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Preface to the English Translation
SARA GRANT

=

In introducing Henri Le Saux’ Indian Journal to English-speaking readers
there is little to add to Raimon Panikkar’s comprehensive Preface to the
French edition, which appears in a revised and slightly abridged form as the
Introduction to the present volume.

Eleven years after its publication, the Diary has lost nothing of it:
contemporary relevance. The Benedictine monk from a middle-class Frencl
background painfully transformed into Swami Abhishiktananda, the Hindt
Christian sannyasi, by his unswerving fidelity to truth shining through tw
apparently irreconcilable traditions—his Christ:an faith and the Upanishadi
experience of non-duality, initially mediated to him through Raman:
Maharshi and the holy mountain of Arunachala—still offers both challeng
and reassurance to many who find themselves in a similar position today

More and more people, caught in the confluence of two or mor:
religious and cultural traditions, seem to be faced by the often potentially
agonizing necessity of ecither abandoning their own roots altogether anc
yielding to the powerful attraction of an apparently alien but insidiously
alluring alternative, or settling for a superficial and therefore ultimatels
unsatisfying compromise.

The Diary of Abhishiktananda presents a third possibility, and in doing
so utters a stark challenge to what a recent writer has called “the grea
modem fallacy, the delusion of our time, that we can extract a glittering
“spiritual high® from here and there, and add to it what we already have tc
complete the whole: Jackdaw Man” (Clifford Longley in The Tablet, 21-28
December 1996, p.1674).

Abhishiktananda expressed his own understanding of his message
towards the end of his life in terms of the encounter of the boy Naciketas
with Yama, the Lord or the dead, described in the Katha Upanishad:

I have only one message, the message of the Absolute. It is the same
message that Jesus and all the seers have taught: the face-to-face with
death, with Yama, with God. The total nakedness of this face-to-face—ng
Ppapa na punyam (no longer any evil or any good). No merit, pure mercy.
as a Christian would put it. But all the religions diversify this message
by their own gloss and gnosis, and so the ego recovers its feeding-ground,
and we become once more the food of death. (...) God is this Absolute.
this death. No one can see him and live. The sight of him snatches away
every protective covering, mental or sociological. As long as God is for
us a god (deva) who pets and punishes, He is not God.
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Introduction
R. PANIKKAR

1. The Author

This Diary was not written with a view to publication. The whole of
Abhishiktananda’s earthly life remained hidden from the sight of the general
public. Feeling the attraction of silence and recollection—the guha (cave)
of his Indian years—he entered at nineteen the Benedictine abbey of Kergonan
in Brittany. Over a long period he was fascinated by India and felt drawn
1o it; to him it seemed to represent the very symbol of interiority, but he
only succeeded in reaching India at the age of 38. There he put down his
roots and there he remained until his death in 1973 aged 63.

After his death the influence of Swamiji, as we used to call him,
began to spread beyond the narrow circle of those who had known him. In
recent years much has been written about him: books, articles, and even
doctoral theses. Various works, not previously published, have appeared
posthumously. Some of his friends in India founded the Abhishiktananda
Society in order to elaborate the themes broached in his thought, to try to
discern the fundamental direction of his life as a sannyasT (renouncer, ascetic,
monk), and to make a critical study of the problems which he raised. The
life he lived meant following a long, painful and crisis-ridden path, but with
a sustained ‘reaching forward’(epektasis), and a fierce loyalty to his spiritual
experience. Abhishiktananda’s ideal was to be a sannyasT at once Christian
and Hindu, as his Diary reveals,

And now twelve years afier his mahaprasthana (Great Departure), his
samadhi (state of final absorption, beyond time), his private diary is being
published. Is this not highly indiscreet, a kind of profanation of what, out
of respect for the experience of a spiritual man, ought to remain hidden? In
making this diary, the companion of an ascetic’s solitude, available to the
public, would we not be victims of an age that is enslaved to the mass
media? Pages written in the raw flesh of his being—the outpourings of his
thought, the expression of his doubts and his seeking, the stammerings or
the poetical flights of his ecstasies.

I admit that if Swamiji had clearly stated such a desire, this document
would never have emerged from the silence in which it was written: but
Abhishiktananda himself often used extracts from it in his writings and
revised others with a view to their being published. Long before becoming
a recognized spiritual author, he had noted in his Diary (October 1952):

':}1
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X ASCENT TO THE DEPTH OF THE HEART

insisted, though he was quite unable to account for it). Moreover |
recognize this mystery, which [ have always adored under the symbol of
Christ, in the myths of Narayana, Prajapati, Shiva, Purusha, Krishna,
Rama, etc. This same mystery. But for me Jesus is my Sadguru. It is in
him that God has appeared to me; it is in his mirror that [ have recognized
myself, in adoring him, loving him, consecrating myself to him. Jesus,
not the founder-head of a religion, that comes later. Jesus as the guru
who makes known the mystery. (Diary, 24.7.71)

It is not doing violence to this text, or to the Gospel, to point out its
affinities with the Prologue of St John's Gospel, which speaks of the Word,
the self-communication of the Eternal, who is the Light that illumines
everyone bomn into this world, and yet paradoxically became man within
the limitations of a particular culture and religious tradition. The full
implications of this paradox are only now beginning to be painfully explared
as the great contemporary migration of peoples combines with the
technological revolution to give men and women of different faiths
unprecedented opportunities for interaction and cross-fertilization, As
Abhishiktananda himself realized, if his insights were taken seriously, the
whole orientation of Christian theological reflection would be revolutionized
and the way would be open for a totally new relationship between religions.
But this is in fact the essential message of the Diary:

This staggering discovery, new each time, after the manner of a dream,
always the same and always new!—that what I had projected outside
myself into a sphere that was divine, eternal etc., and had adored, loved,
and so on, is the mystery of my own being—sa eshah purusha so’ham,
s0’ham asmi! That Person yonder (in the sun)—I am he! (Ifa Up.16)
(Diary, 22.7.71)

For centuries the Churches, in interpreting the mystery of
transcendence-in-immanence revealed in the Gospels, have tended 1o stress
transcendence at the expense of immanence. Perhaps the time has now
come for them to open themselves more fully to the complementary
perspective of Eastern experience, inviting her members, and indeed the
whole human race, to “look within and find the Self”. A more silent and
contemplative Church would be better able to recognize the light shining in
the heart of every man, woman and child, and in the symbols, images and
myths in which they seek to express the deepest truth of their being, as
refractions of one and the same eternal light whom she herself knows and
cherishes in the human form of Jesus of Nazareth, who is called Christ. The
recognition would surely be mutual. But for that the Church herself will
have to face the encounter with Yama-mrityu. This too is the message of
the Diary. And perhaps it is happening even now, in our own time...

But Swamiji himself must have the last word:
I do not have to teach cither Hindu ideas or Christian ideas or gnostic
idcas or Vedantin ideas; my task is only to awaken, by deepening what
the disciple already knows. (Diary, 11.12.71)
May something of that awakening be experienced by everyone who
takes up this Diary, “starting from what he or she already knows”,

Translators’ Note

The work on the English version was shared between the two translators in
this way. David Fleming undertook the main task of translating the entire
Diary from the French text (La montée au fond du coeur, Paris, 1986). This
he accomplished between 1990 and 1994, first in Kathmandu and Ranchi,
and finally in Bangalore, while carrying a heavy work-load for his
congregation, the Marianists (of which he is now the Superior-General).

The translation was then passed on (already composed on a computer)
to James Stuart in Delhi for editing and preparing for press. In the French
text on which the translation was based there were a considerable number
of points where Abhishiktananda’s meaning was in various ways obscure,
The editor therefore drew up lists of these problems which he circulated
and discussed with his colleague and with various members of the
Abhishiktananda Society, especially Bettina Biumer, Odette Baumer, George
Gispert-Sauch and Raphael M. Salen. Thanks to their expertise most of the
problems could be solved!

Many problems however remained which were clearly insoluble
without reference to the original manuscript. This had not been available
when the French edition was published, as it was being carefully preserved
in a bank vault in Switzerland in view of its very personal nature and its
fragility. But in October 1996 its faithful guardian, Odette Baumer, responded
to our appeal and herself came to Delhi to entrust it to the Abhishiktananda
Society, which accepted the charge with joy and gratitude. Since then,
although there has not been enough time to compare the whole text with the
original, it solved most of the outstanding problems which had arisen from
the difficulty of reading Swamiji’s handwriting and from the inevitable
slips and omissions in the transcript on which the French version had been
based. At this stage various Tamil words which had previously been omitted
were inserted with the help of Leonard Fernando.

In addition to the above, we are most grateful to those who kindly
gave their valuable time for making a critical check of the proof before it
was printed—Bettina Baumer, Jacques Dupuis and George Gispert-Sauch.
The latter’s detailed scrutiny of the proof enabled us to correct many small
(and some major) slips which had escaped notice.

We should also thank those who allowed their photographs to be
reproduced in this book, and finally the [.S.P.C.K for their care and help
in production.

The translators hope that their work will be found a faithful rendering
of Abhishiktananda’s record of his unique spiritual journey and that many
will draw from it strength and inspiration.
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We need to accept ourselves in the eschatological context of death. Death,
the Absolute, God, finally puts an end to all alienation. What the Church
and all the dharmas and the whole of humanity need today is monks,
priests and others who are witnesses of the eschaton (the ultimate end),
seared by the encounter with Yama-mrityu (death).

You want the message of the Absolute to be wrapped up in the poétry

of the remote Himalayas or the sleep-inducing or intoxicating gnosis of

India or Greek theosophy. Predico tantum crucem Domini—I preach

only the mystery of the Cross of the Lord, the encounter of the Lord with

his cross and death, of Naciketas with mrityu (Diary, 25.7.71).

Naciketas had been despatched to the realm of Yama by his father,

who was annoyed by his critical reflections on the sacrifices he was offering
in the hope of attaining heaven and a berter life in his next incarnation.
Yama was absent from home, and the boy was kept waiting for three days
without food or water. In reparation for this deplorable lack of hospitality,
Yama offered him three boons. The first two were granted without difficulty,
but when Naciketas asked for the key to the mystery of human existence,
Yama at first refused point-blank. Naciketas however would accept no
substitute; though Yama offered him everything the heart could desire, he
steadfastly refused it. He had only one desire—to know the secret of amritam,
that dimension of our being which is not touched by death (Kath.U., 11.1.1:
“The Self is not to be sought through the senses. The Self-caused pierced
the holes of the senses outwards; therefore one looks without. Some wise
man, however, desiring immortality (amritam), looked within and found
the Self”). It was his willingness to be stripped of everything else which
finally moved Yama to grant his desire.

For Abhishiktananda himself this stripping certainly demanded “a
living death as to sense and spirit”, in the energetic phrase of John of the
Cross. The Diary makes it clear that this involved a radical experience of
his human weakness, an entering into the Lord’s death so completely as to
make it truly his own, and in and through that death, even on this earth, an
awakening to “uncircumscribable glory” (cp., Maitri U., VII.11). But first
the stripping.

Too often perhaps Christians think of the sharing in the “emptying” or
“stripping” of himself demanded of the Christ by the incarnation, described
in Philippians 2:5-11, in terms of physical privation, hostility, ridicule,
non-acceptance, failure, physical death, There is also a poverty, a stripping,
a scandal of the cross of a different kind, operating on a different level of
our being. It lies in the stripping of habitual thought-forms, patterns of
concept, symbol and imagery to which we have been accustomed since
childhood, and in which our deepest convictions and longings have been
expressed, in so far as they could be expressed at all. The very foundations
of a Christian’s faith and vocation can suddenly appear threatened when he

or she encounters for the first time the impact of the Vedic experience of
non-duality through an obviously saintly man or woman who may never
have heard of Christ, or who regards him as a great teacher, but considers

PREFACE TO THE ENGLISH TRANSLATION i

any claim that he is the unique saviour as evidence of an intolerabl
narrowness incompatible with the spirit of Christ’s own Gospel.

This may not be too difficult to deal with on the merely intellectu:
level; it becomes far worse when one discovers a hidden enemy within tk
citadel, in the form of an irresistible pull towards this experience whic
transcends all concepts, responding to a secret longing of our inmost bein
which we have never fully understood, and even half-guiltily tried to ignor
as there seemed to be nothing in our Christian upbringing 1o legitimize |
It may well appear impossible to reconcile adherence to Christ as the onl
way 1o salvation with this sudden widening of horizons with people
obvious holiness (“the fruits of the spirit are love, joy, peace, patienc
kindness”; Gal. 5:22) who make the same claim for other manifestations ¢
the supreme mystery—for example in the Svetasvatara Upanishad I11.8:

1 know that great Person, shining like the sun, beyond darkness,
knowing whom a man passes beyond death.
There is no other way to the Abode.

Today, it is true, many more people are much less firmly attached 1
their Christian roots than was the case even 25 years ago, and for them
change of spiritual allegiance will naturally be less dramatic than it was fi
Abhishiktananda, whose faith in Christ was the raison d’étre of his who!
existence. Nevertheless there still has to be the radical stripping and deat
of the ego for anyone who sincerely seeks a rebirth in spirit, even if th
only takes the form of a rebirth of their original faith. Human beings canne
live without the security of some absolute, and are therefore incapable ¢
letting their own pseudo-absolutes go unless they are touched—seared—b
the Absolute itself in the guise of Yama-mrityu. Abhishiktananda’s messag
therefore has relevance for every human being who, like Naciketas, is lookin
for the ultimate meaning of life, whatever their faith or lack of faith, as the
“suffer hunger like dogs”, in the graphic image of the Psalmist, and “wande
through the cities” and desert places of the world.

It is also extremely relevant for the Christian Church, which so ofte
seems unable to understand their predicament and what precisely it is th:
they are seeking. But let Swamiji speak for himself,

Whether I want it or not, I am deeply attached to Christ Jesus an
therefore to the koinonia of the Church, It was in him that the “mystery
revealed itself to me from my first awakening to myself and to the worl
It was under his image, his symbol, that I came to know God and th
world of men. When 1 awoke here in India to new depths (of the Sel
the Atman) within myself, this symbol became marvellously expandec
Christian theology had already revealed to me the eternal dimension o
the mystery of Jesus in sinu Patris, Later India showed me the cosmi
fulness of this mystery, this revelation, the total manifestation of th
mystery within which the Judaic revelation took its place; th
immeasurable Christ, higher than the heavens and also infinitely close
as in the vision of P. (a Hindu guru and friend who had had ar
extraordinarily powerful “showing” of the cosmic Christ, as he himsel
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classical texts—apart from those in the Upanishads on which he meditated—
nor the frequenting of schools of Hindu thought that led this Benedictine
monk to embrace sannydsa (renunciation). One could almost say that this
Diary frees us from the pre-mental and brings us to the supra-mental.

2. The Diary shows us the transformation, through powerful experience
and strong praxis, of the ideas based on the deepest convictions of a human
being. We are present at the relentless and moving struggle of a Christian
at grips with himself, who in order to be faithful to the truth is overwhelmed
by it. Having come to India to bear witness to Christ, he finds himself, like
50 many others before and after him, converted by those whom he sought
to convert—in the deepest sense of the word. “I came here to make you
known to my Hindu brothers. But it is you who have made yourself known
to me thanks to them, in the intoxicating features of Arunachala!”, as he
wrote in November 1956. From this dilemma he escaped because of his
faith that it was Christ himself, in his heart, showing him the truth of the
advaitin intuition of Vedanta. To move from a traditional Christian experience
to a Vedantin experience is not done without pain, without lacerating the
mind and the heart. That this process of conversion should take place without
causing a complete break does indeed seem to me to have a major exemplary
value. Humanity in these days can only be saved if it is capable of a profound
conversion—all human culture today is in need of a radical metanoia—
without becoming the victim of a destructive alienation. The triviality of
technocratic civilization and the superficiality of so-called “modern” life
perhaps portray humanity’s automatic defence against the threat of a fatal
schizophrenia—when it lacks the courage for a conversion without
repudiation or discontinuity. This Diary gives us the striking testimony of
a contemporary who, without breaking with his past, without rejecting it,
has been able to transform it, thanks to his faith and his fidelity. Among the
numerous westerners who have sincerely been converted to Hinduism or
Buddhism, for example, there have been very few who after their conversion
have not forsworn their previous convictions, but have remained faithful to
them. Not to renounce one’s original faith and to effect a synthesis of two
traditions is something that affects deep strata both of human beings and of
religious traditions.

3. The value of the private diary of this monk lies neither in the ideas
that it contains (they are expressed better in his books), nor in the evidence
of a life (this would better emerge in a biography), but in its revelation of
the depths of a human being, in his subconscious levels. We witness the
development of a soul’s archetypes under the influence of two different
cultures. To live at the meeting point of several traditions is the destiny of
a large portion of the human race. For very many people it is hardly possible
any longer to feel at home in a single culture. To camp out in the workshops
of technology does not answer t0 human aspirations. A new insight is
required. This where Abhishiktananda’s experience seems to me to be of
great importance. I do not say that he offers us a model to be copied

INTRODUCTION Xvii

uncritically, but I think he symbolizes a life lived in depth in the midst of
a world that has fallen apart.
* % %

Here we are not concerned to make a study of Abhishiktananda’s
thought, or to sketch his personality, but anly to present his Diary, to identify
its roots, the intense and often contradictory forces that were at work in
him. The object of this introduction is above all to help the reader to discern
the invisible vectors of this life in search of itself and of the Absolute, In
his Diary is revealed in their first effervescence the power of the life and
the mind of this swamI who wanted to be embodied in two religious
traditions and who paradoxically succeeded to the very extent that he failed.

We can clearly distinguish, in his personal notes often written in haste.
one part that expresses his experience and another that is more concerned
with ideas. During the first years of his Indian life, perhaps until the
disappearance of Fr Monchanin, his first guru (master), the immediacy of
his experience is more striking than it became later. He lived fully,
spontaneously, the novelty of this experience without developing a systematic
consideration of it. Abhishiktananda could plunge into the experience all
the more directly because its theological interpretation was rather the
business of his companion. This does not mean to say—far from it, as is
shown by his first book, Les ermites du Saccidananda, written in
collaboration with Fr Monchanin—that he attached little importance to
theological questions. What we are trying to do here is to reach the deepest
levels of his spirit. At that level we can only be guided by our sensitivity,
not by a mathematical mind. It was when his companion was no longer
present—and he felt his absence—that Le Saux’ intellectual side became
more and more apparent. He felt all the burden of his intuitions and realized
the importance of expressing them accurately. He could not cease to be a
Christian in the sense of being a man of the West—Greek, Mediterranean.
and also Breton. He could not stop himself from thinking, forming theories,
vindicating himself. Since Monchanin was no more, Abhishiktananda felt
unconsciously that it was incumbent on himself to continue his work, even
though he lacked the intellectual capacity of Swami Parama Arubi Ananda
(Fr Monchanin’s name in religion). The second part of the Diary is full of
theological considerations and also of reflections on his role in the Church,
which he wants to serve, even if it is through his criticisms,

Itis not for us to study here the relationship between the two “founders”
of Shantivanam. The abbé Monchanin wrote in a letter of 20 April 1939
from Lyons, after a long conversation with Fr de Lubac, S.J.: “He (de
Lubac) thinks that it is in colliding with India that I should be able to
rethink theology, far better than in exploring theological problems in
isolation.” I imagine that Monchanin gave the same advice to Le Saux, but
when he saw that the latter had sufficiently collided, the Abbé, theologian
as-he was, would have recommended a wise caution. Nevertheless they
were always united in spirit, even though sometimes this was a dialectical
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unity, chiefly because of the effort they had to make in order to overcome
their difference in character.

I said above that his failure proved to be his great success, He was
unable—or unwilling—to integrate the two traditions into a single system
of thought; he felt crushed under the weight of the problem. Thus fortunately
he did not create any new system. At the mental level he remained tom
between the two world-views. In his heart he kept two loves: this double
belonging seemed to him like a betrayal, a kind of adultery. But he was
unable to decide betwen them and choose one of the two traditions. It was
too much for him. In his naked existence, during the last period of his life
he succeeded in becoming himself. In the unfolding of his life he testfies
to the genuineness of his double experience. And it is this experience that
counts. The meeting of spiritualities does not aim at the setting up of a
universal religion or of a single system of thought. The ekam advitIyam,
the One-without-a-second of Vedanta, like the hen, or rather the hyper-hen,
the Super-One of the Platonists, does not belong to the order of thought and
therefore not also to that of language (there is no lingua universalis). Swamiji
carried on a dialogue between spiritualities which finds its justification in
itself, and does not need to aim at becoming a monologue.

* % %

A relentless struggle, sometimes hardly realized, to discover his
identity—such was to be the drama of Henri Le Saux’ life. A struggle
marked by times of doubt and anguish, and also of illumination and joy,
Which he carried on upheld by an unfailing inner strength. The drama of his
life might be compared to a play in three acts, namely, his search

(a) for a psychological identity,

(b) for a religious-cultural identity, and

(c) finally for a mystical identity,

1. As a pupil in the minor seminary from the age of ten, with a fiery
temperament and outstanding intelligence, he very soon felt himself to be
ahead of those around him, Having become a Benedictine, his monastic
formation impelled him to take a lowly place, which he interpreted as a call
to a greater ontological depth. But he retained, more or less consciously, the
feeling that his talents had remained buried. Even if the call of India appeared
to him as a call to carry a message, it was also for him the opportunity to
find his identity. This he was to discover litle by little, and it was his
contact with what one might call classical India that helped him to become
himself. His colleagues had already sensed this, and his Indian friends found
that he was not an ordinary missionary, but one who was in search (of the
Absolute) because he was in search of himself. They might not agree with
Abhishiktananda, but they could not question his fierce loyalty to the truth.
He was genuine. Little Henri became someone to whom people listened
because he had something to say. And if he was sometimes @ggl: to
approach, this was because he was uncomfortable in situations whe
was not in control. He felt himself different from other people.

get a grip on his personality.

|
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2. And then it happened that the holy mountain of Arunachala, which
for him was the supreme symbol of Indian spirituality, played a trick on
him, as he himself was to say, without perhaps realizing the scope of the
transformation. As soon as he reached India he suffered a shock. He was
torn between Christian India and Hindu India, between the India of sannyasis
and modern India, between the India of his ideal and the India of daily life.
He could only become himself through finding his true religious identity.
He then felt the need to justify himself and explain himself, in spite of all
his diatribes against “the mind”. Only by going back to a vision like that of
Aurobindo or of Teilhard de Chardin could he find his place in the world.
The Church—his great (undeclared) love, as he liked to put it—represented
the spirituality of Neolithic man, and he saw himself as a herald of the
“passing over” (pesah, pascha) to another epoch of which India is the symbol.

Abhishiktananda won the battle with his historical identity, we may
say, by sheer effort. He formed no theories. He wrote no treatise on Hinduism
and Christianity. He felt himself to be a prophet, and knew in his own flesh
the agony of this vocation which demanded the transfiguration of the Church,
the purification of Hinduism and the elimination of his own ego.

Basically, in India he discovered his Christian roots at the same time
as the superstructures which were attached to them. Or, better still, he came
to discriminate between the deep level of his “‘pre-Christian™ Christianity
and the sociological level of most Christians. But he could not get rid of
what he “understood” to be a superimposition. At the same time the summit
of Hinduism, which like the snowy peaks of the Himalaya rise up out of
this world, attracted and fascinated him. This summit was his place, and he
soared up to it without following any of the more or less tortuous paths
from the valley (though he had followed those of Christianity). From this
summit Hinduism appeared to him as a challenge to his Christian faith,
sometimes even as something that surpassed Christianity. But he was never
touched by the temptation to apostasy. He succeeded in finding his place in
the cosmos and in history. The Breton monk became Abhishikte$varananda
(of which Abhishiktananda is an abbreviated form), “He whose joy is the
Lord’s Anointed”, in order to play his part in a mission—that of helping to
make the human person aware of his place in the universe.

3. But after all, who was he? He asked himself this question over and
over again. The child born in 19107 The Benedictine monk? The sannyas1?
Who am I? An object, even if an object of thought? Who thinks the thinker?
Who knows the knower?—as says the Upanishad, and as Swamiji repeats.
He searches for the identity of the I, and not the little subject of “myself™.
To be a prophet is fine, but it is very little; to feel oneself called to dispel
the misunderstanding between Hinduism and Christianity is magnificent,
but it is equally incomplete and open to question. What is frightening, what
is decisive, is to discover oneself (an) I, the I, the aham, and to be able 1o
realize ahamasmi, I am, ego eim, as he ofien repeats. Only the 1 can truthfully
say L. Thus Abhishiktananda discovered his identity in experiencing the

- Trinity. The I utters its Thou, and it is the Thou which permits the I to be.
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“Theologians who by chance may read these pages should please regard
all these “statements” as only working hypotheses.”

On 23 December 1970 he enlarged on this in a letter to Madame
Odette Baumer: “In fact, I huve often written down my thoughts on different
theological topics, and I have some files full of rough and illegible notes,
mixed with Greek and Sanskrit. Even to write “drafis” on this subject—I
admit that I do not feel strong enough at present. (...) Later on we shall see.”
This “later on” has perhaps now arrived.

Swamiji was aware that he was the bearer of a message. Admittedly,
it is essential to understand clearly what he has tried to transmit, and to do
that, we have to be on his wave-length. This is where the difficulty comes.
It is not a matter cither of simple well-wishing or mere sympathy. Swamiji
invites us to hear his words at the same depth as that from which they have
sprung: from the depth of the aham, of the I stripped of the ego. And if we
have not yet reached this stage, then he asks us to listen to his stammerings,
t follow his experimental method, and go together in search of the Grail,
which at the end of his life he affirmed that he had found (Diary, 11
September 1973).

“I am always frightened”, he wrote from his bed at Indore to his
disciple Marc on 20 October 1973, six weeks before his death, “of people
stopping at the negative aspect of my message (no institutions, ete.), whereas
all negations—liberations—only have meaning in this break-through to the
depth of the I.”

We cannot insist too much on the fact that this Diary, which only
follows his Indian journey, embodies for Swamiji his personal monologue:
he examines himself, sometimes absolutely ruthlessly, clarifies his ideas,
and also challenges them. These pages reflect the central preoccupation of
his whole life, on which all the others converge: the Mystery of the Absolute
from the perspective of advaita (non-duality) as explained in certain
Upanishads, which he sees as the equivalent of the intuition of Moses in
Exodus and of Jesus: I am.

The difference between the Diary and his published writings is not
only a matter of their form and finish. It is also one of perspective. In his
books he is aware of his role as a Christian mystic who writes chiefly for
Christians (and westerners) in order to open their minds to Hindu wisdom.
In his Diary he is more and more the Hindu monk who is faced with the
Christian mystery and is trying desperately to reconcile it with Vedanta. In
the above-mentioned letter of 23 December 1970 he said exactly this: “The
whole subject should be taken up again, starting from the Vedantin
experience, and not—as I have so far done, or rather written—from the
“Christian faith” and its “symbolization” [in Creeds] by the Councils; like
a kind of hypothesis which one follows through to the end.”

The text of the Diary is not written in a polished style, nor is it very
often the fruit of sustained thought. It gushes up from the author’s being,
as he lets his pen run freely. This Diary is, so to speak, the laboratory of an
alchemist; the forerunner of something unknown. The author is feeling his
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way, searching for himself, following endless meanders as experience at
every level invades his life. Sometimes it is not himself that speaks, but his
opponent, like the purvapakshin of Indian tradition (one who raises objections
for pedagogic reasons). We are dealing here with a very special literary
type. The violence with which Le Saux treats grammar, his indifference to
style—apart from moments of poetic inspiration—, his frequent use of words
drawn from different languages (English, Greek, Sanskrit, Latin, Tamil,
Hindi) usually without any explanation of their meaning, are the signs of
the private murmurings of a solitary. The hermit’s language is often a
confusion before becoming a revelation—like the gentle breeze that heralds
the divine word with certain prophets.

In our presentation of this text we have in no way sought to interpret
or even explain the author’s expressions. We have to approach this text,
which witnesses to a life and is not the reflection of a thought, with a
special hermeneutic respect. Nevertheless it should be firmly stated that the
hermeneutic rules that relate to a written text are not the same as those
which apply to a text that has been murmured or shouted, one that has burst
out as a defence, a reply or even as an attack. We are faced with a text that
has not been previously thought out. Anyone interested in depth-psychology
can compare it with the other published works of Abhishiktananda. I can
understand people who have committed their manuscripts to the flames.

For myself I have been tempted to resist the publication of this Diary,
and thus to allow him to make his impact at another level: but I came to feel
that [ did not have the right to do this.

I would like once more to stress the fact that the author, apart from the
passages which he revised for publication, has probably not re-read, and
has certainly not corrected the pages in his notebooks. Hence the hurried
and faulty style, and also some far too unqualified assertions and
generalizations and one-sided judgments. We do not exclude the possibility
that sometimes he went far beyond what he was trying to express. It is
therefore important to approach this text with the same factor of uncertainty
with which we have tried to present it. The Diary should be assessed only
in the context of the author’s life and of his published work.

In view of the fact that most of the ideas expressed by Abhishiktananda
in his Diary have been restated with nuances and further developed in his
books, is there anything to be gained by publishing these pages? Apart
from the intrinsic value of the ideas they present and the intuitions they set
forth, their significance for the meeting of religions, or rather spiritualities.
and especially for the Hindu-Christian dialogue, I consider that this
publication can also be justified for a threefold reason:

I. These pages offer a fascinating example of the evolution of a
thought-process. They enable us to witness the coming to birth of a
conviction, the fruit not of theory but of practice. The intellectual
experiments with his ideas, the monk does so with his life. Life itself, and
not reflection, is the source of his thoughts and convictions, which are bom
from and develop out of his lived experience. It was not the reading of the
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Here Swamiji found his place. History ranks second, religious traditions are
minor matters, manifestations of the I7/a (the divine play). Henri Le Saux
is no more, He has won his true identity.

I say “won”, and in truth his diary witnesses 1o a fight to the death
between Man and (his) God. To Swamiji, soaked as he was in scholastic
theology, this struggle might be said to have presented itself as the clash,
the distinction between and the: eventual identification of essence and
existence—which is only realized in God, as Fr Le Saux, the good thomist,
knew.

The essence refers to his convictions and even his Christian faith,
which he regarded as belonging to the sphere of the intellect. The essence
is his “mind”, the manas as he called it. Yet Henri was an intellectual
despite himself and despite his mistrust of “intellectuals”. He felt torn in
two when he visited libraries (at Pune or Shembaganur, for example). He
read Camus, Heidegger, Congar, Lavelle, Kiing, Rahner, Mouroux,
Schillebeeckx, von Balthasar, Bulgakov, Husserl, Sartre and even novels.
During his last years he devoured Informations catholiques internationales.
He studied the Upanishads, he read Shankaracharya and various modem
books on Indian philosophy. This kind of eagerness was scarcely compatible
with sannydsa. He was shaken and even filled with shame when a Hindu
sannyasT who visited him in his hermitage at Uttarkashi in the Himalayas,
noted with astonishment the number of books that he had collected. He was
persuaded that this, in itself, was an obstacle to “realization”. Worse still,
there was a striking contrast between the number of modern western
theologians and philosophers whom he read and studied, and the insignificant
number of classical and modern writers in the Hindu tradition that he read
and studied in Sanskrit. Despite the importance and influence of this reading
which certainly had an effect on his manas, he rebelled against it all. His

existence, his praxis, his life as a sadhu (monk, ascetic) was elsewhere. It
propelled him towards the road to hell (from the point of view of the essence),
towards nothingness, the void, total transcendence of the order of essence.
His existence had an irresistible karmic weight, He was a monk, a sannyas],
one whose ideal is acosmic: without birth, with no place, no goal, nothing.
For Swamiji it was a relative acosmism as regards place and dwelling; he
had his hermitage at Shantivanm and later another at Uttarkashi. He had
had the blazing revelation of the “I am” and could not repeat it in words
without betraying it. His essence is not his existence, but he sought
desperately to recncile them. And towards the end of his life, he became
more and more Christian in becoming more and more Hindu and in going
beyond all the dvandvas which had tormented him. “His" identity was no
longer “his own”. It was identity, nothing more. The cost of victory was
death. No one can see God and live, as he often repeated, quoting the Bible,
Henri Le Saux was no more. Abhishiktananda is only a name. He is the one
who murmurs Om, abbz pater; but the one that he is is the one who js: |
(am). Essence has been identified with existence. We can add tlmt{gqeu;dmg'
to the Indian tradition of advaita, the jIvanmukta, the one who has passed

INTRODUCTION xxi
beyond the dvandva, may continue to live. Abhishiktananda also might

very well have continued to live on after having found his identity. But the
“I” lives for ever.

* K %

The title of this book (Ascent to the Depth of the Heart) is meant to
suggest going beyond all the dvandva, all the dualities, by using the paradox
of “the ascent to the depth”. In November 1956, during his silent retreat for
thirty-two days at Kumbakkonam, Abhishktananda spoke of an ascent to
the summit as an “ascent to the depth”. Such an ascent to the depth takes
place when anyone experiences the immanence of real transcendence. It
would be impossible to speak of transcendence if it were not in some sense
immanent. One “descends” to the summit in discovering that immanence is
transcendent. Immanence would be merely the tautology of the common
place identity of ourselves with ourselves, if it did not transcend it in the
mystery of a being which itself is always transcendent. We ascend when we
strip ourselves of everything. We reach the depth when we take responsibility
for the weight of the universe. We ascend to the depth when we have found
the centre. And this centre, as the title suggests, is the heart. The heart of
Swamiji who, despite his theoretical acosmism, remained convinced of the
importance of his mission in time. He possessed a humanity—in the sense
of earth, humus, so humility—which counterbalanced all his ﬂight-:'oi‘ z
acosmism. But this centre is also the human heart, according to the two
traditions held most dear by Henri: the biblical and the upanishadic. And
still more, this centre is the heart of the universe. For Henri the heart is the
symbol, not only of his own centre, but of his blood, of his body, of his
love—and basically of that Life which passes through the heart of all human
beings and of all Reality!

This title was also intended to recall a central, but often overlooked,
aspect of Dom Le Saux’ spirituality—his Eucharistic devetion, that is to
say, his rootedness in the earth, his ascent to the depth of matter—matter
transfigured, divinized. It was the Mass that linked him to the Church whose
function, as he said, was to preserve the Eucharist. The Eucharist was what
gave him the sense—and the proof—of the reality of this world. Otherwise
everything would collapse into maya (illusion). We have to ascend as high
as possible in order to find the highest reality down below, in matter. We
ascend to the abyss, because the greatest is found in what is least: annam
brahman (food is brahman), but also brahman is food. There is no need to
remind Christians that in the Eucharist it is not so much the bread and wine
which is changed into Christ, but it is Christ who changes himself into
bread and wine to be the full food of humanity.

2. The environment

The interpretation of any text requires knowledge of its context. The story
told in the Diary speaks of the experiments, the feelings, the ideas and the
intuitions of one who was formed in a French Benedictine monastery during
the first half of the century: a formation that was marked by the movement







