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“KARMA "
by H. E. C. Formichi.

Lord Bacon states that “if to be vicious were profitable the only sinner would be the vir-
tuous man.” The safest foundation that one can give to morality is the demonstration of the fact
that whoever does good reaps good, and whoever does evil reaps evil. A similar cause produces
a similar effect; a seed, that particular plant and no other. And yet we too often see the vir-
tuous man suffer and the wicked prosper in the world, we see virtue punished and vice rewarded.
Hence the doubt as to God’s justice. The Book of Job in the Bible presents the problem very
clearly and eloquently. It recognizes as an indisputed fact the continuous scandal of the honest
man, being made a target of ill-fortune and the wicked man being favoured with good fortune.
Job is an upright man and God blesses him with wealth, a good wife, loving children, authority
over his countrymen. A man happier than he cannot be conceived. Satan nears God and in-
sihuates that Job’s honesty and love to God are dependent on his enjoying the satisfaction of

every wish but that if he were put to the trial of losing his happiness he certainly would curse

“KARMA.” 1EH
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God. In order to test Job’s integrity and holiness God deprives him at once of his wealth and
of his children. Job doesn’t complain of anything and says: ‘the Lord has given, the Lord has
taken away : let the Lord’s name be blessed.”

Satan, who has been discomfited, says to God: “do torment his bones and his flesh and he
certainly will curse you.” Saddenly an ulcer invades Job’s body from tip to toe he cannot sleep any
longer and believes to find relief only in desperately scratching his skin. The poor man curses the
day of his birth but no word of protest against God comes out of his lips. So much endurance and

¢

patience makes his wife angry and she cannot help exclaiming: “are you still sticking to your
saintliness ?  Curse God and die.” This masterly hint has given birth to an immortal feminine
character that has got no name but which represents woman’s natural rebellion against any form
of injustice, even if it comes from God; It is deeply philosophical that Job’s wife and not Job
himself should be the first in denouncing God’s msﬂ.s#%. A strikingly parallel feminie character
I have found, as I am about to prove, in the Indian epic.

Job loses his temper only when some friends dare persuade him that God’s wrath must cer-
tainly have been provoked by the sins he has, perhaps unconsciously, committed. Jlan is by
nature impure and Job himself connot be but impure; God only is perfect and cannot be but just.

At this point, Job, who knows that he never offended God and that God punishes him without
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any cause, challenges the Everlasting with words which are among the most fiery ones human
lips ever uttered in defence of innocence and in denunciation of injustice. God is pleased with
Job’s protest, reveals Himself to him and makes him understand that divins designs are unfathom-
able and must be accepted without discussion and with the deepest awe. Job falls on his knees,
repents and acknowledges that God’s ways are beyond human understanding and must be re-
vered as a holy mystery.

The conclusion of the Bible is, therefore, that we have to subm it to injustice and to consider
as a mystery the sad and revolting occurrence that lets us see the wicked man prosper the vir-
tuous man suffer on this earth.

Among all the peoples of the Earth, one only tries to the problem rationally, that is, to make
it fit into the number of things that can be known and proved. While we believe that we live
only once, in India it is an axiom that the lives of individuals are infinite. That everything that
is born must dic is only half of the axim. Should the other half namely, everything that dies is
rcborn, not be as true as the former, then the never-halting wheel of the Universe would sud-
denly stop, if it is true that no atom of energy is ever added or lost in this world which experi-
ences neither creation nor annihilation, but only transformation. The law of causality, which holds

sway over the physical world, holds in its iron grip even the spiritual and moral world. Nothing

¢ KARMA.” | '
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happens which is no the effect of a cause. Those things which seem arbitrary whim of blind
fortune are nothing less than the fruits borne by their respective seeds one man is born intel-
ligent, handsome, rich; another is stupid, ugly and poor; we cry out against injustice; the In-
dians praise ‘justice, because they see in the intelligence, beauty and wealth of the former, the re-
tribution of the good deeds of his previous life, while the stupidity, ugliness and poverty of the
latter a clearly the just punishment of his evil behaviour during his previous life. The course of
justice which moves slowly and needs for its accomplishment, vast spaces of time, if it is restricted
to the narrow span of only ond life-time and judged at the end of only one short stage, may
therefere appear not as the course of justice, but of injustice. The Indians believing that man
dies and is reborn an indefinite number of times, give to evil, the time to exhaust itself, and to
good, the time to triumph. This conception of absolute justice, this faith in the omnipotence of
action of . karma,” as they call it, becomes an integral part of the Indians’ montality and constitutes

the base of the most aristocratic philosophical and religious systeme of India. If you take away from

2. 7]

Buddhism the idea of the * karma’ its whole edifice will crumble. We read in the Dhammapada :
“there is no spot either in the air, or in the sea, or in the mountainous crags where man hiding him-
self can rescue himself from the bad effects of his bad action.” In the Bible we find also passages

telling us that sin cannot be hidden, but these passages all aim at glorifying the omnipotence of
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God to whom nothing can be concealed, while the Buddhist doctrine admits of no personal (zod
and the punishment of the wicked depends on the law of causality, of Karma.

In this atmosphere of thought the problem which we find so clearly sct in the book Job is
no longer existent. The moral responsibility of man is entire and he has no one to blame but
himself for the evil which befalls him, no one to praise but himself for the good that comes Em.
way. .

Still, even the Indians had their Job, and had their own Job’s wife. The concept of Karma
is easily associated with the idea of brahma and Atma, that is, with the abstract and impersonal
god. But only a philosopher can be satisfied with such a god; the common folks nced the per-
sonification of the divinity and through this personification the karma loses its absolute and bound-
less powers.

Tn the MahAbhirata we find the reflection of all the religious doctrines of India and there-
fore, also of those popular one which admit of a personal god and limit the power of Karma.
Yudhisthira is a just and holy man, from his karma he ought to expect nothing but happiness and
prosperity, instead of that, nothing but evil befalls him. Not a complaint escapes his lips and
TWOEn?.m@a:;%ics\rommoa,o::53b:ﬁozﬁﬁ:mzuoc.E.mmpu\m”:Hﬂo:m.mo:?ﬁp.&o:co“ mpai-

fice is patience, the Veda is patience, doctrine, truth, past, present, asceticism, purity all are paticnce,

«KARMA » . B=E
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This world hinges on patience. 1f in the world there were no patient people who imitate Mother
earth there would never be peace because war is the daughter of impatience. T am not the one
to be pitied, who suffer and am patient, but my cousin Duryodhana is who has usurped my king-
dom and is devoured by greed and rage. It is just because he is in the wrong that he finds
no patience, and it is because I am in the right that paticnce comes to seck me out. Patience
and compassion are the eternal law of virtuous men and this only will I obey !

Yudhisthira’s wife, Draupadi, who is the countarpart of Job’s wife and whom I call the In-
dian sister of Job's wife replies with words of protest against (od and of doubt as to existence
of karma. It is a piece of sublime poetry and an example of how the Indians can cast off their
religious mentality, and feel and talk like Christians. T will quote the following magnificent pas-
sage which is a direct translation from the Sanscrit-text: It is said that our actions determine
the destiny of Man and are the only essential and eternal thing but [ see that in this world one
does not prosper if one is saintly mild, patient and merciful. A misfortune has befallen you
which is barely supportable by human strength and in truth you do not deserve it, because, both
now and in the days of yore, nothing was dearer to you than virtue, son.o(‘mz life. The brah-
mans, the very gods, know that you reigned for justice and lived for justice. For justice you

would sacrifice. even now your brothers and even me your wife. I heard the sages say that a
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King who defends justice is, in his turn, protected by justice; but this has not come true in your
case. Your thoughts, which are only directed towards good, follow justice as o<¢__< man’s shadow
follows him ; you never ill-treated your inferiors, your equals and much less your superiors, and
when you ascended a powerful throne, you did not know what pride was. You have always
honoured the gods, the demigods and the priests, you always fed the brahmans, whether they
were householders or anchorites in search m?ma their final deliverance. When yau were rich you
had them fed from platters of gold and T myself mow<o& them at table, and even now that you
have lost cverything, I have offered food on iron plates to the penitents who live this forest.
Is therc any sacrificial practice which you have ever omitted, any charity which you can be ac-
cused of not having done? I feel my mind reeling when I think that a straight, mild gentle,
modest, truthful man like you has let himself be carried away by the vice of gambling to the extent
that you lost your kingdom, goods, arms and me, your wife. Is the ancient traditions perchance
true, which defines man a puppet in the hands of God? Man has no sway in the making of
his own happiniss or unhappiness, but he ascend to heaven or is plunged into hell according to
whether God pushes him towards good or evil. Man, like a bird tied to a thread, like a pearl
running on its silken string, no more or less than a bull chained by its nose, or a tree which,

growing on the river bank, is carried away by the rushing current, man has not a moment in

“«KARMA” 161
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which he can call himself his own master; but he passively and blindly carries out God’s design
on him.

God stealthily penetrating into man, enslaves him into doing noble or base actions of which
He is the author, but He knows how to disguise Himself so well that no one is capable of de-
tecting Him. Oh, the terrible power of the close net of illusion in which the Lord keeps human
beings prisoners; who, intoxicated, kill one another! As we split wood with wood, and stone
with stone, and with iron we split iron and at least these are all immovable insensible objects, so
also, alas, the Lord God, whom we adore as Selfexistent, as FFather of our fathers, crushes sen-

sitive self-moving men by mnieans of other men. The Omnipotent, whose law sanctions whim,

plays with men as a child who gathers and scatters his toys. No, in truth, God does not be-
have towards Ilis creatures as a father or mother, but treats them as if He were moved by wrath.
Is it surprising if men take their example from Him? When I see virtuous, moral, modest people
suffering from hunger, and felons rolling in abundance my mind reels; when I see you, Yudhis-
thira, the target of adversity and Durydhana prosperous and happy. I cannot forbear blaspheming
the Lord who allows such gross injustice. And who will pay the price of such gross injustice ?
If it is true that whoever has accomplished an action must reap its fruits, (God alone will have

to be punished. If instead, whoever committed the evil action is not responsible for it, then brute
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force in the supreme and only primary cause and nothing is left to me save to weep over the

fate of the weak.”

)

So in India itself. notwithstanding the wonderful belief in “karma,” the spectacle of the
just man’s msmoimmm and the felon’s prosperity scandalizes consciences and provokes doubts and
violent rebellions. However, the Karma remains one of India’s loftiest concepts. It would be
disastrous to lose faith in just retribution of onc’s actions, disastrous to forget that as an Indian
poet says, relatives, friends and acquaintances accompany our mortal remains far as the cemetery,
and then go back cach to their various pursuits: what only remains to keep us company in our
journey beyond the grave are the cffects of our good and bad deeds.

¢

And Teonardo echoes the Indian poet: “as a well-spent day blesses us with a sweet sleep,

so a well-spent life blesses us with a sweet death.”

“« KARMA. ” (R



