Stress Free with Sri Sri
- By Ashok Mahadevan

With his incessant globe-trotting, his
media-savvy one-liners, and his promise
of stress-free bliss, Sri Sri Ravi Shankar
seems the perfect globalized guru.
Whether he will fade from the limelight
years hence, or—as some of his
followers believe—he will go down in
history alongside figures like Buddha,
Mohammed, and Ramakrishna
_;l Paramahamsa, remains to be seen. There is little doubt, though, that currently
at least, the 50-year-old founder of the Art of Living (AOL) movement is one of
the hottest gurus around, with a large following in India and many other
countries.

According to the AOL’s official history, the movement was established in 1982
shortly after a breathing technique christened Sudarshan Kriya was revealed to
Sri Sri during a 10-day period of silence. Like many other meditation and
pranayam techniques—and even brisk exercise—the Sudarshan Kriya, which
involves hyperventilation, was a mood lifter. Once he began teaching it, the
young guru began to rapidly gain adherents, especially among well-educated,
middle-class youths.

Apart from AOL meeting their psychological needs, many of these adherents
were attracted to Sri Sri because of his ability to connect them to their Hindu
roots. Vikram Hazra, a long-time disciple of Sri Sri, says, “Me and my peers
were completely cut off from the benefits of our spiritual tradition, simply
because nobody had been able to present it to us in a digestible format.”

Like many gurus, Sri emphasizes the importance of serving others, and AOL
members are involved in a number of social welfare activities ranging from
helping people traumatized by natural calamities or wars and terrorist attacks to
promoting organic farming.

Just how large is the movement? According to AOL, around 20 million people
have taken its courses. But since it offers no evidence for the claim, it’s
impossible to verify the figure.

There is no doubt, however, that some of its claims are exaggerated. For

instance, according to an AOL brochure its “Youth Empowerment Seminar” is
compulsory at 10 German universities. A random check by Reader’s Digest at . Health
five of the universities revealed that not only is the seminar not compulsory, it is

not even part of the academic curriculum. It is offered as a leisure activity, Home
alongside tennis and aerobics. » Food
At a recent interview at his ashram outside Bangalore, Sri Sri Ravi Shankar *  Money
talked to Reader’s Digest about himself and his beliefs. +  Challen
You
Reader’s Digest: | took an Art of Living course before coming here but it didn’t Techno

do much for me. Perhaps | am too old to change.
Sri Sri Ravi Shankar: No, no. Age is no bar.
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RD: | believe your ancestors were from Tamil Nadu?

Sri Sri: Yes. -+ The ties th

- A love for
RD: So you are a Tamilian who grew up in Karnataka. Are you an lyer? + Something
Sri Sri: Yes. me

RD: What was your father’s profession?
Sri Sri: He was a businessman in the automobile industry.

RD: I've read that when you were a child you didn’t want to play football
because you couldn’t see yourself kicking anything. But were you fond of
cricket?

Sri Sri: No. | think Bernard Shaw [it's widely believed] said cricket is about
eleven fools playing and eleven thousand fools watching.

RD: Do you watch TV?
Sri Sri: | watch people and the drama that goes on in families, in communities,
among nations. When there is a live show why see a recorded one?

RD: And what were you like as a young boy?
Sri Sri: | am still a young boy. | never grew up.

RD: Did you have any special friends when you were young?

Sri Sri: | was close with everybody. | was inspired by the Gita's suggestion of
na shatru na mitru. No enemies, no special friends. When | was growing up my
friends were [mostly] elderly people. Now all my friends are youngsters.

RD: Were most of your friends elderly because they understood you better than
youngsters?
Sri Sri: Perhaps [older people] were more fascinated by me.

RD: What subjects did you like in school?
Sri Sri: Physics, history, literature.

RD: Did you do well?
Sri Sri: Fairly. | was not number one in my class—somewhere in the top 10.

RD: You studied physics in college?
Sri Sri: Yes.

RD: You were interested in science?

Sri Sri: In India, spirituality and science were never two different things.
Spirituality is going from the known to the unknown. In the West they are
separate; in India they are one.

RD: But the West is much more advanced in science than we are.
Sri Sri: We were under foreign rule for nearly a thousand years. And there have
been many scientific discoveries in this country too.

RD: Now that we are a free nation, you think the future of our science is bright if
we remember our tradition?
Sri Sri: Absolutely.

RD: After college you turned down a bank job. How did your parents react?
Sri Sri: | was very fortunate in having parents who were very understanding.
When | grew a beard, my mother was a little upset. But only for a couple of
months.

RD: And when did you realize that you were inclined towards the spiritual path?
Sri Sri: It was so natural for me—like fish taking to water. | never thought | was
doing something different to what | was supposed to be doing.

RD: After you graduated, what did you do?
Sri Sri: Yoga, meditation—the super physics.
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RD: You spent some time with Maharishi Mahesh Yogi?

Sri Sri: Yes, he used to have ‘science of spirituality’ conferences, and bring
together scientists and religious leaders. He invited me many times to speak. |
was very impressed by the work he was doing—bringing all that ancient wisdom
which was in libraries or bundled up in some pundits’ homes.

RD: | believe you parted company.
Sri Sri: There was no ill feeling. [But] | was not very comfortable with [his]
claims of people flying.

RD: Levitating?

Sri Sri: Yes, those sorts of things. | was also more interested in rural
development. So | went into villages and helped people to integrate their lives
and get the stress out. | helped children study both ancient and modern
science.

RD: You're supposed to have undergone a ten-day period of silence. What
happened?
Sri Sri: An instinct comes that you want silence and so you follow it.

RD: Where were you at the time?
Sri Sri: On the bank of the Tunga river in Bhadravati in Karnataka.

RD: What was revealed to you during those ten days?
Sri Sri: The Sudarshan Kriya. It came like a poem, an inspiration. | learnt it and
| started teaching it.

RD: Rajneesh used to teach “dynamic meditation” which consisted of ten
minutes of hyperventilation. Had you heard of this?
Sri Sri: No.

RD: You follow the Advaita philosophy. What do you think of other Hindu
traditions like Tantra, where sex is used to achieve oneness?

Sri Sri: | have not tried those methods. If it has helped some people it is okay.
Tantra could be used perhaps for getting over obsessions.

RD: What do you mean?

Sri Sri: [Tantra] is like therapy for some
people stuck with sex in their minds. But |
don’t know [if it can help] achieve
sharpness of mind or a blissful
personality.

RD: You are celibate?

Sri Sri: Yes, but | don’timpose celibacy; |

don’t say it is a must for people in order

to feel blissful. That happens naturally

when you know you are not just the

body—that you are scintillating energy.
The Hindu scriptures say spiritual ecstasy, Sahasrarathi, is one thousand times
[as joyous as] sex. And that bliss stays. It's not a peak that you drop from.

RD: Another key Hindu idea is non-attachment, to renounce your desires, to not
care about the results of your actions. Is it possible to really love if you are not
attached?

Sri Sri: Absolutely. Non-attachment does not mean not caring. The doctors in a
hospital could be very caring but they don’t worry [about the results]. If they are
worried they won't be able to think properly. But they do their 100% to save a
patient.

RD: For most ordinary human beings, loving means loving some people more
than others. For instance, | can’t conceive of loving everyone as much as | love
my family...

Sri Sri: It should not be forced on you; it is a natural evolution in life. You love
your son but [after some time] you start loving your daughter-in-law too. When a
cousin you haven't seen for a long time arrives from America and his children
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come home, don'’t you feel love for them? Suppose you are in Russia or
Mongolia and you meet [some] Indians. Almost instantaneously you start talking
to them and it doesn’t take long to get close to them. This sense of
belongingness has different grades. As you move in the path of spirituality it
happens instantaneously with everybody, whether you know them or not. You
feel a sense of belongingness to the whole world, all people.

RD: You were the first important Hindu spiritual leader from India to visit
Pakistan a couple of years ago. Did you meet any top political leaders?

Sri Sri: Several MPs came to our program and they met me. They were very
friendly. | was interviewed on several television programs as well.

RD: What did you talk about?

Sri Sri: That we need to globalize wisdom; we need to own all the wisdom in
the world rather than saying, “Because this is not from India it does not belong
to me.” The untouchable attitude towards knowledge, towards wisdom, will only
make a country poorer.

RD: Sometimes you seem to say we have lost touch with our ancient
knowledge. But now you're saying we must have globalized wisdom. Isn’t there
a contradiction?

Sri Sri: Strengthening your roots doesn’t mean that you have to stop yourself
from acquiring knowledge from elsewhere. | would say broaden your vision and
deepen your roots.

RD: A Dalit leader once told me that the caste system is the biggest scam in the
history of mankind, that Brahminism is a way of oppressing people at the
bottom.

Sri Sri: There is nothing wrong with Brahminism. People who accuse
Brahminism have not read Adi Shankara. He clearly says Jathi, Nethi, Kula,
Gotra durakam. Caste, religion—all this you have to transcend; it is not what
you are. Whatever caste a person is, the wise will always be respected—
Vidhwan sarvatra pujith. Of course there has been oppression of Dalits [but]
there has been oppression in many countries and many cultures. Christians had
the Spanish Inquisition, [they’ve] been against science, [but] you can’t say that
Christianity is bad.

In the Brahminical text it is written that the sudhra is the feet, but it also says
that the feet should be worshipped. No part of the body is considered low in the
Vedic literature. Throwing [out] all Brahminical wisdom is foolishness.

| think we are blowing out of proportion the Dalit issues. Not all Brahmins have
always suppressed Dalits. Even Ambedkar’s mentor was a Brahmin.
Basavanna, Adi Shankara, Ramanujacharya—/all] worked for Dalits.

We brought out a book called The Heritage of Dalits. In that we said that many
of the rishis are from lower castes. Krishna was from a backward class and he
is worshipped.

RD: What do you think about reservations based on caste?

Sri Sri: | would say no reservations in the higher educational institutions
because it dampens the competitive spirit among OBCs. It doesn’t give them
any impetus to work hard. In primary education there should be reservations,
there should extra facilities for underprivileged people. But they should not be
caste based, but economic conditions based.

RD: You are venerated by millions of people. Is that hard to handle?

Sri Sri: It doesn’t touch me at all. Whenever someone praises someone or
venerates somebody they are doing it to the one supreme power. If you say this
flower is beautiful, you are complimenting the one who created the flower. All
praises go to the Only One.

RD: | heard that you've predicted that you would die in your 80s, that 56 heads

of state will attend your funeral, and that just before dying you would reveal who
you were in your previous life.

Sri Sri: [Laughing] I've never said such things. Absolutely not. | only tell people
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to live in the present moment.

RD: What advice would you give to people who cannot take an Art of Living
Course?
Sri Sri: Keep smiling and serving.
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