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Parables and sayings from Hindu sage Ramakrishna
Highland Views
Chris Highland
Guest Columnist

Ramakrishna (1836-1886) was a Hindu mystic and saint. He was particularly devoted to the Goddess Kali, an intriguing deity who is both a tender and
fiercely protective Mother. Ramakrishna was a priest of her temple in Kolkata.
For him, Kali was the Universal Mother.
He even called his wife, Sarada Devi,
the Holy Mother — an incarnation of
the Goddess.
His most famous disciple, Swami Vivekananda, spoke at the first World
Parliament of Religions held in Chicago
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in 1893. He is credited with bringing
Hinduism to America. During my years
as an interfaith chaplain I often found
retreat on land managed by the Vedanta Society in Northern California. Walking in the quiet calm of forests and
fields I would pass beautiful white deer,
bobcats, hawks and a memorial to Vivekananda.
According to the Ramakrishna Vedanta Society of North Carolina (in
Morrisville), Ramakrishna “was the
only person in the religious history of
the world who practiced not only the
religions of various Hindu sects but
also practiced both Islam and Christianity.” Be that as it may, he was an unusual sort of person and practitioner,
offering wise observations such as,
“Many good sayings are to be found in

holy books, but merely reading them
will not make one religious.”
Two of my favorite parables are
adapted here from “The Gospel of Sri
Ramakrishna,” the most popular translation of his teachings:
Once, a group of people were crossing the Ganges river in a boat. One of
them was a religious scholar who impressed everyone with his knowledge.
One by one he told each passenger how
much he knew the Vedas (scriptures)
and religious philosophy. He asked one
traveler, “Do you know the scriptures?”
They responded: “No, I’m afraid I
don’t.” He asked another, “Have you
read the great holy books?” The reply:
“No, sorry, I haven’t.” Again he asked:
“Haven’t you read any philosophy at
all?” “No, sir, I have not,” came the an-

swer.
A great storm arose and soon the
boat was swamped and sinking. As the
water rose and each traveler fell into
the water the passengers asked the
scholar, “Do you know how to swim?”
“No!” he yelled as he was sinking. Then
one spoke up: “I don’t know all those
things you know. But I know how to
swim.”
Practical knowledge is essential.
You can’t float on a raft made of holy
books.
You may hear a touch of humor in
another parable:
A frog lived in a well. Born and
brought up there, he had never seen another frog. One day a frog who had lived
See HIGHLAND, Page 2D
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the times to be spent in quiet Galilee.
But then in his love, God also grants us
those pivotal turning points when the
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one worldview?
There’s a meditation room in the
main house of the Vedanta retreat that
is open to people of any faith or no faith.
Surrounding the room are large pictures of Ramakrishna, Vivekananda,
Buddha and Jesus. Sarada Devi is there
too, reminding each person of the power of the feminine. While sitting there,
my attention was drawn out the windows. Nature beckoned.
As Ramakrishna once said: “Divine
Nature can be realized and fully actualized in daily life by sincerely following any number of revealed paths.” As a
secular person, I take this to mean
whatever path we choose, secular or
spiritual, we can discover the nature of

our world and our own nature. We simply need to keep in mind that studying
scriptures and theology, praying or
meditating, does not teach us to swim
or help us leap from our wells.
Maybe, like Ramakrishna, some of
us are hopping along the riverbank of
various religious traditions, searching
for the sea.
Chris Highland served as a Protestant minister and interfaith chaplain
for many years. He is a teacher, writer,
freethinker and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife Carol, a Presbyterian
minister, live in Asheville. His latest
books are "A Freethinker's Gospel" and
"Broken Bridges." Learn more at chighland.com.
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in the sea hopped down the well. Startled, the well frog asked:
“Where are you from?” “The sea.”
“How big is that?” “Very big.” The well
frog stretched his legs. “Is your ‘sea’ this
big?” “Much bigger.” The well frog took
a leap from one side to the other. “Yes,
but is your sea as big as my well?”
“Friend, you can’t compare them.”
The well frog grew very angry and
shouted: “That is not true! There could
never be anything bigger than my well.
You are a liar. Get out!” Ramakrishna

draws out the lesson: Such is the narrow-minded one who sits in their little
well and thinks the whole world is no
bigger.
Stories like these invite contemplation for anyone, Hindu or otherwise.
Those open-air walks in nature on Vedanta land were the best meditation. I
had similar experiences at other retreat
centers managed by Benedictine
monks, Dominican sisters, Buddhist
priests, Episcopal priests and Presbyterian ministers. Now I find the same in
the “secular sanctuaries” of our National Parks and other natural open spaces
on mountains, by rivers or even in a
garden or a walk in the neighborhood.
Who wants to be trapped in a well of

Issues

pointed conservative judges and advocated for religious liberty. Mohler is now
warning that Biden’s administration
will dismay many Southern Baptists
with initiatives bolstering abortion
rights and LGBTQ rights.
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Racial justice

Disunited Methodists

During nationwide protests, leaders
from many religious traditions spoke
out to support the peaceful goals of
demonstrators. But in the months since,
some segments – particularly within
Christianity – have taken notably different approaches. Leaders of the six seminaries within the Southern Baptist Convention released a statement in November decrying critical race theory, a broad
term often used to describe critiques of
societal racism, as “incompatible with”
central tenets of the faith. Meanwhile,
members of other Christian denominations, including Episcopalians and
United Methodists, are exploring reparations to African Americans in greater
depth.

The pandemic also forced the United
Methodist Church to cancel a potentially momentous national meeting last
May that’s now rescheduled for late August. The same topic will dominate the
agenda: Whether America’s largest
mainline Protestant denomination will
split due to differences over inclusion of
LGBTQ people. Many congregations
want to fully recognize same-sex marriage and ordain LGBTQ people as ministers, while conservatives want to
maintain longstanding but sporadically
enforced bans. Under one proposal,
conservative congregations and regional bodies would be allowed to separate
and form a new denomination while receiving $25 million in UMC funds and
keeping their properties.

Catholics and the president
Biden will be just the second Roman
Catholic president in U.S. history, after
John F. Kennedy. But he has been
viewed cautiously by the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops over his support for abortion rights. Some argue Biden should be barred from partaking in
Holy Communion, and the bishops conference has formed a working group to
study how to deal with him. However,
there has been a relatively positive response from Cardinal Wilton Gregory,
the archbishop of Washington. He says
he won’t prevent Biden from receiving
Communion and looks forward to cooperating on social issues where the president-elect’s views mesh with church
teaching.

Muslim Americans’ goals

In this Aug. 2 file photo, a storm cloud approaches the Mequon Untited
Methodist Church in Mequon, Wis. The coronavirus pandemic forced the United
Methodist Church to cancel a potentially momentous national meeting last May
that’s now rescheduled for late August 2021. MORRY GASH/AP

needy by forming religious and nonreligious alliances, rather than elevating
specific faith-based groups.

White House faith office

LGBTQ rights

Trump built close ties to conservative evangelicals even before his 2016
election, but he didn’t establish a formal
White House faith operation until more
than a year after his inauguration. His
Faith and Opportunity Initiative has
been led by Florida-based televangelist
Paula White, a longtime spiritual adviser to Trump who later campaigned for
his reelection. While it’s not yet clear
how Biden will set up and staff his own
2021
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Under Trump there have been some
rollbacks in civil rights protections for
LGBTQ people that Biden is vowing to
restore and expand. But that may prove
complicated if Republican lawmakers
and the Supreme Court, now with a solid conservative majority, endorse the
arguments of religious conservatives
that some of those protections infringe
on religious liberty. One example: a
pending Supreme Court case in which a
Catholic social services agency says it
should be able to turn away same-sex

vow to oppose efforts by Democrats in
Congress to pass the Equality Act,
which would extend nationwide the
comprehensive anti-bias protections
already afforded to LGBTQ people in 21
mostly Democratic-governed states,
covering such sectors as housing, public
accommodations and public services.

Southern Baptists
The Southern Baptist Convention,
the country’s largest Protestant denomination. plans a national meeting in
June after canceling it in 2020 due to
COVID-19. A new SBC president will be
elected at the meeting. For now the only
declared candidate is the Rev. Albert
Mohler, president of the Southern Bap-

Muslim American groups have lauded Biden’s plans to end Trump’s curbs
on travel from several majority-Muslim
nations. And after that, the nation’s diverse Muslim communities have other
hopes for his administration. Refugee
admissions to the U.S. have plummeted,
with a screening system led by several
faith-based groups brought to a near
halt as Trump slashed the annual refugee ceiling. Biden has pledged to raise it
and to build a diverse administration
that includes Muslim American voices.

The coronavirus
Even amid a mass vaccine distribution effort, religious communities will
continue to wrestle with the pandemic’s
impact on in-person worship. Religious
liberty advocates, particularly conservative ones, have criticized state and local restrictions as improperly hindering
worship more than secular activities
like shopping or dining. Other clerical
leaders have embraced online services,
saying keeping people safe should take
precedence over traditions. Biden illustrated the thorniness of the debate rePowered
TECNAVIA
cently when he
gave aby
short
answer to a
question about Americans’ ability to

