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FOCUS

The last issue of PARABOLA affirmed
the inherent order of hierarchy; the cur-
rent issue looks at the other side of the
coin, at the transgression of order which is
thett. The question of theft derives its
torce from the contradiction and paradox
at 1ts core.

Thou shalt not steal—it is an injunction |
common to every tradition. It appears un-
ambiguous at first: do not take what does
not belong to you. But what, ultimately,
belongs to anyone? I might say I own a
piece of land; Native Americans tell me
that the earth is our mother, that none can
own her. And mortality effectively shows
us that material possessions of all kinds are
on very temporary loan.

The traditions warn us against theft for
the good of our souls, not for the protec-
tion of property. If [ steal something, I am
stealing away my own possibilities. [ am
depriving myselt of developing the ability
to create my own wealth. !

Yet everyone steals. Whose opinions
do you hold? Whose gestures do you take?
Whose convictions do you defend? Of
what can you say, ““This is my own’’ ?
Krishnamurti says that we steal because
“in ourselves there is nothing . . . . Imita-
tion is a form of stealing: you are nothing,
but he is somebody, so you are going to get
some of his glory by copying him. This

corruption runs right through human life
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. and very few are free of it.”” Everyone
. steals, but no one wishes to be an imitation.
~ There 1s a universal desire to be authentic.

Unmasking the emptiness of what is called
one s own and, conversely, indicating the
direction of what cannot be stolen, what

~ must be earned, what is worth paying for,

are twin currents running throughout this
1ssue.

[t seems that there are circumstances in
which we need to be stolen from betore our
wish for authenticity becomes clearer.
John Stratton Hawley's article 1in this 1ssue

about Krishna as a thief, stealing the hearts

. of the gopis, points to this necessity. It is
~ only in a moment when we are stolen away

,f

from what ordinarily passes for life that we
find we are capable of giving something
we did not before know we possessed. The
divine breaks through what I think I am, to
what I essentially am—a creature who
cannot possess, but who can give and
FECEIVE:

Krishna’s theft may leave sutfering in
its wake, but those from whom he steals
will henceforth be oriented towards some-
thing higher, and in this light another as-
pect of theft begins to appear. PARABOLA's
interview with David Maybury-Lewis,
president of Cultural Survival, examines
the destruction of indigenous peoples now
taking place on all parts of the planet in the
name of modernization and development.

What emerges, as Dr. Maybury-Lewis as-
serts, 1s primarily a moral issue, quite apart
from any future utilitarian advantages in
protecting the threatened cultures. We can
call this destruction theft because it is sub-
stituting something lower for something
higher. The struggle to resist the substitu-
tion of the lower for the higher may be one
of the principles of morality everywhere.

Perhaps this principle 1s behind the
otherwise confounding instances of thefts
which we are told are necessary. The Has-
ids, for example, hold that it is the stu-
dent’s duty to steal from the master, and
the master’s duty to make the theft as diffi-
cult as possible to achieve. Passivity and
timidity, it seems, must be challenged in
order to be overcome. The dangers of pas-
sivity must be, in part, what is referred to
when Christ warns that he who has shall be
given more, and that from him who has
not, even the little he has shall be taken
away. As D.M. Dooling suggests in her
article in this issue, the way we live our
lives can allow our energies and possibili-
ties to be stolen from us if there is not an
alert watchman on guard.

The Pied Piper on our cover is piping
an irresistibly charming air to the children
of the village. Pleasant, gay, surely harm-
less . .. but the Piper and the children are

gone forever.
— Lorraine Kisly



FULL CIRCLE

A Readers’ Forum

We encourage readers to use this space to
share their thoughts and questions, either in re-
sponse to a particular article or in order to raise
matters of general interest. We are looking for
letters which will help to open new ideas, and we
will offer a free back issue for every contribution
we publish.

On reading the interview with Seyyed
Hossein Nasr which appeared in your last
issue (Fall, 1983, Vol. VIII, No. 4), [ appre-
ciated the way in which Dr. Nasr was able
to make accessible the study of traditional

cosmology compared with modern science.

When he speaks of his disappointment
at discovering that scientists believe they
need not interest themselves in the true
nature of things, but only in their mathe-
matical parameters, [ was reminded of my
own experience when I began to study the
history of art, especially the Romanesque.
A great deal was said about styles, capitals,
arches, and vaults, but nothing about what
[ felt was essential in the presence of these
works of art: the vivid impression they
aroused in me of a particular quality of life
which touched me deeply and opened new
horizons. So I felt the need to search for

other sources which might help me under-

stand what this reality was. With this in
mind, I began to read various authors such
as those quoted in this article: Coomara-
swamy, Avalon, and Nasr himself, a copy
ot whose Introduction to Islamic Cosmology 1
borrowed and pored over for some time.
Considered in its relation to the inner
world of man, this cosmology becomes
passionately interesting; everything is con-
nected in it because it envisages everything
from the same perspective of different
levels of existence. (I am told this work is
out of print, but I would very much like

to obtain a copys; is this possible?)

To return to the interview: I found that
all that was said about the psychological
symbolism of the sun and moon brought
material that was very alive, new, and en-
riching to the more technical aspects. In
this connection, I was struck by the quota-
tion about the prophets: “Within thy
being, there is not only thy known every-
day consciousness, but there are seven
prophets of thy being. Each human has the
Moses of his being, the Christ of his being,
the Muhammad of his being ....” I don’t
think I have ever before seen the subject
approached in this way. Certainly I recall
seeing diagrams where places were as-
signed to the prophets as well as to superior
and inferior beings. But what seems to me
very new is the idea of a continuous action
operating inside man, one which, it seems,

;




1s different with each of the prophets. Is it
- possible to find further material about this?

S. Bourgogne
Neuilly, France

- Seyyed Hossein Nasr replies: The idea of the
“seven prophets’’ within man’s being was devel-
oped especially in the Central Asian school of

. Sufism associated with the names of Najm al-Din
Kubra and Ala’ al-Dawlah Simnani, and through
them entered into the teachings of many later
Sufis. This subject has been treated amply by
Henry Corbin as far as Simnani is concerned (see
his En Islam iranien, vol. III, chap. 4).

!

- (Editor’s note: Dr. Nasr’s Introduction to Is-

lamic Cosmology is in print in its English
edition, published by Thames & Hudson,

London).

[ enjoyed Janwillem van de Wetering’s
delightfully disrespectful article, “‘Master/
Disciple, or how to beg for problems™
(Winter, 1984, Vol. IX, No. 1). Evidently,
it was not intended as a serious treatment
of the Master/Disciple relationship, as all
the examples given are of situations with
pseudo-masters; and in any case, the only
way to follow Mr. van de Wetering’s logic
at all is to accept in a spirit of fun the need
to hop, skip, and jump with him across the
tops of the lively waves he kicks up. But
some leaps are too long and one submerges
and swallows salt water. True, he does not
quite say that all masters are bad; but it
would be more exact to say that there are

“saints’ and saints, ‘masters’ and masters,
and the same rules cannot apply to the true
and the false. To be the disciple of a master
(without quotation marks) does not entail,
as he claims, giving away one’s “‘freedom,”’
but trying to learn how to gain it. Cer-
tainly, everyone must free himself; but
doesn’t one have to learn how?

Another small but to me important
quibble: Wu Ch’éng-én’s Monkey does
not, to my understanding, represent the
intelligence, but the intellect—a very
different matter.

Catherine Quinn

New York, New York

Janwillem van deWetering replies:I did intend
my article to be a setrious treatment of the Master/

Disciple relationship, but by not coming from the
usual angle, I highlighted “‘masters™ and disciples”
wrong attitudes. In essence, Ms. Quinn’s and my
presentations conform. In the right Master/ Disci-
ple relationship, the disciple’s freedom will grow,
but when goings-on in Western ashrams and
hermitages are observed, the opposite effect is
often noticed.

Perverted truth is a lie, and I took it upon
myself to stress that fact a little. e



The Thief in Krishna

JOHN STRATTON HAWLEY

lndia is the land of the lock. Nothing is
too small or humble to go without protec-
tion: biscuits, stamps, paper clips, toe rings
—all are commonly held under guard; and
at railway stations you cannot check even a
torn backpack unless the zipper is secured
with a tiny padlock. Houses, temples, mu-
seums, offices, and libraries bear gigantic
locks, and if the important individual en-
trusted with the key does not happen to be
in view, there simply is no admission.

Behind every lock lies the fear of a
thief, and in India that fear has become a
national obsession. No issue of the Benares
daily newspaper is sent to press without an
account of how some outlying village has
been ravaged by robbers the night before;
no movie marquee goes long without
promising such favorites as Three Thieves or
Thief of Thieves; and when Phoolan Devi,
the bandit queen, was at large some years
ago, it made the headlines every day.

Some of this attention is justified.
Phoolan’s band not only looted but killed,
and dacoit gangs such as hers have acted
with sufficient daring over the years to
cause the importation of words like loot and
thug from Hindi into English. But Phoolan
Devi attracted as much fascination as fear.
One heard stories of how stunning she was,
stories all the more remarkable because, in

a country where light complexions are
prized above all other signs of beauty,
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Phoolan Devi’s was jet black. In truth, the
tone of Phoolan’s skin often served to
heighten rather than decrease her appeal,
as did the reports of her sexual abuse as a
child. Here was a thrilling figure in whom
tear and love met as dangerous bedfellows.

[ndia has a god who shares with Phoo-
lan Devi a dark skin and a mysterious al-
lure. This god is Krishna, whose very name
means * black,” but who, in keeping with
recent Indian taste, is often depicted in a
somewhat more acceptable midnight blue.
His thievish episodes provide the land with
some of its most vivid mythology. Krishna
doesn’t use force, but his skill in stealing
away what people hold dear is unparal-
leled; and he doesn 't kill, but he manages to
unburden people of their ordinary lives.
Once they've seen him, they lose the self-
possession that makes for coherent bio-
graphy in the first place.

Krishna’s brand of thievery is all tied
up with love. He is the great romantic hero
of Indian legend— the Casanova, the Don
Juan—but he is at once more simple than
these and more grand: in the most cele-
brated aspect of his earthly self-manifesta-
tion, he is a plain cowherd lad, yet in
actuality he 1s God. At the center of his
activity on this earth is the dance he enjoys
with the cowherd girls (gopis) of his native
Braj, just south of Delhi on the banks of the
River Jumna. By means of the haunting




Krishna dipping into a butter pot

notes he plays on his flute, he lures the gopis

~ away from all their worldly occupations.

However far away they are, they drop
their brooms and pails, turn from the de-

manding voices of their mothers-in-law,
even catapult themselves from the marital
bed. Off to the forest they run, far from
the structures and confines of home and
family, to dance with Krishna. And al-
though by legend there are sixteen thou-
sand in this ras dance, each one is made to
feel as though Krishna is her partner alone,
and that she is the sole object of his atten-
tion. In that moment they are his, soul and

body, yet at the same time they are drawn
into a circle, a community with each other
that they could not have known in the
profane world from which they were so
abruptly summoned.

And then, like a thief, he slips away.
He leaves them with a common memory of
tultillment beyond anything they had ever
imagined possible, but a memory that
makes them feel hollow to the core. Even
the community they had attained is now
one of longing and waiting, a shared im-
poverishment. And that, the theologians
point out, is the rub in our human condi-



tion: we can know God, to be sure, but
soon after the moment of truly knowing,
we are ineluctably separated from the di-
vine presence.

Hindu appraisals of who is responsible
for this estrangement differ from Christian
and Jewish ones. Hindus place the blame
not only on human sin but on the nature of
God, who sets—who indeed comprises—
the conditions that ultimately structure our
lives. But these same Hindus stress that the
awareness of the loss of God is itself a
powerful way of experiencing the divine.
The gopis” apprehension of Krishna is
hardly dispersed by his absence; if any-
thing, it is heightened. All of us are Krish-
na’'s milkmaids, wallflowers for life, who
yearn to return to the dance floor just one
more time. When these gopis complain of
their undeserved tate, we naturally join
their lament. Here it is voiced on their—
and our—behalf by the sixteenth-century
Hindi poet, Sur Das:

Gopal has slipped in and stolen my heart, friend.
He stole through my eyes and invaded
my breast
simply by looking—who knows how he
did 1t?—
Even though parents and husband and all
crowded the courtyard and tilled my world.
The door was protected by all that is proper;
not a corner, nothing, was left without
a guard.
Decency, prudence, respect for the family—
these three were locks and I hid the keys.
The sturdiest doors were my eyelid gates—
to enter through them was a passage
impossible—
And secure in my heart, a treasure
immeasurable:
insight, intelligence, fortitude, wit.
Then, says Sur, he’d stolen 1t—
with a thought and a laugh and a look—

and my body was scorched with remorse.

Though Krishna’s departure from their
midst is a terrible blow to the gopis, they
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ought to have been prepared. Krishna is
hardly famous for his reliability—he often
steals off to a new bed at night and comes
back with scratches of passion on his chest
—and the poem quoted above could refer
to any number of occasions. No wonder,
then, that the friends of Radha, Krishna's
favorite gopi, frequently warn her about
what may happen if she falls under his
spell. In the following poem, for instance,
we hear one of Radha’s confidantes de-
scribe the dangers of consorting with
Krishna. Referring to him by several of his
affectionate titles—Kanh and Syam—she
portrays his lover’s thrall as a principality
ruled by thieves and tyrants:

No justice reigns in this realm, Radha.
Lust is King and Kanbh is in charge;
strange and cruel are their customs.
The swirl of curls that swarm round his ears
and the eyebrows in league with his eyes
Serve as spies; they ferret out secrets
and glean every word that you say.
They sit as a council of sycophants,
fearlessly following the lead of King Lust.
Poor friend, you ve newly encountered alone
the despotic ways of this desperate place,
Where his gentle laugh and gentle speech
and gentle moves engender love:
As the heart is stolen, the body follows,
as minions mimic their king.
So since you embody the treasures of beauty,
and handsome Syam has heard your fame,
While he remains the ruler, says Sur,
force will forge his victory.

This sense of unjust power bubbles up
at a number of points in poems and stories
about Krishna, and in one of the best-
known tales it is symbolized as an act of
thievery. As the episode begins, we find
the gopis bathing in the Jumna at dawn one
wintry morning. They have vowed to en-
gage in a month of self-mortification in the
Jumna’s frigid waters to win the favor of
the goddess Katyayani. They hope that the
goddess will grant them in return a good




husband—someone to care for and protect
them the rest of their lives—and many
cannot help hoping that it will be Krishna.

Their prayers are answered a bit sooner
than they had planned, for Krishna appears
on the banks as they bob in the water. He
sees that the girls are naked, and immedi-
ately gathers up their saris from the river’s
edge and takes them up into the branches
of a nearby kadamba tree. There he
perches while he festoons the kadamba
with all the stolen saris.

At first the girls notice nothing, but
when they have finished saying their man-
tras and are prepared to head for shore,
they see that their clothes have disap-
peared. As their eyes scan up from the bank
to the branches, they see what has hap-
pened. They excoriate Krishna for his mis-
chiet and beg him to return the clothes and
get on his way. But he refuses, and in some
versions of the story he taunts them with
further outrages: he pretends to understand
nothing about what they are saying and
wonders out loud how they can imagine
that the lovely new tlowers on the ka-
damba tree are in reality their saris. In
other renditions, he claims that the gopis
deserve this fate since they have been so
brazen as to bathe in the nude. But what-
ever his first response to their recognition
of their predicament, the condition that he
sets for ending it is always the same; they
must come out on the bank with their
hands above their heads. Then he will be
only too happy to return their garments.

This and similar tales have caused quite
a flurry among theological commentators
anxious to make sure that devotees of
Krishna understand that such provocative
behavior on Krishna’s part can only be
excused in the realm of the gods and ought
never to become a model for mortal ac-
tions. But whatever clearings of the theo-
logical throat this episode has caused, there
has been no shrinking from its importance.

Krishna dancing with a butter ball

[t has traditionally been regarded as the
test of the gopis” true love for Krishna, their
readiness to leave everything—every pos-
session, every shred of female decorum—
for his sake. To have him, they must give
up all else; in short, they must appear be-
fore him naked. Then only can they earn
the right to join in the ultimate act of
intimacy, his ras dance.

[t is the same with all of us. There’s no
fooling God with postures, pride, and the
garments of civility. We appear before
God naked or not at all, and the timing 1s
not usually what we would choose.

That Krishna has a special talent for
catching people off guard is made clear in
stories that reach back into his childhood.
In fact, his own mother (or to be exact, the
foster mother who has raised him from the
day he was born, believing him to be her
own son) is his very first victim. Yasoda
does everything she can to provide him
with the nourishment and comforts that
every growing boy needs. She is happy
to bake for him an array of sweets and
goodies—gujiyas, papadis, laddus, mohanthars,

9



mohanbhogs—everything that would satisfy
any ordinary child a hundred times over.
But Krishna is no ordinary child. His fa-
vorite food is simpler than any of these; it’s
pure, creamy, white, and delicious. He in-
sists on butter.

Krishna is wild for butter, and Yasoda
would be glad to give it to him, though she
cannot understand why he shuns her more
elaborate preparations. The difficulty is,
however, that he never wants to take it
when she wants to give it. Instead, his
hunger always strikes when she is out of
the house or otherwise occupied, and then,
driven by an insatiable appetite, he goes to
any length to obtain his favorite food. If
she has hidden pots of butter in a dark
storeroom, he finds them with unerring
instinct. If she has suspended the pots from
the ceiling, so that he cannot ransack her
supply, he reaches them nonetheless, per-
haps by climbing on a big stone mortar. Or
he may take advantage of the shoulders of
some of his little friends and let them share
in the spoils. Krishna doesn’t respect any
closed doors, any fences or boundaries: he
would just as soon perpetrate his wanton
acts in the homes of any of the women of
Braj. If he is caught in the act, he often
claims he didn’t know the difference.

The milkmaids of Braj, including Ya-
soda, react with a certain ambivalence. On
the one hand, they would love to have this
lovely child eating out of their hands;
sometimes they almost seem to invite him
to come. On the other hand, they cannot
abide his lawless independence, which is
sometimes expressed by his spattering the
walls with whatever he and his cohorts do
not care to eat themselves, or by oftering
the leftovers to monkeys. On other occa-
sions, Krishna and his friends recklessly
smear their loot in the faces of any hapless
children left at home to guard the house.

What is one to do with such a thief?
The gopis and Yasoda make countless ef-
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forts to tie him up, but it is always futile.
Either he manages to play on the emotions
of one so that the other will have pity, or,
even worse, he tangles them in their own
eftorts at order. In one episode much cele-
brated in the modern-day Krishna dramas
of Braj, a gopr manages to apprehend the
little marauder and vows to tie him to a
pillar. But it turns out that she doesn’t
know how to tie a very good knot, and
Krishna is easily able to wriggle free. Fi-
nally he comes to his captor’s aid and offers
to teach her how to tie a decent knot. But
he demonstrates on her, and by the time he
has finished, it is she who is the captive,
not he.

Such escapades of the butter thief are
told all over India, and wherever they are
told, it is remembered that butter is not all
that is at issue. For the butter Krishna eats
builds not only his strength but also his
character; hence these episodes have a last-
ing eftect. Long after he has put away
childish things, Krishna remains the thief
he was as a boy, only with far more serious
consequences. Many years later we find a
gopi—again in the words of Sur Das—
lamenting this legacy:

This is more than simply butter stealing.

Once we were happy to see your thieving face;
we gladly gave, and the loss was small.

For in those days you were little Kanh,
our prince,
and we were simple country maids.

Kanh, you were a child in a family of kings
so we kept your little butter thefts purely
to ourselves.

Now you've grown, and we 've grown too,
wise in the ways of the world.

What, now, you'd go, you’d disappear,
after stealing all the treasures of my soul?

Heart thief, head to toe you've gone
and stolen everything—and now you'd
wrench away!

Says Sur, you've come and robbed my
every part,
and still I am tied and strung to your heart.



| What does this fund of stories mean?
Why must Krishna steal? Why does he
have such a special taste for butter? Why
can he never be caught? And why do Hin-
dus affirm that this obstreperous, heedless
thief is none other than God himselt?

[ have asked these questions of Indians
many times, and though the answers I re-
ceive are not always the same, they always
point back to the central affirmation made
in the mythology of Krishna: this is a god
of love, and love is at the heart of his story.
Butter itself is love. It is the concentrated
form of milk, the substance on which all
human life depends for its beginning. And
milk, in turn, issues from love. The cow 1is
the great symbol of mother-love in India,
and though we have grown accustomed to
milking our cows with metallic milking

Krishna stealing butter from

hanging pots

machines, Hindus still do it the old-
tashioned way. They put the cow in the
vicinity of her calf and watch the juices
begin to tlow. So boundlessly loving is the
source, they point out, that even an eftigy
of a calf will suffice to stimulate the cow’s
desire to give. Milk is synonymous with
love, and butter is its densest form.

Krishna loves love, and he insists on
having it in the concentrated, unadulter-
ated measure that butter symbolizes. Any-
thing that would separate him from it—
whether the walls of a pot, the retinements
of good cooking, the threads of a garment,
or the confines of marriage—must be set
aside. So he confounds all barriers, traps,
and entanglements that are put in his path,
sometimes turning them back on those who

place them there. Such a trap is the rope
11



Theft of the gopis’ clothes

with which the gopr tries to tether Krishna
in the play depicting the butter thief, and
indeed this rope is called ““the rope of
love.” But love is not the sort of thing that
binds or sets boundaries; if the gops tries to
use it that way, she will find herself
tangled in her own cord.

God 1s not to be limited, and neither is
love. Because we have such a desperate
penchant for order, even in games of love,
God has no choice but to confront us in the
guise of someone who does not play by the
rules. He steals our love away, or so we
think, and in so doing confronts us with a
reality that is unpleasant, but that forces us
to ask why we are so anxious to hold onto
our love and its objects in the first place.
The presence of the divine and the reality
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of love are such things as cannot be ordered
and possessed; they always exceed what we
are willing to allow. When God is pictured
as a thief, then, it is to ask just who the
thief really is in this tug-of-war between
the human and the divine. Is God so unruly,
or 1s it our own ordering process that robs
reality of its inalienable freedom and ease?

We live in an era of savage order. We
have seen bureaucratic finesse used to
cause and at the same time justify unimag-
inable extremes of human suffering, and
we are daily aware that with every further
winding of the technological clock the pos-
sibility of our total destruction draws
nearer. These realities, though especially
terrifying in their twentieth-century form,
have deep roots in history and are as
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endemic to India’s society as our own. But
India’s longer experience with the struc-
tural oppression of society has produced a
notion of God that is peculiarly liberating.
To perceive God as the sort of being who
roams about outside our walls of reason
and discretion, looking for a chance to
make a raid, is to question the ultimate
sense and authority of the structures we
erect in such glorious and proud detail.
These machines of the mind, these bound-
aries and perimeters, often cost us dear;
hence it seems little wonder that as we
watch them crumble in the mythology of
Krishna, we register a certain glee. And
the more so if we sense, as many of the
stories of Krishna teach us to do, that the
divine enemy is within—and is no enemy,
but an uncanny, hidden ally who has been
with us all the while.

Two fundamental intuitions about the
nature of religious truth accord with this
sense of apparently unwarranted delight.
The first is that some of our most powerful
experiences of the divine come in the form
of surprise. The experience of God often
has a deft, unexpected, intrusive quality
about it. It is elusive, it defies description,
it is not quite known, yet it sweeps us off
our feet. Though we do not know quite
what has hit us—or because of that fact—
we say that we have known revelation. It
overtakes us like a thief in the night; and
we say, though we are not always sure
afterwards, that we are glad.

The second intuition about religious
awareness is as powerful as the first, but it
has very little glee associated with it: we
find that we often know the truth at just
those times when we experience loss. It
sometimes seems, in fact, that it is only
when we lose that we truly gain. Even
more unsettling, our sense of loss some-
times seems precisely to have been caused
by having had a brush with the truth, since

the new knowledge leaves us with the feel-

ing that our ordinary perceptions are vacu-
ous. In either sense there is the realization
that in some measure, like it or not, to
know God is to lose the world.

The mythology of Krishna breathes this
sadness. We sometimes laugh at what
happens when the thief is on the scene. But
1t 1s not so easy to laugh when the thief
steals himself away, for we understand that
to have been visited by the holy angel is,
like Jacob become Israel, to limp forever
after. Krishna's gopis are fulfilled in their
love, but at the same time they are
maimed.

For thousands of years people have
asked how God can be God if there is
suffering in the world. It is the old problem
of theodicy, and it will never go away. But
there is a chance that by allowing ourselves
to experience God as a thief, this debate
can be stood on its head. Instead of expect-
ing God to validate our convictions about
what is orderly and right, we may begin to
admit what our ordering leaves out. In-
stead of expecting God to be the answer to
all our problems with the world, we may
begin to sense that God is the question that
puts them all in perspective. g

The poems that appear in this article are
selected from Krishna, the Butter Thief by J.S.
Hawley ( Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1983), and are based on critical editions
of poems from the Sur Sagar of Sur Das. [ am
grateful to Mark Juergensmeyer for his help in
improving the quality of these verse transla-
tions, and to Laura Shapiro for her steady hand
with the prose.
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Birthright

JONATHAN OMER-MAN

M y name is Esau. This is my home,
this is where I live, on Mount Se’ir, the
hairy mountain. My line has prospered and
grown strong here; powerful kings and
princes have sprung from my loins. We are
a warrior nation, and we seek the high
road to God. We have had our defeats, but
we do not complain. In our calling we
take risks.

No one visits me now; [ no longer
await the arrival of my brother. Once he
said that he would visit me up here on
Mount Se’ir, but he found another way to
complete what he had to complete. At any
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rate, when we last met, at our father’s
funeral, he made no mention of the matter.
Our paths are separate now. For years they
were intertwined, and we could do nothing
without reference to the other. Now we no
longer need each other. My brother no
longer needs me. Do I feel used? Well, I
was used. We are all used by our brothers,
but I am no longer angry, [ am not bitter.
Even when he tricked me and stole from
me, I did not remain angry for long. True,
the second time he outwitted me, I did
scream and roar that he was a cheap thief,
and that I wanted to kill him, but that

e
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passed. Some of his descendents tell strange
stories about me, about the diabolic Esau,
but they are not important. They do not
understand. They follow after my brother,
but they do not comprehend the signifi-
cance of the story of Esau and his brother.
Even in our mother’s womb, we
struggled. Even in there, twins in the belly
of the matriarch, our limbs entangled, we
were two individuals, two nations bound
together and yet destined to tread differ-
ent, divergent paths. Our mother had
waited a long time for the pregnancy, and
when it occurred, she felt that she could
not live with all the jostling and pushing
and wrestling within her. Most women
forget the pangs of pregnancy, but she re-
membered. When we were small children
and were making too much noise fighting
over some toy, she liked to tell us how she
had gone to complain to the Lord about the
inner commotion, what we were doing in-

side her, and what God had told her:

Two nations are in thy womb,
And two nations shall be separated from thy

bowels;

And the one people shall be stronger than the
other people;
And the elder shall serve the younger.

You know, for years I was tormented
by that prophecy. I would brood over it,
turning it over and over in my mind. Its
significance seemed to change, to shimmer
before me. Would the separation be just
one brother from the other, or also one son
from the parents? Who would serve
whom? Would it be the stronger? I seemed

to be stronger. And after my brother
tricked me out of the birthright of the

first-born, did I then become the younger?
[t was so unclear! For a long time that
prophecy was the touchstone of my life.
My brother’s too, but for him it was ditfer-
ent. You see, I thought that it was a chal-
lenge, that it meant that everything was

open, that both of us had a chance; but he
thought that it meant that everything was
foreordained, that he was the chosen son. I
was willing to fight for it, to strive for it,
to risk my world on a single cast of the die,
to win in glory or to lose in ignominy. But
my brother was different: he didn’t want
to have to fight for the birthright, he
wanted to be the first-born. When he stole
something, and he stole a lot, he truly
believed that it belonged to him. When he
took my father’s blessing from me, he
thought that he was just correcting an acci-
dent of nature, a minor accident of chro-
nology, the fact that he arrived in this dark
world a few minutes after me.

When I was a child, [ would accom-
pany my father when each evening he went
into the fields to pray. He used to stand
motionless, mouthing words that I could
not hear, gazing intently at a bush or a
boulder or a lizard. It was then that I began
to look at things, at the details. Later, as a
lad, I used to go out into the fields and the
forests alone to bring back game for the
family. Whenever I caught a deer, [ would
prepare venison, which my father loved;
we would all sit together and study, and he
would favor and praise me. We were a
strange family. My mother loved my
brother, my father loved me. My brother
stayed at home a great deal, and he learned
the occult arts of the tent dwellers. I be-
came a hunter, and I learned a different
wisdom. I had to discover the limits of my
powers: how fast I could run, how far I
could throw, how long I could stand mo-
tionless. I learned to watch, to read the
signs and to know the lore of the field. I
learned patience and precision. I became a
cunning person. But still my brother out-
witted me!

l shall tell you what happened that first

time. We must have been fifteen years old.

15



The Lord announces to Rebecca that two nations are in her womb
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[ had been out hunting for more than a
week, tracking a small flock of mountain
goats. There were seven or eight of them.
Each time I approached, they would climb
higher into the crags. At last I surprised
them, and I killed a young male with a long
sling shot across a crevasse; but when I
lowered the carcass down a cliff face, I
tore a muscle in my right thigh. The way
back was difficult and took me longer than
usual, as [ was limping badly. A few hours
trek from home, I saw a hyena in my path.
[t had been tracking me, and now it was
blocking the trail. It didn’t attack me, but
it was waiting for me to falter. It stayed
out of stone’s throw. I was too tired to
fight, and [ had to abandon my winnings to
the meanest of scavengers. As soon as it
started devouring the carcass, | hobbled off
to our encampment. So I came home with
nothing, exhausted, injured, and hungry.
When I saw my brother squatting outside
our tent, making some red lentil pottage,
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I wanted to cry. I told him that I had lost
everything, but he continued with his
cooking without looking up at me. I told
him about the hunt and the climb, and still
he was silent. I told him about my hurts,
and about the hyena, and he continued to
cook, stirring and adding herbs. Then I told
him that [ was faint, and I asked him for
some of his bloody red lentil stew, and he
said, “‘Sell me first your birthright.”” Then
[ wept, for I realized that he was a better

hunter than I. ““Take it,”’ I told him, ‘I
have no use forit.”

Later I learned that on that very day
grandfather had bequeathed his powers to
our father, who had thereby become great
high priest; either my brother or I was to
be his sole heir. Let them not say that Esau

‘despised the birthright! He did not; he

honored and revered it and fought hard
for it, but he lost it in a game he didn’t
understand.




Isaac predicts that Esau will live by the sword
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My tather had married when he was
forty, and at that age [ took two Hittite
women, Judith and Basemath, as wives.
My father and mother hated them, for the
Hittites worshiped a different way. Buta
man cannot dally forever. When my whor-
ing days were over, [ knew it was time to
marry, and promptly. Later my brother
was to work for years to win his brides,

which I cannot understand.

My father and I grew closer again
when his eyes began to fail. [ would sit at
his side and tell him stories of the hunt, and
he loved every detail. He wanted to hear
more, and so I began to invent adventures
to please him. Sometimes when I was sit-
ting with him, relating some improbable
tale of the chase, I would hear my mother
clucking in disapproval from her side of
their tent. She thought that I was dishon-
estly trying to win his heart. I began to
understand my father more in those days,

aafgua’a:
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especially after he told me about that awe-
some journey he made with his father to
Mount Moriah. Perhaps he saw in me
someone who would have refused to com-
ply, who would have fought. Perhaps he
saw in me all the attributes that he had lost.
He certainly saw in me the future of his
line. But by then his vision was seriously
impaired.

One day he called me.

“My son,” he said.

“Here I am,”’ [ answered.

“Behold now,”” he said. “‘I am old, and
[ know not the day of my death. Now
therefore take, I pray thee, thy weapons,
thy quiver and thy bow, and go out to the
field, and take me venison; and make me
savory food, such as I love, and bring it to
me, that [ may eat; that my soul may bless

thee before I die.”
O how my soul wept when I heard

those words! What man can remain un-
moved to hear the parting blessing of his

17



acob offers Isaac a meal supposedly prepared by Esau
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poor old blind and dying father! I choked

upon my tears and ran to do his will, happy
like a child who knows that he is loved, and

despondent like a lad who knows that to
gain his treasured prize he must lose so
much. My heart was overfilled with emo-
tions as I left his tent, and I was not atten-
tive to what was happening around me.
The truth is, I wanted that love of his

too much.

The rest is documented history. I came
back and prepared my father his food. I
brought the meal into his tent in mock
ceremony, and playfully announced like a
herald:

“Let my father arise and eat of his son’s
venison, that his soul may bless me.”

My father looked perplexed. “Who are
you? he asked.

[ thought he too was jesting, and
answered: ‘I am thy son, thy tirst-born,
Esau.”

He became very agitated, as together

18

we began to understand what had
happened.

“Who was it then,’” he asked, “who
prepared me venison, and brought it to me,
and [ ate it, all this before you came?
Whom have I blessed? For whomsoever
have I blessed, he alone shall be blessed.”

[ was hurt and angry and bitter. I
screamed and roared and sobbed. I asked
my father for the impossible: ““Bless me,
please bless me,”’ I implored. But the bless-
ing he had given my smooth and slippery
brother was unique: it was the transmission
of a power that cannot be divided.

“Your brother came with cunning,” he
said. “"He has taken your blessing.”’

"“"Have you not a blessing for me?”’ I
begged.

His answer was more than [ could bear.
“Behold, I have made him thy master; I
have given him his brothers for servants; I
have sustained him with corn and wine:
what then shall I do for thee, my son?”
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Isaac hears Jacob’s voice but feels Esau’s hands
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“Do you not have even one blessing for
me?’ I asked, and I wept.

Well, he did give me a blessing. It was
not that which I desired, but I learned to

live with it:

Behold, of the fat places of the earth shall be

thy dwelling
And of the dew of heaven from above;:
And by thy sword shalt thou live, and thou shalt

serve thy brother
And it shall come to pass when thou shalt break

loose,

That thou shalt shake his yoke from oft thy
neck.

y brother and I separated after that. I
spent several days fuming and muttering
that I was going to kill him, and with my
mother’s help he escaped to Uncle Laban in
Haran. When I saw him again at Yabbok,
my blessing had come to fruition; I was
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free of him, and he still had work to do. I
had learned that it is not the fruits of vic-
tory that make a true warrior, but stead-
fastness in battle. And my brother was

learning not to fear my strength.
You ask me if I still think that my

brother was a thief. Well, he took things
that did not belong to him. But no, he was
not a thief. You see, my brother was not a
man like you or me. His mind was differ-
ent. He appeared to be devious, but he
went straight to what he knew. He didn''t
think or speculate, he knew. My brother
never doubted. The fact that he contra-
dicted the law was irrelevant to him. He
saw how things were meant to be, and how
they would be in the future. And he was
right. The birthright and the blessing prob-
ably did belong to him. I wanted too much
to win, and losing them was my teaching.
But I warn any lesser man not to try to
imitate Jacob! We lop off thieves’ hands

here on Se’ir. =
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The Golden Bowl

_i-n\-,;: i
o —— - - L, i T g,

ROBERT A.F. THURMAN

The great GuruNagarjuna had amagic
golden bowl. He had been an alchemist and
healer, a philosopher of selflessness, and a
prophet of the Universal Vehicle of the Bud-
dhas. Hisbow] produced medicine of im-
mortality, among other things, and he lived
for hundreds of years. During his fifth and
sixth centuries, he became a Great Adept, a
transmitter of the Diamond Vehicle. The
golden bowl could also produce whateverits
owner wished—delicious food, medicine,
gold, jewels. But Nagarjuna had no wish for
anything for himself.!

A certain Brahmin in the west of India
happened to be an intrepid thief. He heard
of the magic golden bowl and decided he
had to steal it. It would be his ultimate
theft. What a challenge to rob the legen-
dary Great Adept! The Brahmin traveled
for many weeks to reach Glory Mountain
in south India, near the great Stupa at
Amaravati. Creeping stealthily through
the forest, he came up to Nagarjuna’s
house. To his delight, he saw the gleaming
golden bowl on a table by the window. He
was planning how to get it when the Guru
came to the window, picked up the bowl,
and, without a glance outside, flung it out
to fall at the hiding place of the thief. The
golden bowl was his for the taking. He
slowly picked it up, peering toward the
window. There was no one there. He was
in the clear, his prize in hand!

But he had not stolen it. It had been
given to him. In fact, his chance to steal it
had been stolen from him. The Guru cer-
tainly must have been an Adept, clairvoy-
ant enough to know his presence and
telepathic enough to read his intentions.
But why had he given him such a treasure?

The door of the extraordinary opened
onto a new dimension for the bold thief.
He had to see more of Nagarjuna. Golden
bowl in hand, he approached the house and

entered into the presence of the Guru. *

was going to steal your golden bowl, but I
no longer need to. Why did you throw it
out tome?’’

“Whatever wealth I have is for the
benetit of others. I threw you the golden
bowl because you wanted it. When we die
there is no need for wealth. Stay here with
me. Eat and drink whatever you wish.
There 1s no more need for you to steal.”

The thief knew that this was his des-
tiny. He asked for the teaching of the Holy
Dharma. Nagarjuna anointed him in the
mandala of the Glorious Esoteric Communion
Tantra, the royal Guhyasamaja. He then led
him into a room in which there was a heap
of precious stones—diamonds, rubies,
emeralds, sapphires yellow and blue. ““This
1s your room. Contemplate these jewels,
how they lack intrinsic reality and radiate
clear light brilliance. Imagine whatever
substance you desire as if it were horns
grown on your head!”

The thief spent twelve years there in
contemplation. At first he was quite happy.
He was so determined, though, that the
unreal which he imagined began to become
real, and real horns appeared on his head.
They grew so long that they bumped into
the ceiling and he could no longer move
about. Nagarjuna finally returned and
asked him, “Are you happy now?”

“No, I am not happy!”

The Guru laughed. ““Just as you have
become unhappy through the mere imagi-
nation of horns upon your head, in the
same way all living beings ruin their happi-
ness by clinging to their talse imaginations
and thinking them to be real. All forms of
life and all objects of desire are like clouds.
But even birth, life, and death can have no
power over those whose hearts are pure
and free from delusions. If you can look
upon all possessions of this world as no less
unreal, undesirable, and cumbersome than
the imagined horns on your head, then you
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will be tree from the samsaric life-cycle.”

At this the thief realized the emptiness
of all intrinsic substantiality, and the rela-
tivity of all things. Instantly, the horns
vanished. For another six months he con-
templated the indivisibility of nirvana and
samsara, the unity of clear light brilliance
and the magic body. He attained the Su-
preme Feat, unexcelled perfect Enlighten-
ment, Buddhahood in his very body. He
became renowned as the Guru Nagabodhi,
upholder of the lineage of the Esoteric Com-
munion Tantra. Legend has it that he still
dwells in south India, high on Glory Moun-
tain, mystically effecting the welfare of
living beings.

W hen you pull on the thread of
“theft” in the complex tapestry of

Buddhist civilizations, you discover

1ts connection to every piece of the pat-
tern. It 1s true that only an omniscient
person can understand, not only every-
thing, but even one little thing. Thus re-
duced to awed silence at the enormity of
my task, my mind takes refuge in the shin-
ing golden bowl of Nagarjuna. This golden
bowl turns theft into its polar opposite—
gift—opening the doorway to enlighten-
ment, which is neither theft nor gift,
though the end of all thefts and the well-
spring of all gifts.

This story contains the various levels of
Buddhist ethics relevant to the issue of
property, as well as the basis of these
ethics. To summarize, the Buddha was the
first to discover that all persons and things
are selfless. They lack fixed absoluteness or
intrinsic identity and thus are thoroughly
relativistic. Life is selfless relativity, total
relationality. Living beings suffer from the
delusion that they are a fixed, absolute
self-center of existence. Good and evil are
measured by whether beings are liberated
from this predicament or involved even
more painfully. Thus, good is selfless ac-
tion. Evil is selfish action. Good causes
happiness and freedom. Evil causes sutfer-
ing and bondage. Upon this simple basis,
there are three main levels of Buddhist
ethics. The ethics of individual liberation
emphasizes the restraint of action which is
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evil—harmful to self and others. The
ethics of universal liberation adds to this a
messianic code of actions aimed at libera-
tion of all beings and transformation of the
world. The ethics of inconceivable libera-
tion consummates these two levels through
the apocalyptic actualization of the Bud-
dha-land, the universe as perfection of
goodness.

In the story of the golden bowl, we see
the first ethical level in the fact that both
Nagarjuna and the thief are aware that

theft is evil. ““Theft” is defined in Bud-
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dhism as “"taking that not given™ (adinna-
uana) by another. “‘Gift”’ is its opposite, and
it is more powerful than theft. Once Na-
garjuna has given up the golden bowl, the
thief can no longer steal it. The second
ethical level is indicated by Nagarjuna’s
statement that his wealth is for the benetit
of others. Once theft has been prevented,
Nagarjuna wants to give everything
needed to all beings. The highest gift is the
gift of the Dharma, since the Dharma ena-
bles beings to gain their own freedom.

The apocalyptic level of ethics is seen
through the compounding of inconceiva-
bilities observed in the story: the more
mythic or symbolic aspects, as the modern
mind would have it. The alchemist’s wish-
tultilling golden bowl, the omniscience of
the Guru, the growth of the horns, and the
actualization of Nagabodhi’s Buddhahood
in that very life, all weave another world
beyond the ordinariness of space/time, the
world of purity and perfection of the Glor-
ious Esoteric Communion.

T o understand the Buddhist attitude

toward “‘property, we need to know the
Buddha’s own personal cosmogony, some-
times called by scholars the “Buddhist
Genesis.” 2 Of course, there 1s no “‘first
creation  in this myth. The cyclic process
of creation and destruction is beginning-
less, as are the souls of the infinite living
beings inhabiting the various worlds.

[n the beginning of our cycle, the
realms of gross forms are energized by the
previous merits of the souls seeking re-
birth. At first there are no solid planets,
and Brahma and other gods tloat in a great




Nagabodhi

energy sea of pure bliss. These beings are
androgynous, with subtle amorphous bod-
ies of pure bliss-energy, their very soft
boundaries gently merging. They differ
very little among themselves or from the
environment. There is almost no giving or
taking, as almost all is inter-given. But
they are gods, not Buddhas, and so there is
some holding back, some core instinct of
self-identity-habit. As self-definition pro-
gresses, the “other’” becomes more differ-
entiated. Each self wants more “‘other,”
yet each fears loss to others more: bound-

aries expand through greed and harden
through aggression and defensiveness.
Those of less merit begin to die from the
heavenly energy-fields and are reborn in
proto-human form on a gravity-bound
planetary environment. This planet, at first
all water, solidifies as the excretion of the
pure energy gods, the product of delusion,
greed, and aggression. Humans solidity it
even more by consuming the water, and
eventually a scum<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>