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Gandhi
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©Rev. Sally B. White

Readings:  words of Mohandas K. Gandhi:

To see the universal and all-pervading Spirit of Truth face to face one must be able to love the meanest of creation as oneself.  And a man who aspires after that cannot afford to keep out of any field of life.  That is why my devotion to truth has drawn me into the field of politics; and I can say without the slightest hesitation, and yet in all humility, that those who say that religion has nothing to do with politics do not know what religion means.  [The Story of My Experiments With Truth, p. 504]
Indeed religion should pervade every one of our actions.  Here religion does not mean sectarianism.  It means a belief in ordered moral government of the universe.  It is not less real because it is unseen.  This religion transcends Hinduism, Islam, Christianity, etc.  It does not supersede them.  It harmonizes them and gives them reality.  [All Men Are Brothers: Life and Thoughts of Mahatma Gandhi. p. 59]

Sermon:  

He was a man of peace, who lived and died fighting.  He was a Hindu whose life invoked the spirit of Jesus, and the Buddha.  He brought an otherworldly spirit to his lifelong engagement with the world.  He was an uncommon man whose ruling passion was truth and justice for the common people.  He employed the simplest of tools – a pinch of salt, a spinning wheel, his unamplified voice, the unvarnished truth – and with them he changed the course of history.

Among the sources to which the living tradition of Unitarian Universalism looks for wisdom and inspiration, we name “words and deeds of prophetic women and men which challenge us to confront powers and structures of evil with justice, compassion, and the transforming power of love.”  Surely Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi was such a one: a source for our collective religious journey and a source for our individual moral and spiritual and existential growth and learning.

He was born in 1869 – scarcely four years after the end of the American Civil War – in an India whose ancient and classical civilizations had been thoroughly eclipsed by the economic and military domination of the British.  Born in a British colony, Gandhi was born a British subject; born into an Indian family, he was born into a family of merchants and public officials.  His father was a Diwan, a Prime Minister in the provincial royal court.  Through his father’s many contacts, the young Gandhi learned about many of India’s religions: Jains, Muslims, Parsis (or, Zoroastrians), and Hindus passed through their home and talked to his father about their faiths, as the young Gandhi listened.  To this he later credited his lifelong toleration for all faiths. [The Story of My Experiments With Truth, p. 33]
But the seeds of this tolerance may be found within Hinduism itself, for this ancient and vastly complex and infinitely varied religious tradition encompasses numerous individual paths and practices.  Hinduism recognizes millions of gods – and each one has its stories, and its unique way of interacting with humanity – and Hinduism knows them all to be different aspects of the one divinity that infuses all the universe.  Hinduism names this one divinity Brahman: the Absolute, the unlimited, the infinite.  Brahman is everywhere around us; and Brahman is within us, though we may live entire lifetimes without realizing this truth.  Brahman within us is Atman: the self, the soul, the spark of divinity.  In the end, Atman and Brahman are one, and will be one; the yearning we feel as searching, striving, limited human beings is a yearning for the wholeness of that union, Atman with Brahman; finite with infinite.  In his autobiography, published in 1925 when he was 56 years old, Gandhi wrote, “What I want to achieve, - what I have been striving and pining to achieve these thirty years, - is self-realization, to see God face to face.”  And he goes on, goes deeper: “There are innumerable definitions of God, because his manifestations are innumerable.  They overwhelm me with wonder and awe and for a moment stun me.  But I worship God as Truth only.  I have not yet found him, but I am seeking after him.” [The Story of My Experiments With Truth, pp. xii - xiv].  Gandhi called his autobiography the Story of My Experiments With Truth.  

Married at thirteen in accordance with the prevailing custom, his first son was born about the time Gandhi finished high school.  Soon after graduation, Gandhi was persuaded to travel – alone – to England to study law, in the hope that he, in his turn, could become a Diwan and help to support his family.  For three years he lived in London, and while he prepared for the Bar he also studied Latin and French and physics.  He joined a vegetarian society, for his Hindu family did not eat meat and he had solemnly vowed not to let himself be corrupted by meat, or drink, or women.  He encountered a group of Theosophists, and with them he read and discussed Christian and Hindu scriptures and progressive ideas on religion and spirituality and politics and the organization of society.  He learned to dress and speak and conduct himself as an English gentleman, all the while practicing the most scrupulous self-discipline with regard to money and diet and the use of his time.  And he struggled with a profound shyness that made it nearly impossible for him to speak in public – or to engage a group of friends in idle talk.  Of this shyness he would later write, “Experience has taught me that silence is part of the spiritual discipline of a votary of truth. … A man of few words will rarely be thoughtless in his speech; he will measure every word.”  [The Story of My Experiments With Truth, p. 62].
Gandhi passed his examinations and was enrolled in the High Court in London in June 1891.  The next day he sailed for home, beset by serious misgivings: he had, in his own words, “read the laws, but not learnt how to practice law.” [The Story of My Experiments With Truth, p. 81]  And so he was largely unsuccessful in the practice of law in India, and soon accepted an offer to travel to South Africa as a legal consultant to a trading company owned by Muslim Indians.  Within weeks of arriving in South Africa, he learned two lessons that would forever alter the course of his life.

The first was a lesson of prejudice, and discrimination.  As an Indian in South Africa in 1893, Gandhi was not allowed to ride in the first-class compartment of a train – even though he had a first-class ticket.  He was not allowed to walk on public footpaths in Pretoria, or to be out of doors after nine pm; there were restrictions on where he could live.  His right to practice law was challenged.  The more Indians he met and talked with in South Africa, the more he felt that they were neither demanding nor being accorded their rights as British citizens.  Insulted and deeply troubled, he resolved to work to “root out the disease of color prejudice.”  This commitment to honoring and advocating for basic human dignity and self-respect became the focus of his life and his work for the remaining 55 years of his life.

The second lesson was a lesson in human nature, and the proper conduct of human affairs.  On behalf of his employer, he worked on a case involving a dispute over money borrowed and not repaid.  He began his preparation by examining and re-examining the facts of the case – and began to understand that “facts mean truth, and once we adhere to the truth, the law comes to our aid naturally.”  Once the facts were clear, it was clear who would win – and it was also clear that both parties would eventually lose, for the litigation would be long and expensive.  So he determined not to litigate, but rather to arbitrate; in his words, “to befriend both parties and bring them together.”  When the case was over, Gandhi rejoiced: “I had learnt to find out the better side of human nature and to enter men’s hearts.  I realized that the true function of a lawyer was to unite parties riven asunder.” [The Story of My Experiments With Truth, pp. 133-134]  This commitment to facts, to truth, entering the hearts of people on both sides of a dispute, to uniting parties riven asunder, became the path he followed in all his life’s work, and his legacy to us and to all the world.  And surely this is religious work, harking back to that universal human yearning for union, for wholeness.  And surely this is religious work, harking back to the wholeness, and the holiness, of Truth.

The search for truth, unity, dignity, and integrity transformed Gandhi himself.  By the time he left South Africa in 1915, Gandhi had stopped wearing European clothes, dressing instead in Indian Parsi clothing and a turban.  He had simplified his diet, eating only fruits and nuts, and rejected the use of conventional medicine; he adopted a life of celibacy, though he was still married.  He now traveled third class, wanting nothing for himself that was not available to the least privileged of people.  He had established first one, than another egalitarian commune in which every resident shared even the most menial work.  He had discovered the power of fasting, not only as a means of cleansing his own body and spirit, but also as a lever to influence others, framing his first fast as a penance for his own failure to set a good example for two pupils who had misbehaved.  He believed his sacrifice made his point to the transgressors drawing them into an appreciation of his and their mutual influence and responsibility.  These disciplines honed Gandhi’s spirit; they were hard on his wife and his four sons.

By the time he left South Africa in 1915, Gandhi had grown into a conscious and influential public figure.  He had found his public voice, gathering and organizing South African Indians in struggling for their civil and human rights.  In the process, he had developed an entirely new concept of the struggle, which he called satyagraha.  Satyagraha means “firmness in the truth;” it describes a practice of non-violent non-cooperation which is not passive resistance to wrongdoing, but rather peaceful resistance that, by the very depth and calmness of its conviction, a rebuke to the clumsiness and brutality of physical violence.  And he had learned the use and the value of a public platform, publishing pamphlets and books and newspapers in which he scrupulously, logically laid out the facts – which mean the truth – and thus turned the eyes of the world to the struggle for human dignity.

The struggle continued in India, Gandhi came to understand that in the eyes and in the actions of the British government, Indians might be citizens of the empire, but they were hardly fully people.  He advocated for an Indian voice in government and led a protest against taxation and exploitation of Indian laborers on indigo plantations.  He met with the Indian National Congress (but never held elective office) and he negotiated with the British government at a Round Table Conference on the future of India.  The facts, as he came to understand them, pointed to the need for Indian self-determination and self-rule.  In his own words, “I came reluctantly to the conclusion that the British connection had made India more helpless than she was before, politically and economically.  I hold it a virtue to be disaffected toward a government which in its totality has done more harm to India than any previous system.” [Gandhi: A Memoir by William L. Shirer. pp. 87-88]
In his unflinching devotion to truth and personal integrity, Gandhi himself became a moral force to be reckoned with.  In India, he was known as “Gandiji,” (Gandhi the Great) or “bapu” (father) or “Mahatma” (great soul, a name that may have been bestowed on Gandhi by the poet Rabindranath Tagore).  He had the respect and affection of millions of the poorest and most ordinary of Indian citizens, and he had the ear of the King of England.  The world watched his Salt March to the sea, as Gandhi knew it would, and the British government held its breath when, at the age of 73, he undertook a twenty-one day fast to protest violence that sprang up in response to his demand that the British “Quit India.” [Gandhi: A Memoir by William L. Shirer. pp. 213].  He survived the fast, and, in the end, British rule in India did not.

He was deeply disappointed when, on August 15 1947, independence came to an India divided between Muslims in Pakistan and Hindus in India, and for the rest of his life he struggled for unity between the two peoples.  And when, on January 30 1948, he died, gunned down by a Hindu extremist, Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru said to the world, “The light has gone out of our lives and there is darkness everywhere. … [But] the light that shone in this country was no ordinary light. … For that light represented the living truth, and the eternal man was with us with his eternal truth reminding us of the right path, drawing us from error. [Gandhi: A Photographic Story of a Life by Amy Pastan. pp. 109-110].  And American journalist Ed Snow wrote in the Saturday Evening Post, “This small man, so full of a large love of men, extended beyond India and beyond time. … There was a mirror in the Mahatma in which everyone could see the best in himself, and when the mirror broke, it seemed that the thing in oneself might be fled forever.” [Gandhi: A Memoir by William L. Shirer. pp. 227].  

As Unitarian Universalist congregations, and as Unitarian Universalist religious seekers, we affirm that the living tradition we share draws form many sources.  Among these sources are “words and deeds of prophetic women and men which challenge us to confront powers and structures of evil with justice, compassion, and the transforming power of love.”  Surely Mohandas Gandhi – light, mirror, seeker of truth, great soul – is such a one. 

Take a moment now, in silence, to touch into the truth that lives inside of you.

The bell will lead us into silence, and music will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

Namaste: the divinity within me bows to the divinity within you.

Namaste.

