The Boatman and the Scholar -East Meets WestPRIVATE 

adapted from an essay in Back to Godhead magazine Volume 11.11

CAST:
Professor Brainbender, Mr. John Cassidy, Howard the "yes man," Marilyn Starr the actress and a humble Boatman. 

Narrator: Our scene opens on the bank of the Jalangi River, the Professor is in a hurry to cross the Jalangi in time for his scheduled lecture as a guest speaker at the prestigious Institute of Futurology. 

Professor:(irritated, in a hurry, talking to himself) I can't believe it! The bridge is destroyed from the flood last week! Typically India! Typical, typical! How am I supposed to get across this blasted river now? I simply must be at the Meeting on time! (sees Boatman sitting and mending something) Hey there, you! Boatman, bring your gondolier over here so that I may pay you to take me across.

Boatman: Yes sir, I'll be there in a moment.

Professor: Can you take me to Benares dock? I was going by motor car but the bridge ...

Boatman: Yes, completely destroyed last week, sir. Terrible storms we've been having. All the bridges are very old around here.

Professor: I'm in a great hurry. How much is it?

Boatman: One way or round trip?

Professor: One way.

Boatman: Five rupees, fifty paisa.

Professor: (astonished) Five rupees, fifty paisa!? That's insane! Forget it; I'm not going to pay that much. In my country, that's called thievery ...

Boatman: (turning away) As you like. But I don't think you'll find anyone cheaper. That's the price these days. A man has to earn a living to support his family.

Professor:  No! Let's go now! I'll be late for my appointment at the Institute of Futurology. I must deliver a very important lecture ... (looks at his watch) ... in exactly one hour.

Boatman: Alright. Here's my boat  please get in, sir.

Professor:  (hesitant) Is this boat navigable?

Boatman:  Navigable? What does that mean?

Professor:  It doesn't leak?

Boatman: No, sir! I've had this same boat for twenty years. No problem!

Professor:  (doubtful) Alright. Let's go.

Boatman: Sir? (holds out hand, expecting payment. Professor pays him hurriedly).

Professor:  Where's my change?

Boatman: You're my first fare of the day, sir. I haven't any change.  You climb in, please, and I will push off. (Professor climbs in clumsily, forgetting his umbrella) Your umbrella, sir. (Boatman hands him his umbrella)

Professor:  Oh yes, thank you. (Boatman pushes off, beginning to row, showing great endeavor. He sings sweetly the Hare Krsna mantra) Do be careful won't you? You happen to be carrying some valuable cargo as of now, namely my good self. Boatman, do you know who I am?

Boatman: Quite honestly, sir, no.

Professor: No? I'm amazed! I had thought that my fame had saturated every nook and cranny of the globe but obviously you live in a uniquely deprived and depraved one or two hundred miles of frontier here, so to speak: "the last place on earth to hire Professor Bogworth D. Brainbender III, so to speak. Within the neural-chemical synapses of the cortical cerebrum of my brain are locked the secrets of the cosmos. Aren't you amazed, Boatman, that an insignificant peasant like yourself, has the rare opportunity to meet with someone as distinguished as myself - a renown scholar of advanced calculus, astronomy, archeology, nuclear physics, metamorphism, bio-chemistry, anthropology and psycho-neurology, not to mention my mastery of at least one score of long dead and forgotten languages? (makes a bow)
Boatman: Be careful, sir! You're rocking the boat!

Professor: Boatman, as we progress across your territory perhaps you'd like to discuss the varieties of flora and fauna observable on the sandy banks of this meandering river?

Boatman: (after a pause) Not really, sir. (continues chanting)
Professor: Perhaps you'd be more interested in learning about the excavations now going on which promise to unearth the real truth about ancient man. Why, I myself have recently completed excavations in the Nile River valley which answered, beyond all doubts, the questions concerning the mysterious rise and fall of the Hittite civilization which flourished in that region from approximately 3700 to 3352 B. C.. I discovered  the key to the long forgotten history of the Hittite, Boatman, in the form of a petrified knuckle bone from the right thumb of a Hittite teenager. Due to the minute abrasions and teeth marks on that single bone, we now know for certain that the Hittite either had serious emotional problems or else were faced with a food shortage. (sticks his thumb in his mouth to illustrate his point)
   Look at that mountain over there! What a marvelous mass of rock; must be from the Cambium period.

Boatman: The Himalayan Mountains, sir. Yes, it is very beautiful.

Professor: Ah, well done! (claps) At least you know a thing or two! Yes, the Himalayan Mountains.

Boatman: Great saints and sages live up there.

Professor: Well, I don't know about that but I can tell you that they were thrust up out of the earth millions of years ago in the pre-Cambrian era - metamorphic rock produced by volcanic reaction. I believe it belongs to the Igneous category. I've studied Geology, you know. I'm sure you've studied Geology, haven't you?

Boatman: No, I haven't, but I know one thing. There are saints and sages that have lived in Hardwar and Hrshikesa since the beginning of time who practice yoga and have all mystic powers. Wonderful people they are, sir! They exemplify the real purpose of life.

Professor: Definitely nonsense! Don't you believe it! Ha ha ha! These Himalayan mountains were formed millions of years before there was even life on the planet. There were violent electric storms in those days. The atmosphere was made of only methane and ammonia - a spot of carbon dioxide and a spot of nitrogen, you know. Somehow or other, these electrical charges reacted with this "primordial soup" and they began to reproduce themselves. Can you believe it? They turned themselves into amoebas - 

squiggly things. Some time went by and (snaps his fingers) then they turned into fish and the fish came out of the water and turned into amphibians - ugly looking things all covered with warts, but they were air breathers! They turned into dinosaurs of all shapes and colors. These huge dinosaurs ruled the earth for millions of years until all of a sudden they disappeared just like that!! (snaps fingers again)


Of course, no one knows why they disappeared but anyway they did and then, quite by chance other creatures developed and scampered up the trees and became monkeys. Some jumped down from the trees and became human beings. Would you believe it? Monkeys turned into human beings! We've got monkeys as our ancestors! Isn't it amazing? Of course, most of us have come a long way from the first ones. They were quite primitive.  

Boatman: Excuse me, sir. You're ancestors may have been monkeys but mine were great saints and sages.

Professor: You're not listening, Boatman. What is that mumbling?

Boatman: I don't mean to be insulting, sir, but I'm chanting.

Professor: Chanting??? What is the purpose of this chanting business?

Boatman: All I know, sir, is what my father taught me and that is to steer this boat safely down the river and Chant the sixteen Holy Names of the Hare Krsna Mantra.

Professor: If I had a microscope, I'd examine your brain! If that's all you know, you've wasted 25% of your life!!!(Professor steps to back of boat and boatman continues to chant, unaffected. Soon a wealthy industrialist and his assistant hail the boat.)

Cassidy: Hey, boy! Bring your touring yacht over here! I'm late for an important meeting at the Krishnagat Chamber of Commerce.

(to Howard, his "yes man") Shut up, Howard!

Howard: But, I didn't say anything, Mr. Cassidy!

Cassidy: That's just in case you attempt to say anything in the future. Hey, what is this dredge, anyway? Is this the boat you arranged for us? Well, put all my stuff in it and help me to board. (they get in clumsily, falling into each other) Get away from me, you buffoon! (Boatman pushes off, chanting softly) Spread out the Condominium plans before me. Hey Boatman, (pointing out a place on the river bank, framing it with his hands) what do you think of a 20 story hotel with a Gambling Casino and Nightclub. If we cleared the beachfront on both sides, can you picture it?

Boatman: Here on the bank of the Jalangi, sir?!!?

Cassidy: Sure, why not? I don't mind telling you that what I'm planning is a large-scale renovation of these nine islands. We'll advertise it as "Gracious Living on the Jalangi in Franklin (that's my backer) and Cassidy's New Condominium Development: Sacred River Estates." It will have all the advantages and delights of the scenic and historic locations and central air-conditioning, color TV, gas stations. We'd soon have an airport and sport stadium. We could quickly pave over all that open land and build neighborhoods, each behind their own wall with security dogs. Best of all, no one would have to bathe in these perilous waters always fearful of being bitten by turtles and frogs; most everyone will have their very own Franklin and Cassidy chlorinated pool! And right in the middle of it all - a world class Golf Course! 

Boatman: I'm not one for change. I  feel that everything around me is as it is destined to be. 

Cassidy:  I see, you think you have a monopoly on the river traffic, do you? What would you do if I put a whole fleet of new boats on the river, huh? Still, I like your spunk. I'm an Investment Specialist!! I can help you set up some IRA and 401s for your retirement but you'd better put all your money in Electronics Penny Stock. There's a Bull Market, now.

Boatman: Yes, I used to take my cow to the Bull Market, but she is old, too. Whatever money I have after my wife and I buy the handful of supplies we need each month, that we give entirely to the Temple for the pleasure of our Lord, Krishna. 

Cassidy: Boatman, tell me what you know about Investments Planning!
Boatman: Investwhat?

Cassidy: Sure. If you had started saving money when you were

young, by now you could have bought a first-class motorboat. Not only would you not have to work so hard in your old age, you could carry a lot more passengers and make a lot more money. And with that extra money you could buy more boats and rent them out ...  and by now you could be a rich man. Money makes money, they say! I've studied Economics, you know. In fact, I'm an Investment Specialist!


My name's John Cassidy, but everyone calls me Buddy. You can have one of my cards: I'll do business with anybody.

Boatman: No thanks, I don't read English - just Hindi, Bengali and Sanskrit. 

Cassidy: Tough luck, man. English is the language of commerce! What kind of University training did you have?

Boatman: University? I don't even know what that is. 

Cassidy: Tell me, man, how do you expect to get ahead in the world without an education? In order to succeed in life, the name of the game is (hitting his head with a checkbook) Money, Money, Money!! That's right, man, you have to earn it, save it and spend it! I'm a self-made man. I went from delivering newspapers to buying penny stock to owning over half the small newspapers in the U.S. east of the Mississippi. Now, people come to me learn how to invest their money. I still have the first dollar I ever earned. I have a special place for it where I can see it every morning. That reminds me of the value of Saving, Saving, Saving!!!


But, nowadays you need to go to University and get a degree in Business & Economics. You learn how to run with the pack and stand up to Opposition! When you pass your examinations, you then receive your qualifications. When you have these qualifications, when you've proven to the world that you are ready to fit in and play the game then maybe, if you're extremely fortunate, somebody may employ you!! With an occupation and weekly wages, you can have a bank balance. With that you can have a credit rating - the world is yours - you have a large house built with a wall around it for privacy and a swimming pool. Then every day your wife will go to the Mall and spend, spend, spend - she'll get an automatic washer and dryer, refrigerator, automobile, electric wastebaskets - everything you need to live comfortably!!! 


Of course, you'll want to live in the suburbs where the air is a bit better so you will have to drive two hours into work every morning and drive two hours to get back every evening. You can get a cassette deck and speakers in the back of your car - makes time more bearable in the traffic jams. When you get home at 9 o'clock at night, you can just pop a TV dinner in the microwave and it's ready in a moment.


On Saturday, one can see the doctor or psychiatrist. The stress of modern life can really wear down the psyche, so you have to oil the machinery so to speak! You have to take pills to get you up in the morning, pills to keep you going at noon and pills to be able to sleep at night! And it all comes from Economics!

Boatman: I've heard about your Western civilization with crime and divorce. Sounds terrible to me, sir.

Cassidy: That's the price you've got to pay for progress. Nothing worth getting is achieved without a price. Look, doesn't matter if you've been to school, we're just talking money here.

Boatman: (gravely) Hmmm ... money ... I'm certainly not a rich man, but I get by. And whatever excess money I have, I use for Krishna-seva.

Cassidy: Krishna-what?

Boatman: Krishna-seva  service to Krishna. Worship of Krishna.

Cassidy: You don't mean to say you belong to that Hare Krishna sect, do you?

Boatman: My family has been worshiping Krishna for generations. I don't know what you mean by "sect." In Bhagavad-Gita Krishna says "bhoktaram yajna tapasam, sarva-loka-mahesvaram"  He says, "I am the Supreme Lord, the Supreme enjoyer of all sacrifices." Therefore I worship Him. I simply accept the statements of Bhagavad-Gita.

Cassidy: Ach! This religion nonsense! What have you got out of it? Nothing more than an opiate for the people, if you ask me! One thing I have to agree with Karl Marx about: "Religion is the opiate for the people." Have you ever heard of Karl Marx?

Boatman:
He is a movie actor, isn't he?

Cassidy: (turns to audience) Just see! He doesn't know anything! He hasn't the slightest idea about economics, neither for his own economic advancement nor in theory. He has no idea about the great theories of economics, by which this whole world moves! Typically India! (turns to Boatman) I must say, Boatman, you don't know anything about Economics, and  since you've not at all prepared for your Retirement then 50% of your life is wasted! 

Boatman: Whatever you wish to say, sir. My father taught me only to row this boat and depend on the Lord's Mercy. 

(he sings sweetly the Hare Krishna mantra, this ruffles the businessman's patience.)

Cassidy: How much time would you say until we get to the other dock? 

Boatman: Hard to say, I've never had a watch.
(pointing to river bank) That's my house, sir!

Cassidy: That's a house??

Boatman: That's right, sir. Around it I own some land and a cow. My wife helps me plant in the garden and take care of the cow. The fruit trees give plenty of fruit, so we simply pick the fruit, harvest the vegetables, milk the cow, offer them up to the Lord and take the remnants of the offering. That's how I earn my livelihood, not to mention the fares I collect from travelers such as yourself.

Cassidy: How barbaric indeed! What about advancement? There's more to life than a patch of vegetables. I prefer to take my place among the society of Free Enterprise! Ahhh, "the thrill of the chase", "Dog eat Dog", "the Old Rat Race", "Survival of the Fittest" - these mottos are the blood in my veins, man!

Boatman: "Simple living and constant meditation upon the Lotus Feet of the Lord," that's my motto.

Cassidy: You have a very shallow appreciation of life, don't you, Boatman? (thunder is heard and a brisk wind blows) Anyway, look here Boatman, just get me across this accursed river, fast!

Boatman:  Excuse me, sir, but this river is coming from the sacred mother Ganges, whose waters emanate from the lotus feet of Lord Vishnu. Please don't offend her in that way.

Cassidy: (exaggerated apology) Oh, I'm so sorry. And I suppose you want to tell me that the water is completely pure, huh? If you only knew how much disease-carrying micro-organisms these rivers in India carry! Sometimes I wonder what is the use of this country at all. After all that the British did for you, you still insist on keeping your antiquated ways. Boatman, tell me what you know about the British colonial time in India.

Boatman: Not a whole lot. I know they came and built railroads all over the place so that many people left the land and went to the cities to work in factories in squalid, inhumane conditions.

Cassidy: Where did you hear such propaganda? Simply nonsense! If it weren't for the British ... Hey, what's going on? (opens his umbrella) It's raining and getting cold and blowing like anything! 

Boatman: A storm is brewing!

Cassidy: (a little humble) Boatman, can't you be quicker?

Boatman: I'm trying my best; but the current is very strong. (rows intently, chanting "Jaya Govinda, Jaya Gopal, Keshava Madhava Dina-dayal") The weather is very unpredictable at this time of year. A heavy rainstorm can come at a moment's notice.

Cassidy: It's raining, already! 

(from the shore, the boat is hailed by a young woman)

Starr: Yoohoo! Mr Boatman! Please come and pick up little me!

Boatman: Coming madam!

Cassidy: I'm moving to the back of the "bus" and the idiot can come with me.

Howard: Yes, Mr. Cassidy.

Cassidy: Shut up, Howard.

Starr: Oh, Boatman! Please help me on this great big boat so I don't hurt myself! Thank you!

Boatman: (takes her hand and helps her on, unaffected) You're welcome, Madam.

Starr: Don't call me "madam," Handsome. Call me Dimples, all my friends do!

Howard: Oh aren't you uh ... ahhh ... ?

Cassidy: I must apologize constantly for my assistant, Miss Starr. He doesn't know anything!

Starr: Yes, I'm Marilyn Starr, the famous movie actress. Do you like movies Mr. Boatman?

Boatman: I've never seen one. (continues chanting)

Starr: I thought everyone liked movies! What about you boys?

Professor: The affinity for any media, Miss, is entirely relative to the psycho-neurological design of the brain of the particular individual. I've written several books about this ...

Cassidy: Oh, yes Miss! In fact Franklin and Cassidy Condominiums are always conveniently located near local theaters for the viewing pleasure of our tenants! (Howard nods his head enthusiastically)
Starr: Sillies!! (waves her hand at Cassidy and turns to the Boatman) My my, Boatman, you must really be strong! I could never row this boat myself.(she listens to his chanting) Doesn't that song have any melody?

Howard: I kind of like it! (bobbing his head rhythmically).

Cassidy: Shut up Harold!

Starr: I know a few songs, maybe we could sing a duet? You know, to make the time pass easier? Do you know any hit songs, Honey?

Boatman: (staunchly) No, madam, I don't.

Starr: (annoyed) Then what do you know, you silly boatman? What do you know?

Boatman: I only know what my father has taught me: to row this boat safely across the river and always chant the Holy Names of the Lord.

Starr: Silly, silly, silly! There's a whole world out there of Hot stories and Wild parties and hit music, fashion and influential people! If all you know is two things then I say you've wasted seventy-five percent of your life! (she abruptly turns and walks to back of boat)
Professor: My word! According to Aristotle's laws of fluid dynamics, the total mass of the load of the boat, minus the cross-sectional displacement of the hull in square centimeters times the buoyancy-ratio of water at sea level when factored by this gaping hole in the bottom of the boat indicate that, within say a quarter of an hour, boat and cargo will be permanently situated on the bottom of this river.

Starr: Oh my goodness, he must be a scientist! I didn't understand a word he said!!

Cassidy: What's he's telling us, Miss Starr - I mean Dimples- is that the boat is sinking!

Howard: Mr. Cassidy, I'm sorry but I have wet socks!

Cassidy: Shut up Howard!

Professor: It is my deeply concerned opinion that we should immediately institute appropriate measures to stave off our inevitable demise.

Starr: First we should get back on land, Mr. Scientist!

Boatman: We've sprung a leak, sir.

Cassidy: Oh my God, a leak!

Boatman: Maybe you can block the hole with something.

Cassidy: Howard! Get down on the floor and block up that hole!

Howard: Yes, Mr.Cassidy! (He tries desperately to plug up the hole with is hands.The Boatman continues to row while chanting softly.)
Professor: It appears to me that, due to considerable fluid pressures involved, the apparatus being used by your assistant is ineffectual to prevent the entrance of the ensuing water into this boat! 

Starr: Not only that, but I don't thinking he's stopping the water from filling up the boat!

Cassidy: Dog gonnit! We need something larger to fill up that hole! (grabs Howard and plunges his head downward into the hole) Here, Howard - use your head for once! That's it, kid! This is the most intelligent thing I've ever done with you! (Howard waves arms wildly in air, finally he stops struggling and sinks to the bottom of the boat.) Get into it Howard, soak up all that water! Drink it! I knew that kid would be good for something!

Professor: To my great distress, I feel we are faced with an irreversible calamity and can fathom no solution to affect our deliverance. 

Starr: Isn't it exciting!?! I almost got a part once in that movie "The Sinking of the Titanic!"

Boatman: It's too late; we're filling up with water. Use your hat and bail it out. 

Cassidy: Right. I believe I saw that in a movie once but ...

Boatman: Sir, I don't think we're going to make it to the other side. 

Cassidy:  But, but hurry up ... (shows panic) This can't be  I have to deliver my lecture on Economics! I gave a contract! I'm being paid!! I ... look, I'll even pay you $100 extra to hurry up! I'll make it worth your while - under the table, no questions asked!

Boatman: That's all right. I don't think it will help at this point. You can keep your money. (takes off shoes, shirt)

Cassidy: What are you doing now?

Boatman:
Getting ready to swim.

Cassidy: (panicking, tearful) Swim?! You are going to swim?

Boatman: What else is there to do? (boat capsizes) Excuse me sirs, but we'll just have to swim for it now; it's not so far, but ... can you swim, by the way?

Professor: Well, of course I theoretically understand the fundamental principles behind swimming, but I've never had the time to practically apply them! I must write my epithet, some last words ...

Starr: (flirtatiously) Listen, you get me to shore and I can really show my appreciation! It will be like Tarzan saving Jane. You know Tarzan, right? It will be romantic - just you, me and the jungle ... I didn't mean all those things I said before. Honey?
Cassidy: Nooooooooooooooooo! (blurble glub) I never had time! All my life I had to work night and day to get where I am today! I (blub) Look at me, I'm completely soaked! Frivolous persons, they spend their valuable time in sport but I never learned how to swim! Howard did all the swimming! Didn't you Howard? Howard? Howard!!

Boatman:
I'm very sorry. I can swim well enough myself, but I'm

not capable of carrying any of you to shore. It appears that despite your accumulation of knowledge, wealth, beauty and fame, you've neglected the most important thing: how to save yourselves at the time of death. Everyone goes alone at the time of death and the perfection of life is to be ready for that time with confidence in one's destination. One who wants to be free from the ocean of repeated birth and death should fix His mind upon Krishna, Who is the Source of Wealth, Strength and Beauty and also Renunciation. The recommended means for this Age is to chant the Hare Krishna mantra. For all of you, 100% of your life is wasted!!! (Boatman swims away)
Narrator: The life of our unfortunate Westerners was not actually 100% wasted. After all, they  heard the Hare Krishna mantra, and even drowned in the sacred Ganges  no doubt freeing them from all sinful reactions of their past misdeeds. The Moral of the story is whatever else we may learn in our life's journey, there's one thing we all need to know: how to cross safely to the spiritual world when our material body "capsizes." Therefore, while the West's technological science can make our voyage more comfortable, we need the East's spiritual science to make it more successful.


Our simple boatman, on the other hand, despite his lack of book-knowledge on material subjects of so-called advancement, had sufficient knowledge not only to save himself from a physically dangerous situation, but also to bring him to realize the goal of life  going back home, back to Godhead.


We urge you to read the books mentioned in this play  the ancient Vedic literatures translated into English by His Divine Grace Srila Prabhupada. The Srimad-Bhagavatam and Bhagavad Gita are available today from the devotees here. Thank you very much.









