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Chapter 3 The Avatar: Light From Above

1. What Is an Avatar?

The word avatar is derived from the Sanskrit word meaning “descent.” An
avatar is a descent of spirit into form. Although all people are spiritual beings
encased in mortal bodies, the word avatar describes the manifestation of God
in human form. All people possess a divine inner reality, but few manifest it.
The avatar expresses divinity throughout his incarnation. His earthly career
is a sign of his everlasting love for all people.

Generally, the avatar is described as a “coming down” from a higher
status to a lower one. But no! When the baby in the cradle weeps,
wails, and clamors for help, the mother stoops and takes it in her
arms. Her stoop is not to be described as a “coming down.”

Sathya Sai Speaks 10, p.229

2. When Darkness Threatens

In the Hindu tradition, the Supreme Godhead is said to incarnate from age
to age when evil is rampant and righteousness is in danger of extinction. He
comes to reestablish justice and spiritual order. By an act of divine will, he
assumes a human form to reverse the trend of social decline.

Whenever there is a languishing of dharma (spiritual duty) or
righteousness and an upheaval of unrighteousness, I create myself,
for it is part of the primal resolution, or sankalpa, to protect the
spiritual structure of the universe. I lay aside my formless essence
and assume a name and a form suited to the purpose for which I
come. Whenever evil threatens to vanquish good, I have to come and
save it from decline.

Sathya Sai Speaks 5, p.324
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The Lord takes human birth to save the good and subdue evil-doers. When
evil threatens to overwhelm righteousness and devotees pray for redemption,
the Lord incarnates to renew the path of spiritual endeavor. The call of
earnest aspirants draws the Lord to manifest himself. Their prayers and his
compassion culminate in this epochal event.

The Lord comes as avatar when he is anxiously awaited by saints and
sages. Sadhus prayed — and I have come.
Sathya Sai Speaks 4, p.8

The Lord takes birth to show us the means to achieve God-realization. Only
by appearing as a human being can he illustrate correct paths of action. Only
by living among us can he encourage aspirants to understand and love God.
We require an example to demonstrate divine qualities.

This formless being comes in the form of a human being so that he
may mix with the human beings and set up examples and ideals for
human beings and convey to them all aspects that they should learn.

Summer Roses on the Blue Mountains, p.51

By assuming human form, the Lord sets an example of ideal human behavior.
By appearing among us, he captures our love and motivates us to action. The
epic tales of ancient India (the Mahabharata, the Ramayana, and the Puranas)
recount the lives of the avatars such as Rama and Krishna in past ages. These
accounts are not simply histories: they are guidebooks of spiritual living.
They set forth ideal examples of right conduct, compassion, and truth. They
illustrate the tender and “human” side of God as well as his might.

The Avatara behaves in a human way so that mankind can feel
kinship, but rises to superhuman heights so that mankind can aspire
to those heights.

Sathya Sai Speaks 4, p.41

The reasons for God to incarnate in each age vary in detail. The manifestation
must suit the time and circumstance. Some incarnations appear for a specific
and limited purpose. Other avatars come for more general reasons, such as
reestablishing truth and spiritual direction.
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Of the avatars, some are for a definite limited purpose, like Vamana or
Narasimha. They are just manifestations to counter some particular
evils. They are not full-fledged, long-lasting, expansive, like Rama
and Krishna.

Sathya Sai Speaks 4, p.154

For this reason, some incarnations are born with only the powers requisite
for the task at hand. Others, such as Sathya Sai, are endowed with powers
beyond the immediate need. The Rama avatar manifested part of his power
through his brothers. However, Krishna was a poorna (full) avatar, an
incarnation manifesting complete divine powers.

That is to say, the avatar might manifest only such part of the Divine
Glory as was essential for the task which brought the form or it
might exceed the limited purpose for which it came and shine in full
grandeur. Rama is a good example of the first and Krishna of the
second.

Sathya Sai Speaks 4, p.132

The goal of the avatar suits the requirements of the age. During the four
spiritual ages of humanity, the message is taught according to human capacity
to learn. In the Kritha Yuga, the spiritual “Golden Age,” meditation was
emphasized. In the Treta Yuga, the following era, ritual acts and sacrifices
held primary importance. In the declining Dwapara Yuga, ritual worship
dominated spiritual endeavor. In the current age, the Kali Yuga, which is
characterized by spiritual decline, the principal lesson is simply remembrance
of the name of the Lord. The Kali Yuga commenced at the time of Krishna’s
death, February 20, 3102 B.C. It will have a duration of 11,000 years.

Itis not possible for human beings to fully understand the nature of the avatar.
Although he appears as a human being, his power and capacity soar beyond
our understanding. He sees the past, present, and future of all. By his unique
powers, he guides individuals and society toward spiritual regeneration.
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The avatara-purusha, however, has come solely to save mankind, and
so he is aware of the pilgrim, the path, and the goal. He is the Master
of Creation and he is fully conscious of his power. He knows the past,
the present, and the future of all. He leads and liberates.

Sathya Sai Speaks 7, p.473

3. The Nature of the Avatar

Although the avatar wields power beyond imagination, he relates to each of
us as our closest friend. He reads the heart and mind of each. To each man,
woman, or child, he appears not as a powerful sovereign, but as our dearest
companion. His power manifests to us as love and wisdom, not as force or
dominion.

The avatar is a child to the children, boy to the boys, a man among
men, a woman among women, so that the avatar’s message might
reach each heart and receive enthusiastic response as ananda (bliss).
It is the compassion of the avatar that prompts his every activity.
Sathya Sai Speaks 7, p.275

The history of India is resonant with the traditions of the avatars and of
great saints. In India, spiritual realization is considered to be the pinnacle of
human achievement. It is a testimony to the spiritual greatness of India that
poorna avatars are incarnated only in that land. It is a land replete with the
language and the teachings of divinity. However, even in India it is not easy
for human beings to recognize an avatar. Rama and Krishna were recognized
as divine by very few people in their times. Despite the transcendental
greatness of those days, even family and kin did not recognize the divinity
of these incarnations.

The incarnations of the Lord were not accepted as such by many.
Even their parents, kinsmen, and comrades hesitated to adore them.
Only a few sages who had cultivated the inner vision through study
and sadhana knew their reality.

Sathya Sai Speaks 6, p.333
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Lack of recognition resulted partly because Rama and Krishna were born into
royal families. They were not available to the public, nor did they announce
their missions. The avatars of old were only recognized by the masses after
they dropped their physical forms.

On previous occasions when God incarnated on earth, the bliss of
recognizing him in the incarnation was vouchsafed only after the
physical embodiment had left the world, in spite of plenty of patent
evidences of his grace. And the loyalty and devotion they commanded
Jrom men arose through fear and awe at their superhuman powers
and skills, or at their imperial and penal authority.

Sathya Sai Speaks 6, p.212

4. How to Recognize the Divine Being

To recognize an avatar, we must have some enlightened perception. How
much more difficult the task has become in this age of spiritual decline! People
believe that God will manifest in a form suitable to their preconceptions, if
they even consider the possibility of divine incarnations. Today, people’s
images of divinity are drawn from history books whose information is
not appropriate to this age. So when the Lord arrives, we must look to the
example, the signs, and the teaching.

Many are drawn away by the outer signs of sainthood: the long gown,
the beard, the rosaries, the matted hair. They keep track of many such
who move about in this land and follow them into the wilderness. It is
very difficult to demarcate clearly the manifestation of the Lord, and
so I am announcing myself, and am myself describing my mission,
the task, the characteristics, the qualities which mark out the avatar
Jrom the rest.

Sathya Sai Speaks 4, p.21

The ancient teachings of India offer some hints on how to discern an
avatar. They say that an avatar is recognized by certain attributes. The more
attributes possessed, the greater the scope of the incarnation. The greatest
avatars possess power over the sixteen “activities.” The first fifteen attributes
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involve mastery over physical functions, the senses, and the elements. They
are described in various ways to illustrate the avatar’s power over the physical
elements. The sixteenth attribute is universal omniscience, omnipotence,
and omnipresence. This power is held only by poorna (full) avatars. Poorna
avatars incarnate very rarely; the last historical poorna avatar was Krishna,
who lived approximately five thousand years ago.

Certain physical signs also point to the appearance of an avatar. These appear
as marks on the left side of the body. The eagle-shaped birthmark on the
chest, the garuda, is such a sign. Another is the wheel-shaped mark on the
sole of the foot. Additional signs may be foretold in prophecy.

5. How to Benefit from the Incarnation

For aspirants whose intuitive vision is open, this is time of great opportunity.
The poorna avatar of the Kali Yuga is now incarnate as Sri Sathya Sai Baba.
He has come possessed of the sixteen attributes and the physical signs
foretold in past ages. He manifests the energy and powers of a superhuman
being, yet some observers are still unsure of his stature. On occasion, he
pretends not to know the visitor or where the visitor comes from, but that is
his play. The devotee must overcome the illusion which blinds him to the
magnificent reality.

Since I move about with you, eat like you, and talk with you, you
are deluded into the belief that this is but an instance of common
humanity. Be warned against this mistake. I am also deluding you
by my singing with you, talking with you, and engaging myself in
activities with you. But any moment my divinity may be revealed to
you; you have to be ready, prepared for that moment. Since divinity is
enveloped by humanness, you must endeavor to overcome the maya
(delusion) that hides it from your eyes.

Sathya Sai Speaks 6, p.211

In his age, the avatar has come to reestablish righteousness and the sacred
teachings. There is now no single great enemy of humanity; there is both
good and evil in all. And so he comes to educate and uplift all of humanity.
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In past ages, avatars rid the world of evil by destroying the few fanatics
and ogres who wrought it. But now fanaticism and felony reign in
every heart... Therefore everyone needs correction; everyone has to
be educated and guided in the right path.

Sathya Sai Speaks 4, p.3

Even now the mission moves forward. The message is clear for all to see.
Aspirants need only examine the teachings to benefit from the lesson. Sathya
Sai Baba is the guide and example for the Kali Age. It is up to each of us
to walk the path. Only thus will humanity be saved from the precipice of
disaster.

The way in which the avatar has to be used for one’s liberation and
uplift is: watch his every step, observe his actions and activities, follow
the guiding principle of which his life is an elaboration. Mark his love,
his compassion, his wisdom; try to bring them into your own life.
Sathya Sai Speaks 6, pp.166-167

By observing the Lord and capturing his grace, we can win the goal of
liberation. The Lord himself will guide us. His task is the deliverance of
those who are ready for liberation from the cycle of birth and death. If this
opportunity is lost, when will another chance come?

The airplane has to land at certain places in order to take in those
who have won the right to fly by the tickets they have purchased. So,
too, the Lord has to come down so that those who have won the right
to be liberated may be saved; incidentally, others too will know of the
Lord, of his grace, of ways of winning it, of the joy of liberation.
Sathya Sai Speaks 4, p.24

The avatar has come to light the lamp of love. His words illumine the heart
and soul. But first one small task is required: we must open the door so that
the light and the joy may enter.

The incarnation comes to warn, to guide, to awaken, to lay down the
path and shed the light of love on it. But man has to listen, learn, and
obey with hope and faith.

Sathya Sai Speaks 8, p.143
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Questions for Study Circle:

1.
2.
3.

e

o 0N

Why does God take a physical form?

How do we recognize an avatar?

Why are some avatars endowed with full divine powers while others are
not?

Do avatars incarnate often enough?

Why do avatars not change dire situations immediately by use of their
powers?

How much of the avatar’s mission can we understand?

Why are poorna avatars born only in India?

What gifts does the avatar offer us in this era?

If you were the avatar, what would you do?

References for Further Study

Nk W~

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.

Conversations, pp. 116-117 (Recognizing an avatar).

Gita Vahini, pp. 65-66.

My Baba and I, pp. 17-18 (Signs of an avatar).

Sathya Sai Speaks 1, p. 191 (Seven characteristics).

Sathya Sai Speaks 2, p. 131.

Sathya Sai Speaks 4, Chapter 12.

Sathya Sai Speaks 4, pp. 187-188 (Why the Lord himself comes to save
humanity).

Sathya Sai Speaks 6, p. 66.

Sathya Sai Speaks 7, p. 182(Dates of Kali Yuga).

Sathya Sai Speaks 8, p. 109 (Mission of avatar in each age).

Sathya Sai Speaks 8, p. 144 (Relationship between Sai Baba and Jesus).
Sathya Sai Speaks 9, p. 107 (Krishna avatar fostered love).

Sathay Sai Speaks 10, p. 230 (Jesus was a Karana-Janma).

Summer Showers 1974, pp. 276-290 (Who Sai is).

Summer Showers 1977, p. 5 (God comes to set ideal examples).
Summer Showers 1977, p. 27 (Reasons for Rama avatar).

Summer Showers 1979, pp. 48-49.

Vidya Vabhini, p. 27 (Avatars can confer spiritual strength).

Vision of the Divine, pp. 12-13 (The signs and powers of avatars).
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