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The Ennobles the Inner Life of Man

“Atonement,” says a Christian missionary,
“means at-one-ment.” The atonement of Jesus
Christ for the sins of mankind may or may not be
at-one-ment. But at-one-ment is the key-stone of
all religiosity. The most typical word for prayer or
worship in Sanskrit language is sandhya which
means coming together or at-one-ment.

(Sam=together and dha=to put).

The importance of prayer in religion can best
be judged by the fact that although prayer is only
one of the many functions of religion, in common
parlance, both religion and prayer are regarded as
congruent in all respects. A man who fulfils all
other conditions, but does not pray is called
irreligious and a man who only prays and does
nothing else is supposed to be the most religious.
It is in this sense that mosques, temples and
churches are looked upon as God’s Houses and
their sanctity becomes the paramount duty of the
society and the state.

There is no doubt that religion in its true sense
covers the whole life of man, omitting nothing
that is life and adding nothing that is not life and in
this sense every particle of the world is the Abode
of God and much more the body in which the
inner man resides. But as prayer is meant to colour
the whole life of man, past, present and future, it
has become the most important of religious
duties.

If you want to know what prayer is, you will
find several varieties of it in the religious market.
A shopkeeper hot-busy with his customers and yet
telling the beads of his rosary, this is one variety. A
rich money-lender who cannot spare a moment
from his worldly engagements hires a priest to
recite ‘Rama Rama’, ‘Gayattri’ or any other form
of God’s names and at night goes to bed with a
consolation that he has not been quite negligent of
life after death. This is another variety. Another
rich man gets a voluminous book printed at his
cost which contains nothing but the sacred
syllable ‘Rama Rama’ and thinks that as many
times the syllable has been printed in all the copies
of the book, so many times it has been taken as
recited by him. This is the third variety. The
Prayer-wheel of the Tibetans which is a big rotary
machine to bring out the name of the deity with a
great velocity is the fourth form. In these days of
scientific inventions it is not difficult to devise a
contrivance which could turn out the greatest
number of copies of God’s name in the least time,
at the least cost “and with the least attention.
Instead of devoting all twenty-four hours to
religious prayers, you can just direct your agent to
spend a minute yearly and organise a stupendous
system whereby it be possible to get God’s name
repeated millions of times and to secure for you all
the benefits of religious life. The sale of
indulgences organised by the Popes of Rome in
the time of Martin Luther was a similar type.

But the question is: “Is this all at-one-ment? Is
this all prayer ?” It is these types of prayers that
have set thinking minds against religion itself.
Gautama Buddha was disgusted with the prayers

— Ganga Prasad Upadhyaya

which were in vogue in his times. So was Christ.
So was John Wycliff, the morning star of
Christian Reformation. So was Luther. And so
was Swami Dayanand in his own times. The same
disgust is found in the minds of atheists too. They
say that religious prayers are not a jot better than
the flattery and buffoonery prevalent in the courts
of despots. They do not ennoble man’s life. They
degrade him. They enslave him. They kill all
spirituality that nature has put in him. All real
prayer ought to be at-one-ment or rising of the
soul to God, finding itself near God (Surd-
upasana. Up=near, Asana=sitting). You can call it
realization of God. It is a mental attitude, not a
form. Yajur Veda says: —

“The wise and religious sages apply their
mind and intellect to the great and wise God, who
and who alone supports and knows all. This
(application of mind and intellect) is the best wor-
ship of the Great Creator."

Swami Dayanand in his Satyarth-Prakash
writes that “whoever says that sugar is sweet does
neither obtain the sugar nor its taste,”2 similarly
mere recitation of prayers is useless.

It is a very unfortunate thing that many things
which were not prayer in the beginning have now
come to be regarded as ‘prayer proper.’ I shall give
here two examples. The Azan in a Moslem
mosque, as the Arabic word testifies, is only a call
to prayer and not prayer itself.

Similarly, the tolling of bells in a Hindu
temple or a Christian Church means no more than
information to the people that the time for prayer
has come and that; they should collect there. But if
you closely watch the worshippers, you will find
that rites and ceremonies occupy the whole
attention of the devotees and people cling to the
husk, throwing the inner kernel to dogs. I have
often watched the pilgrims hurrying to have a dip
in the Ganges, singing religious songs or reciting
sacred syllables. I have tried to find what their

mental attitude is. I have seen Kirtan Mandlis or
singing parties arranged for religious purposes. In
ninety-nine per cent cases, | failed to detect any
serious religiosity.

I do not mean to say that recitations have no
value. Language has its place in the economy of
nature and so have recitations in religion. But
their utility is limited. As soon as they usurp the
place of other factors, they lose their value and
become pernicious. Language is a medium of
thought and is useful only so far as it conveys
thought. It is not impossible to use language with-
out thought. We do it every day. A child utters
words and sentences which he does not
understand at all. Even adults, and sometimes
well-educated adults use words which they do not
at all mean. James in his psychology has quoted
paragraphs from standard magazines which
though beautifully worded convey no sense
whatsoever. Herein lies the danger of prayers and
recitations. There are many formulas which are
altogether meaningless. Some religious
preceptors have devised queer syllables for their
disciples. They hold that no religion is worth the
name unless it is mystified. Therefore, in order to
overawe the devotees they make prayers more
and more mystic. I think that it is a sheer misuse of
prayers as it does not and cannot ennoble the inner
life of man.

The real aim of prayers is that the worshipper
should internally realize that he is inseparably
connected with a cosmic power and that his own
life is a part and parcel of a much bigger life—the
life of the universe. He has to harmonise his life
with that Great Life. He has to feel the unity. All
prayers of right type are meant to impress upon
the worshipper this reality. Prayers do begin with
lip motions, but if they end there, they become
harmful. Patanjali, the father of Indian Yoga, says
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“Recite and meditate.”
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