So Human
By Gordon Korstange
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NCE UPON A TIME I was
sitting in a notorious
Pondicherry watering hole
with an decidedly inebriated American
Ashramite devotee. It was Darshan
evening and we had been part of the
silent throng that had stood below the
balcony to witness the Mother witnessing us. After recounting a personal
darshan experience with her, he looked
across the table at me and said, slurring
his words, “She’s so human.”
At the time, living 15 miles from
Pondicherry and working as a Peace
Corps volunteer, I couldn’t understand
his words. The writings of Sri
Aurobindo seemed so magisterial, so
distant. The Mother’s words were
more accessible, but she herself kept to
her room, emerging for only those few
eagerly awaited moments, four times a
year.
Then, hovering on the edge of the
Yoga, I read Twelve Years With Sri
Aurobindo, by Nirodbaran. It is an
account of ‘I. . . the most sublimely
enigmatic Person of the modem Age,
one whom thousands have felt to be a
veritable God-Man . . . .” (probably the
best one-sentence description of Sri
Aurobindo in all Auro-literature). I
gobbled the book up. Suddenly the
author of supremely measured,
interminable sentences and the thin
figure, standing on her balcony staring
out to sea, became two people working
powerfully together and caring for each
other:
Such trance moods (of the Mother’s)
were more particularly manifest at
night during the collective meditation below, and in that condition she
would come to Sri Aurobindo’s
room with a heap of letters, reports,
account-books, etc., to read, sign or
answer during Sri Aurobindo’s
walking time. But her pious
intention would come to nothing for
no sooner did she begin than the
trance overtook her. Sri Aurobindo
took a few extra rounds and sat in
his chair watching the Mother while
she with the book open, pen in hand,
had traveled into another world from
whose boume it was perhaps

difficult to return. He would watch
her with an indulgent smile and try
all devices to bring her down to
earth. When at last the Mother did
wake up, Sri Aurobindo would say
with a smile, ” We haven’t made
much progress!” (Twelve Years With
Sri Aurobindo, p, 76-77)
Nirodbaran (and I the reader)
looked on at these “so human” (and yet
not) goings-on with an immense
curiosity about all the tiny details of Sri
Aurobindo and the Mother’s lives,
searching for clues to their real lives
within. During cold weather, for
example, Sri Aurobindo refused to
wear anything on his feet. “Did it
imply that at all moments, even at
night, the feet of the Divine must be
available as the haven of refuge to the
needy and the devoted?” Nirodbaran
wonders. “It may not be too fantastic
to suppose that many beings came in
their subtle bodies to offer their
pranams at his feet.” But when he
asked Sri Aurobindo about it, the
sublimely enigmatic answer was, “That
is the Indian custom.”
Yet there was enough in the book to
satisfy my wavering yearnings. One
passage I was never to forget:
. . . (from about IO:30 a.m.) there
would be a long gap till 3 or 4 p.m.
when Sri Aurobindo was all alone . .
. . All that was visible to our naked
eye was that he sat silently in his
bed, afterwards in the capacious
armchair, with his eyes wide open
just as any other person would.
Only he passed hours and hours
thus, changing his position at times
and making himself comfortable; the
eyes moving a little, and though
usually gazing at the wall in front,
never fixed rratak-like at any
particular point. Sometimes the face
would beam with a bright smile
without any apparent reason, much
to our amusement, as a child smiles
in sleep. Only it was a waking
sleep, for as we passed across the
room, there was a dim recognition
of our shadow-like movements . . .
When he wanted something, his
voice seemed to come from a distant
cave . . . ” ( PP. 47-48)
Somehow, this most un-human
scene of Sri Aurobindo meditating (if
one could call it that) became a tableau
beckoning me to try the silence, as
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though I couldn’t believe all that I had
read in The Life Divine and Savitri
without verification from Nirodbaran.
This was Sri Aurobindo at work,
though Nirod. like most of us, can only
say that, “How he was performing all
these operations is beyond my grey
matter!”
In our Guru-based Yoga, many of
us need the personal inspiration of
those like Nirodbaran and Amal Kiran
who had such “human” contact with Sri
Aurobindo and the Mother. We cling,
like kittens, to stories like the one
Amal told me about receiving the first
cantos of Suvitri (see p. 12). And
Nirod, in Twelve Years With Sri
Aurobindo and in the voluminous
correspondence, has cast himself
deliberately as a yogic everyperson,
asking the “dumb” questions that all of
us would love to ask too. “I wanted,”
he says, “to show what kind of stuff we
were that Mother and Sri Aurobindo
had to fashion into a new race . . . Most
of us, in truth, were common people,
and knew very little of yoga. Sri
Aurobindo and the Mother took us as
they found us.” (Introduction to
Nirodbaran’s Correspondence with Sri
Aurobindo, p. xii).
It is Nirodbaran who graces us with
this luminous sentence and ultimate
comfort from Sri Aurobindo: “But
within there is a soul and above there is
Grace. ‘This is all you know or need to
know,’ and if you don’t, well, even then
you have at least somehow stumbled
into the path and have got to remain
there till you get haled along it far
enough to wake up to the knowledge.
Amen.” (ibid., xv)
The day that Nirod came to
Auroville and gave the talk that is
transcribed in this issue was one of
high expectations. Official contact
between the Ashram and Auroville is
still somewhat circumscribed, even
though years have passed since the
troubles between the Sri Aurobindo
Society and Aurovilians. His personal
presence there made palpable that “so
human” connection which is such a
large part of this Yoga and which
Santosh Krinsky feels so deeply in his
memorial to M.P. Pandit (p. 16).
The yogic human relationships we
have, whether it be to those who were
physically close to Sri Aurobindo and
the Mother, or to each other, can, of
course, be a substitution for our

indrawn or concentrating-no sign of
hunger, or of appetite. Appetite there
was, perhaps, but it did not trouble
him.
And again at night-we have seen
it, we were working, we kept waiting-the Mother served his meal at 10,
11 o’clock, and he would go to bed at 1
or 2 o’clock; yet there was no complaint. So we too got a little punyu
kamza by our waiting! These are some
glimpses from the external side. A
colleague used to say that Sri
Aurobindo’s yoga of surrender had
been accomplished by only two people
- the Mother and Sri Aurobindo
himself: the surrender of the one to the
other.

The Personal Aspect
I think this is enough to give you a
picture, a rough picture, of his impersonality, which, as I said before, was
the hallmark of his being. So now I
come to the personal aspect:
There were also times when he
came out of his inner absorption; and
these were the most beautiful times for
us. He used to talk with us, to exchange views with us; and we could
ask any question-he used to answer
slowly with a very sweet smile, usually
in a few words. But he would never
look at us, and hardly ever called us by
name. We were four or five people
around him, one question coming from
the back, another question coming this
side-we were trying to target him
with all these spears, with all these
questions. He was smiling, taking
them and answering in one or two
sentences; but never for one second
would he look at us. He would look in
front or downward, and give a smilea sense of humour was always playing
on his lips-and cut jokes with us,
made puns... quite a different person
from what we have seen before. But
again, impersonality in this: he would
not look at us; he would hardly call US
by name. I don’t know why it was SO,
but it was so. So this is one instance of
how personality and impersonality can
be together. But one thing we must
remember: he never lost contact with
his higher consciousness even when he
was most human.
I don’t know much about philosophy, but he has said in his philosophy
that the Divine is both personal and

impersonal. It tits him very well.
If you don’t mind, I can repeat a
joke... it is a little coarse, but for Sri
Aurobindo, the Divine, there is no such
thing as ‘coarse’ or ‘refined.
The war was going on, and everything had to be rationed; even for Sri
Aurobindo, the Mother rationed: she
told Champaklal, “He will be given
two soaps, two cloths...” and this and
that. Food was not rationed, luckily.
At that time-now I am speaking
medically-we had to watch over the
clearance of his bowels. The bowels
must be clear, otherwise there might be
trouble. He also, after passing his
stool, used to look at how much he had
passed.
So one day we noticed that he had
passed very little. “Sir,” we said,
“what is this? Please try harder-use
your Force. ”
“It is war economy” he replied.
(outburst of laughter) You see... we all
burst out laughing! “It is war
economy.” That is Sri Aurobindo. He
was not one of those stiff, hard and dry
yogis like coconuts. Once I asked him,
“Where do you get all this humor
from? You are a great scholar, you are
an intellectual, you are a great yogi...
where does this come from?” His
laconic answer was “rasawai sah.”
That means he is all MSLI, delight.
So this is another picture of him.
The Mother has said he is the
supramental avatar - the avatar of the
Supermind. But from this account of
him that I have given, you will at least
admit that he is somebody wonderful,
somebody unique.

Sri Aurobindo’s
Equanimity
When we were talking about people, he
never criticized anybody. We might
discuss somebody, or a person’s views,
but personal criticism was never in his
nature. He was always loving and
generous, always vast, always conscious about what he was saying; there
was never a moment when he criticized
anybody in any way. He was above
what we call ordinary human emotion.
He was above, as it says in the Gitu, all
these attachments, absolutely free. He
would not be troubled in the least even
if the whole world went into pralaya.
That was the samata he had acquired
by his tapasya.

7

Mind you, it was not inborn. He has
told us that from his very childhood,
for whatever reason, he had a certain
amount of equanimity-he never cared
for positions, ambitions. So that
equanimity he had. But he said, “I was
not born perfect. I had many difficulties in my life, many faults, many
failings, many weaknesses... but by
sheer sadhana, tapasya, I have
transformed my nature”...from what it
was, to what he had become. It was all
due to hard tupasyu and effort, to
change the nature. I never saw him
lose his temper. He was always
affable, always sweet, always very
kind in everything. He said, “Anger
was foreign to my nature.” He was the
mukta purusha, as we would put it.
Whether you accept him as an
avatar or not, it doesn’t matter. But
according to my personal view at
least... I have not seen him as avatarwith all the glow, all the beauty, all the
largeness and splendor as Arjuna saw
Krishna in his vishvurupa-but from
my observation of his nature, of his
daily way of life, of his unfathomable
mind of knowledge, I am firmly
convinced that he was a perfect man,
above all frailties and foibles. He
himself said, “I have nothing human in
me.”
There are many great men, but I
think none of them could be called a
“perfect man.” You cannot become
that by your own personal effort. YOU
can become that only by the practice of
yoga: by realization, becoming
identified with the Divine, one with the
Divine. Then only can you become a
perfect man.
I suppose you know of many great
men in our country; I can mention two:
Mahatma Gandhi, and in Bengal,
Rabindranath Tagore. Mahatma
Gandhi had many other qualities, but I
wouldn’t say that he was a perfect man;
because he was very subject to
depression and other feelings... he
himself said, “I have committed a
Himalayan blunder...” And one cannot
be perfect without being a yogi. So it
comes to the same thing as what the
Mother said... The Mother went one
step further, saying that he was an
Avatar, a supramental avatar. I must
say that only such avatars can be
perfect men. In our tradition Sri
Krishna, Rama, Buddha, Christ, they
are all perfect men, avatars. I don’t

know, some people may differ. it
doesn’t matter. But where Sri
Aurobindo says “One man’s perfection
can still save the world,” he means
much more. In this sense I consider
him a perfect man.

Sri Aurobindo’s
Passing
When Sri Aurobindo was passing
away, in 1950, before he passed away
he embraced and kissed his great
bhuktu Champaklal three, four, five
times.
We saw it, we were struck with
wonder-amazement! When he has
been so impersonal even in his personality, what is this we see? How is it
possible? But it was possible. When
we were waiting for the end this one
thing we have seen... his vast recognition of his bhaktu for his devoted
service.
In passing I may also mention-not
for any vain glory-that also, just three
minutes before his passing, he called
me: “Nirod...” he called me ‘Nirod’
directly for the first time. That thing is
imprinted on my soul. He has written
many things in the personal style-they
are there in the book; but this was face
to face... Champaklal got embraces, I
got one sweet phrase: “Nirod, give me
some water.” That was the final reward
for me, and it is equal to millions and
millions! Those few words are
imprinted on my soul forever.
Then perhaps you know what
happened after he left his body... this
was a touch of avatarhood that we saw
with our own eyes: When he passed
away at 1:20 in the early morning, we
saw the whole body become crimsongold. (Pause)
How can it be? Medical science is
baffled. Scientists will be baffled... or
if they are very clever, they will give
some reason... But this is a fact. The
Government doctors were called, they
saw it; scores of other people saw it
over the next few days: the whole body
was crimson-gold.
And to again tell you an experience
of my own: you can imagine, when he
passed away, what our condition was:
dejected, morose, very sad indeed. All
my dejection and sorrow was washed
away-washed away-by this wonderful vision.
That was my last experience. I don’t

think I need to say anything about the
significance of that. The Mother has
said that in the last days, after he had
decided to go away, he was bringing
down the Supramental Light... He was
in contact with it all the time, so when
he decided to go away he was bringing
it down: and finally, at the cost of this
holocaust of his own body, he established this Supramental Light in the
bodily consciousness.
And this supramental light is
vigorously at work in the world. We
may ask, “Why then all this trouble
and...?” I don’t need to go into it. The
Mother and Sri Aurobindo are very
near us, I can assure you of that, and
they are acting on the whole world.

Sri Aurobindo and India
Again, people say that India was made
free by the leaders; but they don’t know
the truth behind. In 1935, when I was
writing to him, I took the liberty of
asking him, “Sir, in your scheme of
spirituality, is there a place for India’s
Independence? Are you working for
it?’ Then he wrote back, “It is all
settled. India will be free.” Even
before that he had made this promise to
some of our friends, but this time he
put it into writing. Then again, as I
was impertinent and a little obstinate,
perhaps foolish, I wrote again, “Settled
or not, please do something positive,
because things are very bad.” And he
wrote back a bit testily, “You are a
very queer creature.” (laughter) “I
have told you that it is all settled. Why
then should I bother about it? What
India will do with her Independence,
that is what I am bothering about.”
That was his botheration! “Will it be
bolshevik-raj, corruption, goonda-raj?”
That is what was bothering him. These
are the three words he used.
India gained her freedom on the
15th of August-tomorrow. (Pause).
On his birthday. Is it a coincidence?
Is it fortuitous, or chance? He said, “It
was not coincidence, nor a fortuitous
accident.” It was a seal and sanction
on the work he had undertaken for
India’s liberation since his youth. Sri
Aurobindo would never give any
compliment to himself-just a broad
hint: “I see it as a seal and sanction of
the Divine on my work.”
In giving the significance of Sri
Aurobindo’s birthday, the Mother gives
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us a revelation. First she says in one
word: “It is an eternal birth.” Eternal
birth . . . it will be going on, it will stay
on. Then, interpreting the meaning,
she says:
The sentence can be understood in
four different ways on four ascending planes of consciousness: (1)
Physically, the consequence of the
birth will be of eternal importance to
the world. (2) Mentally, it is a birth
that will be eternally remembered in
the universal history. (3) Psychically, a birth that recurs forever
from age to age upon earth. (4)
Spiritually, the birth of the Eternal
upon earth.
This is the meaning of his birth. It
is an eternal birth, on the mental
plane, on the psychic plane, on the
physical plane . . . this means that on
this birthday every year there will be
some influence of the avatar. It
depends on your receptivity. I don’t
need to say anything more.
Friends, brothers and sisters, you
are indeed lucky, I must say, to have
come here to do their work. Through
their force, through their blessing,
Matrimandir and Auroville are going to
be something very unique. There are
many wonders, but I think this wonder
will surpass all other vital, physical,
mental wonders: it will be spiritual.
And you are the instruments. Somehow you have come; it must be the
Force that has brought you here, and
you are extremely fortunate to be
aware that you are doing your work,
sacrificing yourselves, all your labour,
all your goodwill, for the success of the
Mother’s work.
If you want to know his spiritual
content, his avatarhood, read Suvitri.
Read particularIy about Aswapathi’s
yoga. Aswapathi is none but Sri
Aurobindo.
Numaste, brothers and sisters, till
we meet again. You are making a
bridge between the West and the East.
Mauna: And you have made a bridge
at this moment between the Ashram
and Auroville.

so now we mould it in cement and steel,
Your body of this Earth, our house of pain
transforming into pyramids that heal.
What wonder it evokes our living past
in spirals of aspiring now to cast
a dwelling for the New, Your sign and seal
0 Sphinx whose silence speaks Eternity,
whose wings enfold the future’s Mystery.

“life,” it was indeed a winding, stifling tunnel of endless
hospital corridors. Darkness. Dis-ease. Bitterness. Long
pent-up anger against the once cherished daughter who had
deserted parents, husband and grown son, given up friends,
relations-in-law, even her professional career in theatre, to
disappear -- where? Into a benighted country that worshipped strange gods and goddesses (:) who danced on
human skulls in heathen temples!!!
Lost and bewildered, I groped down the tunnel of deaths.
Of parents. Of a marriage. Of family structures. Beliefs.
Hard-won aims. Aimless aims. The Eternal’s dance of
wonders had become in that Time, a Danse Macabre.

Back in the Dance of Time
As I sit in awe before her photographs and Sri Aurobindo’s
in my Savitri House study I ponder the Hieroglyphics of the
Sphinx’s riddle, the meaning of this my life after Auroville.
An answer begins to form, the riddle’s secret, to speak.
The seven years’ dance in Auroville was, in effect, an
initiation. A crossing of thresholds, a passing of their
guardians’ challenges in order to enter a new life in a newer
world. I am reminded of the Traveller of the Worlds’ vision
of “The World Stair” in Suvifri:

Memories... Memories...
Trying to turn down the ghostly clamour, I turn up the
music of a tape I’d brought back from my past life in AV, one
of Bill the Unsullied’s favorites, “The Fairy Ring.” When we
began building our solar home units in the new community
“Verite,” Eleanor, the Elegantly Evolving, and I would
attempt to help our old comrade Adventurer and fellow
Matrimandir worker, now with C.S.R., install the solar
equipment. When we were (rather, I was) as baffled by the
new fangled hookups as our Tamil Aurovilian helpers, I’d
bow out of the sunny scene and “crash” on my (bumpy) old
mattress listening to the enchanted Ring dance.
Even the bumpy mattress memory evoked by the music is
filled with nostalgia. When I was moved out of Matrimandir
Workers Camp into my new Community “Verite” quarters by
oxcart and John the Blessed Harper, the change was unexpectedly emotional. That old Vital acting up! No longer could I
see Mother’s Mandir rising from my keet-thatched hut
“window” at dawn - I had to cycle the dusty roads to the
work-dances instead of walking in the cool of the mornings take my Night Watches as day patrols, thus missing my
favorite 4 A.M. “Hour of Brahman” Watch.
But the Divine Grace had smilingly answered my search
for a better diet in AV with Dhanya the Darlin’s organic
Dutch-seeded garden. His beautiful voice, golden-rich as his
garden, comes back to me as I enter “The Fairy Ring” of its
devas. Other voices too of my past life in “Verite” murmur
through the music... Those of community members making
meals together in close comradeship, swapping Yoga hints
with new recipes in our small intimate kitchen-cum-diningcum-music room. Building and singing along with the
concreters and stone masons the new Yoga Hall. And best of
all, Mother’s voice reading Suvitri passages to us at sundown
time as we listened to Sunil’s music before going rapt to bed.
Homesick.
I hurry to change tapes. Among the riches of Sunil’s
Suvitri music gifted to Savitri House by French-American
Aurovilian now Savitri the Generous of New Creation School,
I am guided to the “Descent into Night” tape, Canto 7 of “The
Traveller of the Worlds.” How appropriate. Recollecting Dr.
Raymond Moody’s study of “Life after Life” encounters with
the worlds beyond our present apparently “real” life world, I
hear instead Traveller Sri Aurobindo’s experience of the world
of Death as one of Falsehood:

As climbs a storeyed temple-tower to heaven
Built by the aspiring soul of man to live
Near to his dream of the Invisible,
Alone it points us to our journey back
Out of our long self-loss in Nature’s deeps;
Planted on earth it holds in it all realms;
It is a brief compendium of the Vast,
A summary of the stages of the spirit,
A ladder of delivering ascent
And rungs that Nature climbs to deity.
An infant soul who had toddled through fire to the bottom
rungs of the hundred levels to the Unknown hoping to reach
its being’s goal in Sri Aurobindo’s ville, found itself climbing
iron scaffolding ladders, and even glimpsing from summits
beyond the precarious topwalks of Mater’s house, beyond
selfs walls, its own limitless self.
At least sometimes.
Looking back I marvel at the tenderness of the Divine who
waited until that infant soul was strong enough to join the
dance of Time in the West it had fled those mystic 7 years
ago.
The summons to return to the States came as news of my
parents’ illness in Ohio. It became a nightmare chaos of
cables, trans-Atlantic and Pacific calls that could not connect,
frantic hours of waiting in unfamiliar Pondi police and civil
authorities offices to obtain an exit visa from Auroville (from
which I didn’t want to exit!), anguished days of trying to
obtain plane reservations in order to fly back to a life I had
flown from in tears...
I shudder even now as I try to recall with the serenity of
surrender those times that tried the still-toddling initiate soul.
Back I was again in the disunited States of -- Unconsciousness -- I so blithely imagined had been left behind forever in
this life.
It was then I discovered myself going through the long
dark tunnel associated with the near-death and after-physicaldeath experience. What a shock after life in the feisty
exuberance of Auroville’s “youth that never ages.” Even AV’s
adolescent moodiness was a memory to cling to like Ariadne’s
clue... gripped close as one wandered a-“mazed” through a
labyrinth of dyings in Ohio, USA. Euphemistically called

Then from the sombre mystery of the gulfs
A fatal influence upon creatures stole
Whose lethal touch pursued the immortal spirit...
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