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Dedicated to Holy Mother

Sri Sarada SocietyNotes

In Mother’s Words “Whenever any evil thought haunts you, tell your mind: ‘Being her child, 
can I stoop so low as to indulge in any such activity?’ You will find that you gain strength and peace of mind.”

WORSHIP THE LIVING GOD
Pravrajika Sevaprana originally came to Vedanta under Swami Prabhavananda. She joined the convent of the Northern California Vedanta 
Society in San Francisco in 1976.  In 2004 she went to India with the permission of Revered Swami Ranganathanandaji and served in the Sevash-
ram in Varanasi as a sannyasini–nurse in the operation theater. There she experienced Swami Vivekananda’s ideal of worshipping God in man 
being given practical and genuine expression. Since returning to America in 2008, she has been a member of the Sarada Convent in Hollywood.

E verything we see in this world of apparent diversity can be looked at as Satchitananda (Being, Consciousness, Bliss) and nama-
rupa (Name and Form). We get caught up in the names and forms and forget the Reality, the Oneness of everything. In and 
through the Self all Knowledge comes, as Swamiji tells us:  “How else would you teach a practical God? Where is there a more 

practical God than He whom I see before me—God omnipresent in every being, for you are He, the Omipresent God and Almighty, 
the Soul of your souls. He is the Oneness, the unity of all.”

It is only through freedom that we see this unity, and understand its nature.  “Within ourselves is this eternal voice speaking of 
eternal freedom; its music is eternally going on.  Part of this music of the Soul has become the earth, the law, this universe, but 
it was always ours and always will be.  In one word, the ideal of Vedanta is to know man as he really is, and this is its message: If 
you cannot worship your brother man, the manifested God, how can you worship a God who is unmanifested?”  

Swami Vivekananda repeatedly said that Vedanta must be practical.  We must be able to carry it into every part of our lives. 
“The ideals of religion must cover the whole field of life, they must enter into all our thoughts and more and more into practice.” 
When he speaks the word “practical,” he always means practical in terms of the ideal.  And what does he say is the ideal?  He says: 
“This ideal is that you are Divine, ‘Thou art that.’ This is the essence of Vedanta.”

We must always elevate the life to the ideal, not bring down the ideal to the level of our lives now. He says we must always 
remember that “in the Vedanta there is no attempt at reconciling the present life—the hypnotized life, this false life that we have 
assumed—with the ideal.  This false life must go and the real life, which is always existing, must manifest itself, must shine out.”    

Truth has to be made practical, to be made simple (for the highest truths are always simple), so that it may penetrate every 
pore of human society and become the property of the highest intellects and the commonest minds, of the man, woman, and 
child at the same time.  Truth is a powerful thing. The Truth is that all are your own, not one or two select people.  All are your 
own.  Everyone in the whole universe becomes your own relative.  As Holy Mother, Sri Sarada Devi, said: “No one is a stranger, 
my child.  The whole world is your very own.”  

Symbols are good, but better symbols already exist than any we can invent.  We may invent images through which to worship 
God, but a better image already exists—the living man. We may build temples in which to worship God, but a much higher one 
already exists—the human body.  The whole universe is a temple; a man can worship anywhere.  Here is the greatest of altars, the 
living, conscious human body, and to worship at this altar is far higher than the worship of any dead symbols. This living god can 
be worshipped, through service, such as providing food or medicines; intellectually, through teaching; and spiritually.  Swamiji 
says that love is the highest worship, a love that is all embracing and universal.

One of the principles Swami Vivekananda learned from his Master was Shiva Jnane, Jiva Seva, “to serve Jiva as Shiva” or “to 
serve an individual as the Lord.”  Since man is potentially Divine, service to man is indeed service to God.  Instead of looking 
upon a needy person as an object of pity, he is looked upon as an object of worship.  Such an attitude elevates both the giver and 
the recipient.  In this practice it is Prema, or Love, that is emphasized, seeing the Oneness behind everything.  Seeing that all is, 
in fact, God, we worship and love God only.

This means giving an unconditioned love as Holy Mother did, knowing full well the shortcomings of each child, but loving 
equally anyway. This unconditioned love is perhaps the highest, most transforming of all worship. 

“I shall call you religious,” Swamiji tells us, “from the day you begin to see God in men and women. Whatever comes to you 
is but the Lord, the Eternal, the Blessed One, appearing to us in various forms, as our father, and mother, and friend and child— 
they are our own soul playing with us. . . .He is in everything, He is everything.  Every man and woman is the palpable, blissful, 
living God.  Who says God is unknown?  Everywhere He is eternally known, eternally worshipped.”
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Who We Are Sri Sarada Society is a nonprofit association of spiritual aspirants interested in the application  
of the universal ideals of Vedanta with Holy Mother, Sri Sarada Devi, as our inspiration.

THE BIRTH OF A VISION
Mother of Mayavati: the Story of Charlotte Sevier and advaita aShr aMa, by Amrita M. Salm, Advaita Ashrama; August 2013, 424 
pages. Reviewed by Judy Howe Hayes.

T he story of Charlotte Sevier, whose meeting with Vivekananda in London in 1896 set her life on a course she could never have 
imagined as a 19th-century upper-class Englishwoman, is told with an  inclusion of details and letters not previously brought 
to light. Thus, it is truly a revelation of the fruits of a life of loving and devoted service.  Through her courageous spirit and 

dedication to the message of  Vedanta that Swamiji brought into her life, Charlotte overcame many obstacles in order to manifest his vi-
sion of a center in the Himalayas dedicated to the teachings of advaita.  After meeting Charlotte and her husband, Captain James Henry 
Sevier, in England, Vivekananda and his new students traveled to India. While they were together in the alpine snows Swamiji cried out:

I long for a monastery where I can retire from the labors of my life and pass the rest of my days in meditation.  It will be a center for 
work and meditation, where my Indian and Western disciples can live together.  I shall train them as workers, the former to go out as 
preachers of Vedanta to the West  and the latter to devote their lives to the good of India.

It is reported he may have first envisioned that center being somewhere in the region of Almora. After traveling in the area, the 
land for the Himalayan ashrama was found and purchased by Charlotte and Henry—an old tea plantation about 50 miles from 
Almora.  Immediately the work of planning, clearing, and building began despite the harsh winter climate and the remoteness of 
the area, which was inhabited by tigers and other wild animals.  Although it was Swamiji’s vision that inspired, it was Charlotte 
who became the driving force behind the building and development of what became Advaita Ashrama. Captain Sevier died just 
less than two years after their arrival. Due to his own declining health and early demise, Swamiji was only able to visit once for a 
short stay after the ashrama was established.  Charlotte possessed courage and steadfastness, qualities she would need during the 
16 years she spent building up the center and maintaining the spirit of hospitality in the face of many dangers and hardships. In 
telling of the early years after the couple had sold all their possessions and left England for their life in India, the author writes:

How dramatically their lives changed at Mayavati!  Now they lived in the midst of majestic snow-covered mountains, in a secluded 
forest region with only bridle trails and no roads.  Yet they were braced by the respect, love and affection of a young band of hardworking, 
self-sacrificing, enthusiastic and idealistic monastics.  All the monks were disciples of Swami Vivekananda and like the Seviers wanted 
to satisfy their guru’s desire to build a place at the heights of the Himalayas where Easterners and Westerners together could strive to 
realize their oneness with the Ultimate Reality.  It was to be a center that would emanate and spread spiritual thoughts to humanity.

Many of Charlotte’s own articles published in Prabuddha bharata are included. These writings of her travels and on Vedanta 
philosophy reflect intelligence and spiritual sensitivity. Reading of her inner experiences predating her meeting Swamiji we discover 
a mature understanding of spiritual life, which prepared her for the work ahead. In the article The Music of the Unseen, she reports 
that one day while seated in the corner of a grand old cathedral she heard a delivery from a biblical text stating, “Ask and it shall 
be given you; seek, and ye shall find; knock and it shall be opened unto you; empty thyself, and I will fill thee.” She continues:

These gracious words soothed my mind, and very calm did I become, my environment being entirely free from restlessness or distrac-
tion...the fettering consciousness of outward limitations fell away, and my soul seemed freed from the bondage of sense...The veil was 
lifted, and there flowed through my spiritual vision a glorious illumined consciousness which filled and overflowed me. I do not know 
how long I was gladdened and enraptured by the peaceful vibrations of the celestial spheres, 
but often I feel spiritually refreshed when I recall the divine light and holy influence which 
remained with me long after that beauteous glimpse into the Unseen.

When reflecting upon this experience, she asks, “Why cannot we realize in our lives some 
of those best and highest aspirations which are inspired by the notes vibrant within us?” 

As the story unfolds, we also get a glimpse into the personalities of Swamiji’s brother 
monks and Charlotte’s relationship with other dedicated women who were regular visitors 
to Mayavati, including Sister Christine, Nivedita, and Tantine. They all shared a mutual 
respect for one another, bound together by their dedication to the principles of Vedanta and 
love for their teacher. When visiting the Ashrama all were cared for with the motherly love 
and attention of Charlotte. Advaita Ashrama continues today as an important center of the 
Ramakrishna Order, publishing books and journals that are a voice for Vedanta worldwide. 
Charlotte is a beautiful example for women today, inspiring us with her mystic vision, dedi-
cated work, devotion, courage, and unflagging zeal, made possible only by putting one’s own 
comfort aside for the sake of a greater good and love for the cherished Ideal. As she cared for 
the local villagers, visitors, and the young swamis in residence, she became known simply 
as “Mother” Sevier by Swamiji, the senior monks of the Order, and those who knew her. 
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The York County Courthouse in Alfred, Maine, where I found six volumes of testimony, letters, and other items entered 

into evidence. This photo of an evidence envelope is used with written  permission of the Probate Clerk,

Sara and Ole Bull’s home in Lebanon, Maine, where a small graveyard contains the urn of Olea 

Bull Vaughan, who passed away on the day she won the challenge to her mother’s estate.

DRAWN TO DISCOVERY
Rosemary Rudder Osterhus shares photos and adventures from her pilgrimage to learn 
more about Sara Bull, a foremost woman disciple of Swami Vivekananda.

I  decided that the trip must be made now before I get too old and arthritic.  
As it turns out, there are many coincidences between Sara Bull and me, one 
being that I am sixty-one, the same age as Sara when she passed away. In 

November 2013, during the cold and rainy season, I made the trip by train from 
my home in New Bern, North Carolina, to Wells, Maine, in less then 24 hours. 
In Wells, I picked up a rental car and my adventures began!

I wasn’t looking for Green Acre. I just happened upon it while I was in the 
town of Eliot trying to find the Town Clerk for a death certificate for Sara Bull’s 
daughter. When I rounded the curve in the road and saw Green Acre sloping 
down the curve, my eyes were dazzled by the sight. The Green Acre property is 
very visually beautiful. At the same time there is sweet feeling of peacefulness.  
I was overcome with emotion while there, being moved to the depths by the 
remembrance of Vivekananda’s having spent time there, and in my knowledge 
also of what Green Acre had meant to Sara Bull.  Believe me when I say that the 
feeling of what had once been is still present there and it is a vital feeling, as if a 
union of past and present. There was talk of putting a plaque at the site of the 
pine and naming the spot “Swamiji’s Pine.” I do not know where the spot was 
located, but one can feel the presence of Swamiji there, at Green Acre.  

It was the resting place of Olea Bull Vaughan, daughter of Ole and Sara 
(“Saint Sara”) Bull, in the small graveyard next to a winding road that let me 
know that I had arrived at the family home in Lebanon, Maine. I had seen 
pictures of the urn in books, so when I saw it on rounding a curve, I knew I 
was in the right place!

I had read Saint Sar a by Pravrajika Prabuddhaprana 
and other writings about Sara and her family. In the pretty 
town of Alfred I found the York County Courthouse, where I 
began my own research into the court case brought by  Olea 
to contest her mother’s decision to leave a major portion of 
her estate to be used in the work of the Vedanta movement.  
I believe the employees of the Probate Office learned to enjoy 
having me sitting under a bright window for many hours 
on end in the Probate Office.  The Head Clerk of Probate 
said she wanted to come back to North Carolina with me!

Throughout my journey I was aware of the special bond 
that exists between guru and disciple, which in this instance 
manifested itself in a mother’s love. All that I read in the 
testimony affirmed that Sara Bull felt herself 
to be the American mother of Swamiji in the 
very sweetest and truest sense. She was happy 
to carry out his will, using every resource 
available to her, and this effort was carried 
out faithfully to the end of her life.

I feel blessed and humbled to have been 
able to “touch” this piece of history. While 
I would like to return in a warmer time of 
year, I felt called to go when I did. Despite 
the rainy weather, which could have been 
troublesome, my trip was wonderful on 
every level. 

Green Acre Inn and lawns. Swami Vivekananda was among the first 

to give classes during the Green Acre Conferences established by Sarah 

J. Farmer in 1894.

http://www.srisarada.org
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CirCulation Hari and Lakshmi Reddy • layout Ellen Paull, Jayanti Hoye

“MY HOME IS, IN MY EYES, CHARMING”

S uch was Sister Nivedita’s estimation of the home in Kolkata that would play a role in Swami Vivekananda’s mission to educate 
and empower the women of India. Sister Nivedita’s school was inaugurated on the auspicious day of Kali Puja, November 
13, 1898, with Holy Mother’s blessing and in the presence of Swamis Vivekananda, Brahmananda, and Saradananda. The 

outer rooms of her “charming” residence at 16 Bosepara Lane served as the school’s humble start. Men of distinction in diverse fields, 
luminaries of the time, had visited Nivedita’s home: Rabindranath Tagore, Girish Chandra Ghosh, Dr. Jagadish Bose, and Sri Aurobindo 
Ghosh were among them.

In letters to Josephine MacLeod, Nivedita describes Swamiji’s visits to the school. In a letter dated April 1899 she writes: “We 
retired and sat down—he on the study–verandah, I on the school steps. Sometimes in his might he rose and paced about the yard.”  
In May of the same year, we read: “He has learned to come in here and lie down on the cushion without talking. Sometimes I 
slip a few books or paper under his hand and then sit writing and take no note—just happy to have him. And this afternoon he 
offered to drink tea and eat bread and butter with me.” 

And on Monday March 13,1899, Ramakrishna’s birthday, Nivedita writes: “The Mother came and made a special puja before 
His (Ramakrishna’s) image in the prayer room. And then her ladies made the fruits ready, and thirty students and myself sat there 
and ate the prasad.” 

The Ramakrishna Sarada Mission of Sri Sarada Math has undertaken the restoration of this two-storey house on Bosepara Lane, 
which has been declared a heritage building by the Kolkata Municipal Corporation in recognition of the historically significant and 
auspicious events associated with Nivedita’s home. To begin, specialists from the Archeological Survey of India are now chipping 
away at layers of plaster that have over the years obscured former archways and pillars, thereby exposing the original brickwork.  
Where needed, these narrow bricks, which recall the building’s age, will be replaced with bricks of the same size and shape as the 
originals. As there was no cement at the time the home was built, the replacement bricks will also be held together in the original 
method, using brick powder and limestone. The dilapidated upper level, now supported by iron rods from below, will also need 
to be replaced. Based on Nivedita’s description of her house and pictures taken in the first courtyard, the rooms will be restored 
and Nivedita’s furniture moved in. The building will then serve as a museum and archive, preserved as a memorial to Nivedita. 

Contributions are being sought for this extensive restoration project. For inquiries about making a donation, please visit Sri 
Sarada Math’s website at http://srisaradamath.org.  

Photo of the temple at Sri Sarada Math, Dakshineswar. Swami Vivekananda’s vision of 
an independent women’s monastic order was realized on Holy Mother’s Birth Centenary 
Celebration, December 27, 1953.      

PRAVRAJIKA SATCHITPRANA’S 
2014 SUMMER RETREAT TOUR 

That Pravrajika Satchitprana is returning to the United States this summer 
is welcome news to many who have  come to know the senior sannyasini (nun) 
of Sri Sarada Math. Her last visit to America was in 2006. She is stationed 
at Sri Sarada  Math headquarters in Dakshineswar, Kolkata. From there she 
travels  throughout India, North and South America, Australia, Iceland, and 
Europe teaching the principles of Vedanta. Below are the places and dates for 
Pravrajika Satchitprana’s visit. For information about scheduled programs and 
retreats, please contact the following tour coordinators for each area.

STONE RIDGE AND ALBANY, NEW YORK - JULY 11 to JULY 25
Joan Shack:  presma@aol.com, Home 518-869-6088,  

Cell 518-421-3618

SACRAMENTO, CALIFORNIA – JULY 26 to AUGUST 2
Mary (Archana) Tamraz: maryarchana@gmail.com,  

 Cell (209) 217-4026    Samiti Website: http://maasamiti.org

KITSAP PENINSULA, WASHINGTON – AUGUST 3 to SEPTEMBER 1
Barbara Smith: maitreyi.barbara@gmail.com, Home 360-598-4406,  

Cell 206-713-0173

http://srisaradamath.org
http://maasamiti.org

