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SRI' RA’MA'NUJA'S ULTIMATE RELIGIOUS IDEA.

HK fundamental idea of every religion is to provide man with
as complete a conception of the unity and ultimate substra 

tum of the universe as possible. In the attempt to form such a 
conception, we have the three distinct stages, the Atheistic, the 
Pantheistic, and the Theistic. The salient feature of each of these 
may be stated as follows :—

The assertion that the universe is self-existent precludes the 
necessity of assuming a cause for its existence. Hence the asser 
tion of a self-existent universe is the assertion of Atheism.

The assertion that the universe is self-created involves the con 
ception of an inherent Necessity causing evolution from one state 
of existence to another, or existence passing through an endless 
series of modifications, each conjugate pair of which would be in 
the relation of cause and effect. The cause would be potential with 
respect to the effect, and the effect actual with respect to the cause. 
That the endless series of potential and actual existences occur by 
reason of an inherent Necessity is the assertion of Pantheism.

The assertion that the universe is created by an external 
agency implies the conception of an extra-cosmic Deity, by whose, 
command or will, the universe comes into being. This agency is 
thus not in the universe, but out of it, and creating it from outside 
This is the assertion of Theism.

Now, to which of these hypotheses does Ramanuja’s ultimate 
religious idea belong ? Before we answer this question, let us in 
quire a little into the tenability or otherwise of the three hypotheses 
stated above.

The theistic hypothesis of creation by external agency, com 
mits thought to the necessity of asking why it should be compelled 
to stop at the one supposed external agency, for may not that 
agency have itself had another agent ? So the theistic idea commits 
us to the necessity of assuming an infinite series of agencies, each 
external to the other- And this would vitiate theism.

The pantheistic hypothesis of self-creation we said, involves the 
idea of a series of potential and actual existences, similarly infinite. 
Supposing for argument that we had a finite series, the first of 
which is potential, we cannot still avoid thinking ‘ whence the 
potential ? ’ We shall be driven in such a case to take refuge under 
the atheistic theory of self-existence, i.c., self-existence for the 
first potential existence.

As regards the atheistic hypothesis of self-existence, let. us 
analyze what self-existence means. It means existence without a 
beginning. But as Herbert Spencer says : ‘ To conceive exist-
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euce through infinite past time, implies the conception of infinite 
past time, which is an impossibility. To this let us add, that even 
were self-existence conceiveable, it would not in any sense be an 
explanation of the universe. No one will say that the existence of 
an object at the present moment is made easier to understand by 
the discovery that it existed an hour ago, or a day ago, or a year 
ago ; and if its existence now is not made in the least degree more 
comprehensible by its existence during some previous finite period 
of time, then no accumulation of such finite periods, even could we 
extend them to an infinite period, would make it more comprehen 
sible. Thus the atheistic theory is not only absolutely unthink 
able, but, even if it were thinkable would not be a solution.’

Were Ramanuja’s ultimate religious idea like any one of 
these three hypotheses, it would be open to the objections to which 
each of them is subject as set forth in previous paragraphs. What 
then is Ramanuja’s conception ? He conceives the universe as hav 
ing the two aspects of the Noutnenal and the Phenomenal, the Nou- 
menal being the subtle mode and the Phenomenal the gross mode 
of the One Reality, underlying both.

This is in fact the statement of his doctrine of the three Verities 
God, soul and matter, and these indissolubly connected together— 
God is self-existent, whereas soul and matter have co-existeuce 
with that self-existence. Did matter self-exist, then the necessity 
to postulate a third entity, God, is not obvious, and self-existence 
for matter or for soul would therefore be an atheistic hypothesis. But 
Ramanuja’s idea is not this. He does not postulate self-existence 
for matter or soul, but predicates it of God. His God is infinite, 
independent and absolute. For if God were finite, He would be 
limited, and this would imply a conception of something beyond 
His limits. But as God is the sole existence, something else be 
yond Him is not. God is independent, for if He were dependent, 
He could not be the Cause of all things, and He would be no God, 
for God would be quite another thing than that on which He depends. 
And God is absolute, or He who stands in no necessary relation to 
any other form of being. Relation implies dependence as well as 
finileness. Independence and infinity are therefore elements of abso 
luteness, in other words to be ‘ in every sense perfect, complete, total: 
including within itself all power, and transcending all law.’ Hence 
Ramanuja’s God is not in relation with space, not in relation with 
time and not in relation with conditions. He is self-existent. The 
atheistic hypothesis is tenable only when self-existence is 'predi 
cated of matter or of soul ; but when self-existence is predicated of 
God, and co-existence is predicated of matter and soul, Ramanuja’s 
ultimate idea is certainly not of the character of the atheistic hypoth 
esis. Co-existeuce of matter with God implies its existence co 
eternal with God and dependent on Him. So also as regards the
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With regard to the theistic hypothesis that the universe is 
created by an external agency, such a hypothesis is foreign to 
Ramanuja. In that sense, his ultimate idea does not partake of the 
character of theism at all. Theism is open to the objection already 
stated of liability to suppose a series of agents,— which is the poly 
theistic conception—and to the objection that the materials which 
that agency employs to build the universe are external to it. Materials 
external to it are employed, just like an artificer or artisan employ 
ing brick, stone or metal and fashioning and combining them with 
several articles. The external agent would thus be an external 
artificer, and his materials have self-existence. To accept self-ex 
istence for matter, would be for theism to accept atheism, which is 
self-contradictory. Ramanuja’s ultimate religious idea is neither 
of these. While he predicates self-existence for God, he predicates 
 co-existence for matter and soul. And God, matter and soul exist 
eternally together. For if eternality were for God alone, matter, say, 
would have a beginning ; and before the beginning, the question 
which we cannot avoid asking our mind is, what was it ? If before 
the beginning it was nothing, then the conception of a something 
caused by a nothing is an impossible one, but if it was some 
thing it would thus be eternal. But God is also eternal, but 
his eternality will not be affected by a co-eternal substance, in 
dependence. Hence Ramdnuja’s conception of the Universe as com 
posed of a trinity of which God is self-existent and eternal and 
matter and soul co-existent and co-eternal is free from the objec 
tions of the partial truths represented by theism or atheism. 
Ramfinuja further conceives God to be the Soul of the universe, the 
Universe constituting His body. The relation between soul and 
body is inseparable ; but while soul is the master, body is subser 
vient. Soul is independent, while body is dependent. Were soul, 
for argument’s sake, to become extinct, body could not exist ; 
but were body to become extinct, soul could exist. To employ a 
simile, a flower could exist without fragrance or with fragrance, but 
no fragrance could exist without the flower. Soul is the subsian- 
tiurn or the substratum which underlies attributes. Between sub 
stance and attribute there is an indissoluble connection, but sub 
stance is not attribute, nor attribute substance. The soul is thus 
an internal force of the body, and hence an inherent power, an im 
manent energy. God works in the universe, and not out of it. 
lhe former idea is called pantheistic, and the latter theistic. 
Ramanuja’s God as the soul working in a body partakes in this as 
pect, of pantheism. But pantheism assumes self-creation for the 
Universe, and is open to speculation as to whether it does not also 
imply monism. If it does, .then matter is not different from spirit ; 
or what appears to us as matter is either an illusion, or spirit itself 
modified, or a certain mode of manifestation of spirit. But if we 
can bring ourselves to have a consistent belief as to the reality
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presented, of matter to our consciousness as illusion, then there is 
nothing to prevent our imagining the spirit itself to be an illusion, 
or vice versa, what is there to exclude our supposing that instead of 
spirit taking up the illusory matter character, matter itself takes 
up the illusory character of spirit—Spirit modifying into matter? 
If this is represeutible to our consciousness then matter modifying 
into spirit is equally easy of conception. The former would be 
the materialization of spirit, and the latter spiritualization of matter. 
And which is the first ? And which is the last ? But if pantheism 
means the manifestation of spirit in a certain mode, and if mode 
means body or matter, we have Ramanuja’s ultimate idea. The modes 
are attributes of the substance on which they depend. Ramanuja con 
ceives the universe as a composite of three elements, of which God 
is the soul, and individual souls and matter are His body. And when 
we say God manifests, it means God manifests through His body. 
The body may be subject to changes, but the soul within remains un 
affected, in other words not affected by the changes such as those the 
body undergoes. The body is changeful, not of itself, but as deter 
mined by the indwelling soul. While the soul within is the enjoy- 
er, the body ministers to his enjoyment.

Ramanuja’s ulimate Religious conception of the universe is 
thus neither atheism, nor theism nor pantheism, but partakes of the 
nature of all of them. It is impossible to find an English term to 
express Ramanuja’s conception. A phrase may, even though inade 
quate, be employed which is ‘ Trinity in Unity,’ the Sanskrit name 
being Visishtadvaita. This is the ultimate of all religious concep 
tions, and while it is in a most generalized form it is also most har 
monized. It is a great advance in thought to coalesce polytheistic 
conceptions into monotheism ; and a far greater advance it is to 
reduce all monotheistic conceptions into a ‘ form in which,’ as Her 
bert Spencer says, 1 personal superintendence becomes merged in 
universal immanence.’

Thoughts are clothed in language. And in course of time lan 
guage becomes a clog to our thoughts. Such has been the case with 
the language represented by the terms atheism, theism and pan 
theism. One is not certainly constrained to be bound to what he ought 
to think in accordance with what these terms may imply. Let the 
thoughts be free and combined be all those ‘ Isms ’ into an Univer- 
salisin such as that of Ramanuja is.

So far as regards the metaphysical idea of the universe. The 
moral side has not been considered here.

If God and matter co-exist, what, it may be asked, is the mean 
ing of co-existence. Co-existence is a conception in space, and 
therefore one thing existing in juxtaposition to another means a 
boundary to both. Hence God cannot be infinite. ,To this we reply.
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that the conception of co-existence as with reference to space is not 
what Ramanuja means by co existence of God and matter. His 
co-existence is interpenetration, or God immanent in matter. As 
illustrations of such co-existence may be given the pervasion of 
light and heat and air, all at the same time in space, or pervasion of 
body with consciousness ; or as of pain or of pleasure permeating a 
body. Unless the principle of pervasion, or immanence is prop 
erly understood, co-existence is apt to be misunderstood as a 
spatial relation. Co-existence as implying the relation of the per 
vaded and the pervader, or the container and the contained, is thus 
reconcilable with infiniteness for God.

Thus, spirit in matter, causing the latter to be manifest, and 
manifesting itself at the same time, is the inherent necessity. Matter 
is neither self-existent nor self-created. It is co-existent with spirit 
and is created by spirit— creation meaning thereby not something 
evolving out of nothing, but something manifesting differently from 
its previous condition, by the omnipotence and omnipresence of 
the spirit within. When we say matter manifests, we mean matter 
manifests on account of the spirit within. By itself, matter is 
incapable of manifestation— so says Sri Ramanuja, in accordance 
with Bhagavad-Gitá.* The ultimate religious idea of Rámánuja 
is therefore, that God is the Life, and matter is His garment. If for 
an instant, we combine soul and God and call it mind, and all the 
various manifestations of matter as body : both body and mind, 
though twain, are yet closely intertwined together as one. To 
Ramanuja, matter and spirit are never dissociated. To him matter 
exists in innumerable forms, but is ever the garment of God. In the 
sense that God is Life working within the body, ever and always, 
Ramanuja’s system may be called pantheism. But it is not monistic 
pantheism. It is neither that pantheism nor that theism, nor that 
atheism, as defined at the beginning of this paper. It is not any of 
these and yet it partakes of the nature of all and is a universe work 
ing.

Ramanuja may be said to be also a Theosophist. For the views 
of Theosophy basically agree with his views. Taking Mrs. Annie 
Besant as the highest authority, we shall take, from among many 
others, the following extracts in corroboration of this position. She 
says :

“ Who shall blame the searcher after Truth, when failing to find 
how Life can spring from force and matter, he (the Theosophist) 
seeks whether Life be not itself the céntre, and whether every form 
of matter may not be the garment wherewith veils itself an Eternal 
and Universal Life?’+

*  ‘  By Me, the Superintendent, doth Nature beget all mutables and immutables. 
Indeed is this the reason, Kaunteya, that the universe revolves.’ (IX-io).

t  P. 8 : ‘ Why I became a Theosophist,’
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Body and Mind, however closely intermingled, are twain, not
one.* > .

With him (the Theosophist) all living things act in and
through a material basis, and ‘ matter ’ and ‘ spirit ’ are not found
dissociated.”)

A. Go v in d a  CHARI.U.

PSYCHIC SCIENCE AND REINCARNATION. Í

THE Step taken by Columbus Bradford, a former minister of the 
Methodist Episcopal church, in accepting the theory of 

reincarnation as an explanation of some of life’s mysteries and in 
declaring that this theory is “ scriptural” will cause some of his 
colleagues to abuse him and doubtless may cause some others to
stop and think.

Now that science has accepted the theory of physical evolution, 
it is merely a matter of time when it will accept the theory of 
psychical evolution.

Every logical evolutionist who believes in the immortality of 
the soul will eventually face problems that only the theory of rein 
carnation can solve.

Evolution implies reincarnation. Evolution is the theory of the 
gradual progression of forms—that higher, more complex forms are 
evolved from the lower, simpler forms.

Reincarnation is the theory of the gradual progression of life. 
If there is an evolution of form there must be a corresponding evo 
lution of life.

In his “ Hints and Echoes of Japanese Inner Eife ” Eafcadio 
Hearn says: “ With the acceptance of the doctrine of evolution, old 
forms of thought crumbled, new ideas everywhere arose to take the 
plaee of worn out dogmas, and we now have the spectacle of a 
general intellectual movement in directions strangely parallel with 
oriental philosophy.

“ The unprecedented rapidity and multiformity of scientific 
progress during the last fifty years could not have failed to provoke 
an equally unprecedented intellectual quickening among the lion- 
scientific.

“ That the highest and most complex organisms have been 
developed from the lowest and simplest ; that a single physical ba 
sts of life is the substance of the whole living'world ; that no line 
of separation can be drawn between the animal and vegetable ; 
that the difference between life and nou-liie is only a difference of 
degree, not of kind ; that matter is not less incomprehensible than 
mind, while both are but varying manifestations of one and the

* P. 30 : Ibid. ------  -
+ P. 9 : Ibid.
Í Republished from the Record-Herald, of Chicago.


