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A Staurological Understanding of Tattvamasi   

Jojo Parecattil CMI 

Abstract: Jojo Parecattil CMI makes an Indian reading of 
and in the lines of Chavara, he discovers a 

staurological understanding of Tattvamasi . Tattvamasi is one of the 
greatest Upani adic sayings found in ad (6.8.7). The 
undivided supreme unity is the whole message of the precept. It is a 

teaching can be seen in Christianity as well. Similar teachings are 
found in the book of Wisdom (Wis 7:25-27). In the staurological 
understanding of Tattvamasi , the cross of Jesus represents both the 
tat tvam Tattvamasi . In the crucifix, Chavara read his 

own true and authentic autobiography. The self-criticism, before the 
crucifix led him to the self-realization of tattvamasi-consciousness. In 

 we see a Tattvamasi-consciousness, which is completely 
Christological and staurological. In , Chavara is growing 
from the literal meaning of Tattvamasi to its intended meaning. Before 
the crucified Lord, the Bible enlightens us to shed the limitations of 
humanity and grow into the self-realization. There, Chavara realizes 
this staurological dimension of tattvamasi. 
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1. Introduction 

Tattvamasi (you are that) that resonates from the sixth chapter of 
ad (6.8.7) is one of the greatest Upani adic sayings. 

The undivided supreme unity is the whole message of the precept. It is 
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the singular nucleus and essence of all Indian thoughts and 
spirituality. The maxim originates in the depth of the soul of India, 
proclaiming for all time that all beings are the makeover of the one and 
the same divine spirit. It is this same blissful word that taught 
humanity to see the divinity in human beings and respect them 
accordingly. But the malaise of the caste and class systems divided 
Indians and has left the unifying foundations of basic humanness 
neglected, ignored and abandoned. This is the sad plight of the 
glorious spiritual heritage of India.  

2. Tattvamasi  

ri kara on a summer noon after a dip in the holy Ganges 

His disciples went along with him. The Great saw an outcaste, 
a cha , coming along with his dogs in his way. According to the 
caste practices prevailing in the society, he told the cha
away, move away! cha responded 

 Do you wish 
to move matter from matter or you mean to separate spirit from the 
Spirit? You have established that the Absolute is everywhere - in you 
and me and yet you want me to get away from you, as if I were 
different. Is it this body, built up of food that you wish to keep at a 
distance from that body which is also built up of food? Or do you wish 
to separate Pure Awareness which is present here from the same 

1 
Ev kara it was indeed a painful undertaking to bring the 

great ideals of the philosophy of Advaita especially like that of 
Tattvamasi, to the practical situations of daily affairs. That is why 
though he was a teacher of Advaita (Non-Dualism) who propagated 
the principle of one Infinite Self in all, he asked the cha  to move 
away from his path. The fact was, in asking the outcast to move out of 
his path, he was disrespecting the indwelling divine spirit within him. 
It is one thing to proclaim the great gospel of indivisibility of the spirit 
and it is totally another thing to practice an attitude of accepting and 

                                                 
1annamay¡dannamayamathav¡ caitanyam£va caitany¡t 
 yativara dÀr§karttu¯ v¡²Åchasi k§¯ brÀhi gaccha gacch£ti.  
 pratyagvastuni nistara¯gasahaj¡nand¡bµdh¡¯budha 
 viprµya¯ ¾vapacµÉyamityapi mah¡n kµÉya¯ vibh£dabhrama¦? 
 ki¯ ga¯g¡buni bi¯bit£Ébarama³a ca³¢¡lav§th§paya¦ 
 pÀr£v¡ntaramasti k¡²canagha¿§, m»taku¯bhayµrv¡¯bar£? 
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acknowledging the same spirit in all human beings especially in India. 
Any conception and practice that is opposite to it, is not appropriate 
for the one who adheres to the doctrine of Tattvamasi or to the 
philosophy of Advaita. According to the ruling of the scripture, there 
should be always consistency between the thoughts, words and 
deeds.2 Hence, in order to instruct 
in the guise of a cha and taught him how to practice his own 

cha  
philosophy of solidarity and harmony.  

as well. According to the noble teachings of the Bible, impurity has no 
- a pure and 

radiant stream of glory from the Almighty. Nothing that is defiled can 
ever steal its way into Wisdom. She is a reflection of eternal light, a 

everything new, although she herself never changes. From generation 
to generation, she enters the souls of holy people, and makes them 

-27). In the same way, impurity 
and divisive attitude are not proper for the pure and sacred wisdom of 
Tattvamasi. Apparently this understanding cleansed the caste based 

kara. This eventually made 
him a great prophet and proponent of unity and companionship 
between various castes of the society. 

3  
Tattvamasi is basically the deep conviction of the is about the divinity 
that is rooted at the core of human existence by which God and man 
become one. This vision of unity and harmony teaches one to see 
everything as one, undivided reality, which is ultimately divine in 
nature. The evil thoughts of division and disharmony separate people 
of God by isolating matter from matter and spirit from the Spirit; caste 
from caste country from country etc., just because of mere human 
considerations and calculations. This is undeniably an offence to 
humanity. By practising the great wisdom of Tattvamasi in various 

                                                 
2yath¡ citta¯ tath¡ v¡ca¦ yath¡ v¡castath¡ kriy¡¦| 
 citt£ v¡ci kriy¡y¡¯ ca s¡dhun¡m£karÀpat¡ || 
The subject of thinking, speaking and working must be same and similar in 
human life. In the life of saints and great persons, we do not find the 
difference among the objects of thinking, talking as well, as working. 
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spheres of life, one should be able to go beyond all the dividing factors 
of caste and creed.  

It is significant here to note that Saint Kuriakose Elias Chavara 
initiated a social and cultural revolution in the Kerala society, which 
introduced a new era of inclusivism. O. N. V. Kurupp, a prominent 

a
-Dualism), Saint Chavara is 

one who by his holy deeds has written in golden letters the truth that 
3 Saint Chavara was a 

great apostle of Dalit movements. On the Mannanam hill, attached to 
the mother house of the CMI Congregation, he opened a Sanskrit 
school for children from all castes at a time when Sanskrit was 
considered to be the language of the Brahmin elite. He also collected 
funds from various parishes and beneficiaries to buy a plot of wet rice 
field nearby and ordered that the monastery must cultivate it in order 
to meet the expense of the school.  

Saint Chavara believed that great ideals  like Tattvamasi, which is 
the summit of the Advaita philosophy  are the common heritage of 
Indians irrespective of their religion and spirituality. By opening a 
Sanskrit school, where students from both the high class and low class 
could sit together as children of God and learn the sacred language, he 
showed how this common heritage can be made available to all 
Indians. O. N. V. Kuruppu admires this initiative of St Chavara as 

having no right to learn Sanskrit. Noteworthy is the fact that it was 
done by a Christian who was a religious priest; it was made possible in 
th 4 
There is a beautiful logic that Saint Chavara placed before the teacher 
who came from Thrissur to teach Sanskrit when the teacher had some 
reservations to teach the students of low cast people in the beginning: 

used for the most sacred sacrifice, which is prepared by the trampling 

only for study
people who are close to God are also close to the poor and the least 
ones who are treated as outcast and are marginalised by the society.  

Being a great apostle of Dalits, perhaps Saint Chavara is among 
those who realised the lessons of Tattvamasi and practised it in his life. 

                                                 
3Karmalakusumam, 9 January 2014. 
4O. N. V. Kurupp, Ad na±±a©u¿e Suvi¾£½akan, 38. 
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According to Swami Vivekananda, the love and mercy that Tattvamasi 
contains is the basis of all Indian moralities.5 Paul Doyens also 

 

of Tattvamasi 6 When man started to love man as God his love became 
 Jn 4:8).  

4. God and Man Become One in Tattvamasi 
St Chavara is one, who avoided any form of split mentalities and 
realized the essence of Tattvamsi in himself, in the socio-historical 
context of his time. This revolution initiated by Saint Chavara caused 
rapid socio-cultural changes. Those changes in turn resulted 
significantly in creating conducive atmosphere for the overall growth 
and development of the state. There is also a transpersonal and 
Christological or better a staurological implication for that realization 
of Tattvamsi in his life, which is very well reflected in the lines of 

. This poem, which is the essence of his spiritual 
realization, can be viewed as a compunctional pilgrimage from dvaitam 
(dualism) to advaitam (non-dualism), i.e., his sinful nature of dualism 
(dvaitam  l are two realities) to that perfect 
state of non-dualism (advaitam  
one reality). When he recognized his own divine and human nature in 
its wholeness in the naked form of the crucifix, the great Indian saying 

 is the poetic 
expression of that spiritual tension of St Chavara, which he had to 
undergo as he identified himself with the crucified Christ. 

5. The Literal and Intentional Meaning of Tattvamasi 
Upani ad is the peak of Indian philosophical and theological thinking. 

relation between  (Individual soul) and Brahman (Supreme Soul) 
is the main theme of all the Upani kara has summarised the 
entire teachings of Upani ads into four great sayings, and they are 
generally known as - (great-  
brahma - aya  
brahma , aha  
am God, Braha. Tattvamasi , 
Up. 6.8.7). 
                                                 
5Azhikod, Tattvamasi, 128-129. 
6Azhikod, Tattvamasi, 141. 



248 Herald of the East 
 

 

Tattvamasi tat tvam asi
tat Tattvamasi indicates 

tvam u) signifies  
asi
, Tattvamasi 

When we critically analyse this literal meaning, the identity between 
 and Brahman is something, which is impossible, as the  

who is the individual soul is having many limitations in himself in 
contrast to Brahman, who is beyond all kinds of limitations. Hence, it 
is through the intentional meaning that identity between them is 
established. The Supreme Soul, who is pure, infinite and beyond all 
limitations, guides and controls everything. , who resides in 
each individual, is bound to limitations and always is in bondage of 

 the 
individual soul with the Supreme Soul is established by the 
Upani dvaitam - dualism) but one 

advaitam   non-dualism), is the essence of Tattvamasi. 
Tattvamasi is a -  of realization; the human search for self-

realization and God-realization culminates in Tattvamasi. The first 
-  brahma

as it is the level of God-realization, it is only a theoretical knowledge 
about God. In the second level, the guru, who takes his knowledge 
into realization, tells the disciple that this God is the soul within the 

aya  -  
represents a deeper l -realization, in which he 
concludes that he is that God as the divine spirit is indwelling in him, 

aha  - , the guru 
invites the disciple to become God; Tattvamasi (you are that). Among 
these four great sayings, Tattvamasi is regarded as the greatest among 
the four great sayings. 

6. : A Staurological Understanding of Tattvamasi 
Hinduism is a religion that gives utmost importance to experience, 
and the ultimate purpose of any intellectual discussion on religion 
here is to take one eventually to the realization of God. But in the case 
of Tattvamasi, to realize it, no practical steps are seen in any of the 
Upani ads. In the opinion of Sukumar Azhikod, it may be because of 
the fact that they might not have been recorded.7 Nevertheless, 
                                                 
7Azhikkod, Tattvamasi, 129. 
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regarding its realization, there are differences of opinions among the 
scholars. According to one version, the great sayings provide only 
intellectual knowledge and only through deep contemplation one can 
realize them. There is an opposite view that just by listening to the 
great sayings, one gets experiential knowledge.8 As the great sayings 
are only the advice of the guru, there should be some practical steps to 
realize them. Mediating them through signs and symbols are against 
the Upani ads.9 Seeing that in Tattvamasi, what is contemplated on is 
neither sign nor symbol, rather God Himself, even the great Pra ava 
Mantra (O ) has got its own limitations. 

7. : An Avidya-  (Meditation on Acts of 
Ignorance) 

All the books of Hindu revelation teach that knowledge liberates one. 
But, in the Kena Upani ad we see a view that contradicts this general 

and one, who thinks that he 10 That 
is to say, both vidya (knowledge) and avidya (ignorance) blind and 
delude the person keep him from true Reality. Therefore, both should 
be transcended to reach the highest state of Knowledge. For 

11 In the ya Upani ad, we see a similar 
teaching, which leads human minds into shade of misunderstandings: 

ponders on knowledge, plunges into still greater darkness, and hence 
by ignorance, one should overcome death and experience eternity by 

                                                 
8Azhikkod, Tattvamasi, 162. 
9 na prat§k£½u ¡tmad»½¿i¦ kriyat£.  
10 avij²¡ta¯ vij¡nat¡¯ vij²¡ta¯ avij¡nat¡¯  
I do not im

 And 
 

11yastu sarvv¡³i bhÀt¡ni ¡tmany£v¡nu pa¾yati 
   sarvvabhÀt£½u c¡tm¡na¯ tatµ na vijugup sat£. 
   yasmin sarvv¡³i bhÀt¡ni ¡tmaiv¡bhÀdvij¡nata¦ 
   tatra kµ mµha¦ ka¦ ¾µka¦ £katvamanupa¾yata¦ (Isa Up. 6-7) 
A s  (spiritual aspirant), who sees all beings in the Self, and the Self in all 
beings, feels no hatred by virtue of such realization. There is neither sorrow 
nor delusion for that seer of Oneness. 
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contemplating on God and virtue, he should also contemplate on 
himself and his limitations. 

The concept of Tattvamasi is given a divine interpretation in the 
Upani
interpretation of the ideal is found in the  of St Chavara. 
In the poem, Chavara beautifully combines these two meditations, as 
they mutually enrich each other. As captured in the refrain of its lines, 
Chavara meditate on both God and His virtues, as well as on himself 
and his limitations. 

O Lord of all, sinless, pure 
Behold your slave, a miscreant 
It makes me wholly heavy and sad, 
As on your and virtue I muse! (V.143-146) 
 
You my father, you my maker, 
And ever changeless, I know, is your love 
But when of my heavy sins I think 
How could I stand thus before you! (V.147-150) 
 
O furnace of love, ardently I thirst 
For the treasure of your mercy even though 
Hindered by sin; when your eyes benign  

-162) 
 
When your bright visage I see 
My gloom effaced, love glows 
In your look of mercy I behold 
A gentle saviour, not a judge (V.163-166) 

The great Hindu epic a is written so that one may become like 
a; , 

is the declaration of the scripture. Then, why does it contain the story 
a so that listening to it one can identify, 

a helps one to become 

become conscious of the state he or she is supposed to be in. It is only 
, 

Tattvamasi becomes a reality in life. Therefore, it is only when 
Tattvamasi is interpreted taking into consideration both the positive 
and negative elements of human life that it can lead one to realisation. 
When Tattvamasi is interpreted positively or divinely, only the idyllic 
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tat tvam

Tattvamasi 
For this reason, the great saying Tattvamasi, requires, a holistic 
interpretation, taking into consideration both the human and divine 
elements of an individual. The Crucifix of Jesus represents both the 
tat tvam Tattvamasi, i.e., the human state in which one 

is, and the divine state that one is supposed to achieve. 
In the Book of Joshua, we see Joshua sending two men from Jericho 

-
his strategy to conquer Canaan. According to the scriptural 
interpretation, these two names  -

eth-

scholars considered them as two different names of the same place, but 
later they realized that they were two distinct places. The tussle 
between good and evil is always going on in the human soul from the 
time immemorial, and these two biblical names indicate this great 
fight between good and evil. Man is both Beth-

On one side 
man is kind, gracious, trustful, benevolent; and yet often he comes 
upon a vein of the purest selfishness that ever perverted a character. 
And this we find throughout history. Contrarieties face us every day, 
and make us wonder why they should be. If we look at human person 
only from one of these perspectives, we get only a partial view. When 
both these aspects of human life are taken into consideration, we get a 
complete picture. 

In this connection, it is also good to reflect on other two names that 

trouble the rising of light. These are two names of the 
same family. And we see the beauty of conjunction in Hosea 2:15, 

f Achor for a door of 

of hope. Certainly, the message of Bible touches life at every point and 
in the pages of the Bible we find our own history, a mirror in which we 
see ourselves.  

8. Crucifix: An Autogenic Self-Image of St. Chavara 
In the crucifix, St Chavara read his own true and authentic 
autobiography. The self-criticism, which he made by standing before 
the crucifix led him to the self-realization of tattvamasi-consciousness. It 
is 



252 Herald of the East 
 

 

-image in the crucifix, 
it gave him a deep conviction about his true identity. While spending 
long hours before the crucifix, a surge of memories about the sinful 
deeds of his past life flooded to his mind. In that process of looking 
back, he realized the true picture of his own feeble nature, which was 
identical with that of the crucifix. Gradually, the cross, which was folly 
for the gentiles became the cause of self-knowledge and tattvamasi-
consciousness, for him. The crucified Jesus, the artist, sketched his 

fastened his body to the cross and with the paint of the blood of his 
wounds. From the crucifix, he learned the truth of all theologies - 

 
My soul in perdition sends forth a foul stink! 
Say but the word with your sacred tongue  
And my renewed spirit shall its virtue win back  
Cleansed in the blood, from your body streaming 
My sins and sorrows shall be cleansed  
Alas! I see before me huge crowd (VII.289-294) 

tattvamasi-consciousness . 
-  

Alas, why do I elaborate their vice, 
Their ingratitude, I describe?  
In sinful pride haughtily you behaved.  
 
Rue your own wicked passions, my soul  
True it was my sins that caused you to blood  
O woeful, it was I, who sorely  
Through my hearing and looks caused your heart.  
 
Long sharp thorns I rudely pressed on you  
Had I my eyes and ears held bridled  
The pricks less sharp and painful had been  
Loving Father, me with eyes you gifted.  

(VII.522-532) 
In  we see a Tattvamasi-consciousness, which is completely 
Christological and staurological. Of the three parts of Tattvamasi, the 

tat
God. It is in that crucified form of Christ, in which each human person 
is supposed to find himself, that Chavara too found his original 
identity. By self-kenosis he transcended his individuality into that of 
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Tattvamasi
gave up his ego consciousness. In order to give force to that truth, 
Chavara has employed the Syriac term H 12 
point out Jesus who was presented before Pilate.  

Pontius on this throne seated Him in pomp  
And showed Him to those gathered the sight to see  

  
Like angry blood hounds the crowd screamed.  

(VII.505-508) 

was confessing a truth for the entire humanity that it is in that 
humanized divine form, each person should find his individuality as 
he is the humanized divine form for our sins. When Chavara kneeled 
down before that crucified divine form, he was enlightened with the 
Tattvamasi-consciousness.  

9. Tattvamasi: The Divinity That Man Is Yet to Become 
Eks stre

the Greek work used to indicate human existence, and it literally 

his existence gets its true meaning and worth. The intention of the 
Tattvamasi  that the disciple gradually 

the disciple should get identified with God through daily . 
Tattvamasi asi

present tense form

disciple by his attempt eventually should realize that he is a god. The 
disciple, however, is never a god, but tries to become one. Hence, 
when an apprentice who is in the pursuit of learning self-knowledge, 
listens to this great advice, has to understand its meaning not in the 
present tense, but in the future sense, since according to the 
grammatical rule of Sanskrit, a present tense verb has also a future 
connotation.13   

                                                 
12bha¯giy¡l si¯h¡san£yiruttipontiyµsu¯ 
   m¡niccam¡na¯ k¡³m¡n mµhicca janattine 
   kk¡³iccucolliyavan h¡gaº¡  k¡³min ni±±a© 
   kruddhar¡y janamu¿an kruddhicca¾v¡kka© yath¡ (VII.505-508). 
13
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Among the parables of Jesus, at least few of them are his own 
autobiographies. The audience recognised them as their own stories. 

wicked tenants, he is speaking about himself, as he is the son of the 
owner of the vineyard. The audience heard it as their own story: 

 was indeed the 
purpose of Jesus. They recognized themselves as the wicked 
tenants: 

 So they 
took him and threw him out of the vin
21:38-39). Instead of repentance, it was a negative response that was 
given by the chief priests and the Pharisees who were the listeners of 

the crowd becaus (Mt 21:46).  
We see a precedence of this in the Old Testament in prophet Nathan. 

in a certain town, one rich and the other poor. The rich man had a very 
large number of sheep and cattle, but the poor man had nothing except 
one little ewe lamb he had bought. He raised it, and it grew up with him 
and his children. It shared his food, drank from his cup and even slept 
in his arms. It was like a daughter to him. Now a traveller came to the 
rich man, but the rich man refrained from taking one of his own sheep 
or cattle to prepare a meal for the traveller who had come to him. 
Instead, he took the ewe lamb that belonged to the poor man and 
prepared it for the one who had come to him. David burned with anger 

LORD lives, the 
man who did this must die! He must pay for that lamb four times over, 

2 Sam 12:1-7).  

must pay back five head of cattle for the ox and four sheep for the 

what the LORD
and I delivered you from the hand of Saul (2 Sam 12:9

s own (Ps 51:3). Pained by that 
dreadful reality, descending from his throne and kneeling down before 

unfailing love; according to your great compassion blot out my 
transgressions. Wash away all my iniquity and cleanse me from my 
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 clean; wash me, 

-19). Listening to those prayers, the Lord redeemed his 
life from the pit and crowned him with love and compassion 

-22). 
The demand of the crucifix is that we judge ourselves instead of 

judging. The story that Nathan told David is indeed a story that God 
tells each individual. The Gospels are written not to cry out against 
others to crucify them, but to realize the salvific tattvamasi truth that 

when we listen to the stories of how the chief priests and Pharisees 
responded to Jesus, we are invited to identify ourselves with them and 
examine how we are responding to Jesus in day today affairs. 

tvam Tattvamasi, 
You -criticism and self-purification in order to 

grow into the intended of meaning of Tattvamasi.  
In , by the compunction ( ) of his soul, St 

Chavara achieved this target of growing from the literal meaning of 
Tattvamasi

Bible enlightens us to shed the limitations of humanity and grow into 
the self-realization. The ideal of tattvamasi also invites us to the same 
realization; to -

14 Human life is a salvific-exodus from 
he 

slavery of Egypt to the freedom of the Promised Land, a journey to 
Calvary. On the way the traveller meet the human face of God and his 
divine face. Both these aspects are united in Christ on the cross in 
Calvary, and in the lines of , St Chavara realizes this 
staurological dimension of tattvamasi. 

                                                 
14 See Joseph Parker, Joshua, in ible Series, London: The City Temple 
Pulpit, 1883, pp. 162-170. 


