When Sages Forget - from Shankara to Einstein

by Rajan Parrikar

Even the most incandescent minds are not beyond forgetting the
compass of their own making. History offers luminous moments when
a sage or a scientist, having disclosed a truth for the ages, falters in
living by it, only to be recalled by the very principle he had brought to
light.

Shankara, the Hindu genius of the 8th century, counted among the
supreme philosopher-saints of history, gave definitive expression to
Advaita Vedanta, the ancient doctrine that the Self is One, indivisible,
equally presentin all beings. Distinctions of caste? or station, he



taught, are but passing appearances concealing the single underlying
reality.

In Varanasi he faltered, momentarily waylaid by the reflexes of social
conditioning. On his way to the river he was stopped by a Chandala,
an outcaste, standing before him with his dogs. Shankara asked him
to move aside and let him pass. The Chandala replied:

“Do you ask the body to move, or the Self? If it is the body, then yours
and mine are alike, built of the same elements. If it is the Self, it is
neither yours nor mine. It is Brahman, One Consciousness, indivisible,
unmoving.”

The words pierced him.2 At once Shankara recognised his error.
Humbled, he bowed to the Chandala and declared him his teacher.
From that encounter was born the Manisha Panchakam, in which he
proclaimed that whoever knows this truth - whether Brahmin or
Chandala - is his guru. Tradition even holds that the Chandala was
Shiva Himself in disguise, come to humble the philosopher.

Centuries later another sage stumbled, this time in science. Einstein,
who had remade our vision of space, time, and gravity with his
General Theory of Relativity, was also one of the founding figures of
quantum mechanics. His work on light quanta and the photoelectric
effect had helped open the door to the quantum world. Yet he could
not abide the probabilistic heart of the new theory. To him, a universe
ruled by chance was not a finished account of reality. Again and again
he devised ingenious Gedankenexperimente (thought experiments) to
expose what he believed were fractures in the quantum edifice.

At the Solvay Conference of 1930 he presented one of his sharpest
challenges. Imagine a box filled with radiation. A photon escapes, and



by weighing the box one could measure the photon’s energy with
limitless precision, apparently defeating Heisenberg’s principle of
uncertainty.

Niels Bohr, champion of the quantum view, wrestled with the riddle.
If Einstein were right, it would mean the collapse of the quantum
formulation. After long hours of thought through a sleepless night,
clarity came: Einstein had neglected his own theory of relativity. A
clock inside the box, meant to time the release, would itself be altered
by gravity’s pull. Time would shift, and uncertainty would return.

Einstein’s great theory had risen against him. It was his last serious
attempt to overthrow the uncertainty principle. Thereafter he turned
his energies elsewhere, never again mounting a direct challenge of
such force to quantum mechanics.

Both Advaita and quantum mechanics probe the foundations of
Reality itself, and in each case the sage was momentarily undone.

Across centuries and cultures the pattern repeats. Shankara,
preceptor of non-duality; Einstein, prophet of relativity. Each was
corrected, not by another’s invention, but by the truth he had himself
uncovered.

[1] The word “caste” does not exist in any Indian language. It is derived from the
Portuguese casta. They misrepresented the social taxonomy they encountered
in India and imposed their own term upon it. Regrettably the word struck, and
even Indians adopted it; the distortion persists to this day. The Indian system is
varna-jati, which is not the same as “caste.”



[2] Some traditions frame this encounter differently, yet all agree that it became
the occasion for Shankara to affirm, with unflinching conviction, the non-dual

truth.
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