
initiation and the supreme importance of the ‘‘disciple-guru
relationship.”” When I think back of the effect that book
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had on me—of the hope that it brought; the worlds it open-
ed up; the encouragement that it gave—I realize that 1 owe
its illustrious author an immense debt.

Of all the figures so vividly presented in the book, the one
who spoke to me most directly was also the most elusive. In
fact, the average reader could be pardoned for doubting if
he existed at all. Certainly many of my friends doubted
it—those on whom I forced a reading of his adventures. |
am referring, of course, to Babaji, the thousand-year old
Himalayan yogi who was Yogananda’s guru’s guru’s guru,
and who was reputed to be living in the mountains still, ?
pursuing a miraculous way of life with a small band of
disciples, which included (according to the book) two
Americans. Two Americans! Oh, wow! How I longed to be
the third American admitted to that little group! Some-
where in my heart rose a firm commitment not to take
anyone as a Guru who was of less stature than Babaji. It
was a real vow, and I lived up to it.

Some time after I read Autobiography of a Yogi 1 vis-
ited my family in New Hampshire. On the train back to
Boston I reflected on my experiences of the past months,
and as 1 thought over all the people I had met and the
books I had read, the ways in which my life had changed
and the understanding 1 had gained, a tremendous wave
of longing came over me, and with all my heart and soul
and strength I wanted a Guru. I prayed to Babaji, ‘‘Please,
please lead me to a Guru; I would like it to be You, but
if that’s not possible, to Someone not less great.”” It was
the first time in my life that I had prayed with my whole be-

3. Although Babaji has since been identified as Hariakhan Baba, who
indisputably exists, this identification has been challenged by some, in-
cluding a friend of mine who claims to have met the real Babaji
personally.
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ing, and that prayer was heard: but I was not answered right
away. As if the effort to get that far had exhausted me, I
went back to sleep: I got involved with a girl, I put in a lot of
effort to get my merchant seaman’s card, and I forgot not
all about my search, because what had happened remained
with me—but mostly about it. It ceased to be the primary
reality in my life.

The first hint of awakening came one evening in
September 1957. I was walking with a friend when I met one
of the persons I had been seeking with. I had not seen him
for several months. When he saw me, he pulled me aside,
and said, ‘“We’ve run across something that looks pretty
good. Are you still interested?’’ I said politely that I was,
and he gave me the place and time of, apparently, some
kind of meeting, which I promptly forgot.

About one month later, in late October, another friend
who had been in our group came to see me in my apartment.
He didn’t waste any time. ‘‘We’ve come across the real
thing, and we think you ought to be a part of this too.”” |
was polite but distant. ‘‘I’m not interested in anyone unless
he’s as high as Babaji.”’ My friend leaned forward, looked
at me steadily, and said with absolute conviction, ‘‘This
man is higher than Babaji.”” Suddenly I was jolted
awake—my heart skipped several beats, and I said wonder-
ingly, ‘““How can that be? Is he 900 years old?’’ My friend
laughed. ‘‘No,”’ he said, ‘“He’s not. But that’s not the
criterion. This man is a Safguru—a Master of Masters—the
very highest Master there is.”” Satguru! I had never heard
that word before. ‘““What is his name?’’ “‘His name is Kir-
pal.”’

Kirpal! The very first time I heard that name—how many
millions of times since? I was trembling and wide awake,
but not yet fully believing—why should | have been? But
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some part of me knew very well what was going on. My
friend promised to come and take me personally to the next
meeting, and I agreed to go. He left me with a new name to
roll in my mind—and I did. I thought about little else.

I was working as a door-to-door salesman and hating it at
that time, and a few nights later, more stress-ridden than
usual, I felt weak and faint. I remember stumbling down a
flight of stairs and huddling over a toilet seat somewhere,
all the time repeating, ‘‘Kirpal—Kirpal—Kirpal—Kirpal.”’
The name seemed right to me: it gave me joy and peace to
repeat it; and it seemed as though I were calling on an old
friend. Somehow 1 got through that night, and 1 felt
grateful to this Kirpal—I had not yet even seen his picture—
for helping me.

On Monday night my friend arrived as prcmised, and we
went to my first Satsang, which is what the followers of Kir-
pal called their meetings. These Satsangs were held thenin a
little Vedanta Chapel at 202 Commonwealth Avenue in
Back Bay, and the first thing that struck me as I entered the
room was a huge picture of Ramakrishna, a nineteenth-
century Indian Saint whom I had come to love and respect
through my reading. On the surface, his picture had
nothing whatever to do with the Satsang; it was there
because of the Vedanta group that used the Chapel also.
But the sight of it was tremendously reassuring to me and
gave me a sense of continuity. Then I saw the picture of Kir-
pal. I stared at it for several seconds, and all I can say about
my first reaction to the picture of my Guru is, that it was no
surprise. 1 do not mean that it came as a great emotional
recognition; it was not like that at all. It is just that it was no
surprise; 1 said, mentally, *‘Of course, that is the way he
looks.”” And I felt happy.

When I looked around the room, I noticed several friends
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from my seeking days, including the young woman who
later became my wife—Judith Weinberg. Altogether about
fifteen people probably—the ones who I did not know were
all older than I, including the Group Leader, a motherly
woman from Roslindale who, then and always, treated me
with great kindness. The meeting included a lot of reading,
most of which I didn’t understand although there were
ideas I was certainly familiar with, and a half-hour medita-
tion, which was pleasant but unconclusive. After it was
over, we—the young people, plus a few others, including
Wava, the Group Leader—retired to a nearby Hayes-
Bickford’s, where a great deal of information was given me
at once—more that I could comfortably assimilate. [
learned that the Master’s full name was Kirpal Singh; that
he had been brought up in the Sikh religion of India; that he
was 63 years old at that time; and that he had visited Boston
for a few days just two years previously, at which time most
of the people who had been present at the meeting had been
“‘initiated’’ and had in that way become his disciples. I
learned that there was a special esoteric practice to be in-
itiated into—it was called Shabda Yoga or Sant Mat, they
told me—and that I also could be initiated, but first  had to
be a vegetarian for at least three months. A vegetarian!
That stopped me. In all my readings I had never noticed the
vegetarian idea connected with mysticism (although of
course, as [ realized later, this was due to my own careless-
ness: Yogananda, for example, was a vegetarian and spe-
cifically mentions it in Autobiography of a Yogi). Besides |
had only met two vegetarians in my life (one of them a black
Seventh-Day Adventist who had worked with me as an
orderly; the other was Judith, my future wife, who had
become a vegetarian from inner conviction while still in
high school). The idea of me becoming a vegetarian did not
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fit in with any notions I had about my ‘“‘image,”” and [
didn’t like it. [ asked, ““Why?’” and I was told that the lives
of animals are worth something in the eyes of God, Who
also made them, and that killing and/or eating any form of
animate life causes heavy karmic reaction and stands in the
way of successful meditation. This answer was plausible
enough in the light of the little that I already knew, but I still
didn’t like it and I was far from convinced. (Much later |
came across the Buddha’s comment in The Surangama
Sutra which sums up the teaching perfectly: “‘If anyone is
trying to practice meditation and is still eating meat, he is
just like a man who is putting his hands over his ears and
shouting and then complains that he cannot hear anything.”)

Other things that were explained to me that night suited
me much more; a lot of it was familiar. The ideas of Karma
and Reincarnation, for example, had figured in many of the
books I had read, especially Yogananda; so the image of the
soul taking birth in body after body while carrying with it
always the effects of its actions (the totality of which,
“good”” or “‘bad,” is called Karma) gave me no trouble at
all. Neither did the concept of the Satguru as a God-sent be-
ing whose primary purpose was to free us from this endless
series of rebirths, show us what our real possibilities were,
and help us to realize them. But Aow he did this was both
new to me and very appealing: for the first time in my life I
heard about the Sound Current. For the first time in my
life; yet, as I listened, I knew that [ had heard it all before,
long ago, and that I was rediscovering something that I had
always known but had forgotten.

The ““Sound Current’’ is a rough English translation of
the Sanskrit word Shabda and its modern Hindi equivalent,
Shabd (pronounced something like ‘‘shubbud’’); it is a
poor translation but no better alternative has yet been sug-
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gested. It is poor because it is inadequate. The concept or
fact that the term represents is tremendous: God is seen as
Absolute, indescribable, inconceivable, unreachable: the
only way He can be described at all is to say that He is an
Ocean of Love. And what is called the Sound Current or
(sometimes) the “Word’’ is a tidal wave of that ocean,
manifesting as Light and Sound on different levels in dif-
ferent ways, and ultimately projecting Itself as the created
Universe and as all individual persons within that Universe
—from the personal God Himself to the lowest form of
microscopic life. (‘‘In the beginning was the Word, and the
Word was with God, and the Word was God . . . All things
were made by him; without him, nothing was made that was
made . . . In him was life; and the life was the light of
men.””)* Therefore, if any individual could penetrate
deeply enough within himself he would eventually find the
Sound Current there, and ultimately the Ocean from which
the Current came. Such a person, who has become one with
the “Word”’ or the essence of the Universe, is called a
Satguru; and from our point of view it may be unclear as to
whether he has become one with the Word or the Word has
become one with him. (‘*°‘And the Word was made flesh,
and dwelt among us” . . .”) Such a Satguru continues to
live on in the world, but only to help others achieve what he
has achieved; that is his work. He does that by showing
those who want his help how to contact the Sound and
Light within themselves and eventually reach the absolute,
the Ocean of Love.

[t was a supremely breathtaking view of the universe, and
I took it seriously from the beginning. I did not necessarily
accept it all at once—it was too much for me; but I certainly

4. John 1:1-4

5. John 1:14
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