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The man of Tao  
remains unknown;  

Perfect virtue  
produces nothing;  

‘No-Self’ is  
‘true-Self’;

And the greatest man
is Nobody.

—Chuang Tzu  

xvii.3. 

(composed in the 4th century B.C.)

I’m Nobody! Who are you?  
Are you—Nobody—too?  
Then there’s a pair of us!

—Emily Dickinson  

Poem 260

(composed in 1861)



Dedicated  
to

spiritual seekers  
everywhere
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Who Was Sunyata?

We have attempted to piece together some of Sunyata’s life, 
mostly from recalled answers in the weekly gatherings over 
the years that we knew him. As Sunyata was of “no mind,” 
his own stories never fit into any neat chronological order.

(Any words that have been italicized can be found in the 
Glossary at the end of the book.) 

Sunyata was born on a small Danish farm in 1890 with 
the name of Alfred Julius Emmanuel Sorensen. At the time 
of his birth, his two sisters were 12 and 14 years old. As he 
was only educated up to the 8th grade, he would often joke 
that he had escaped “headucation.” During his childhood, a 
big shock occurred when he was 14 and the family farm was 
sold to strangers who had no respect for the land. He began 
an apprenticeship in horticulture, and eventually moved to 
England where he became “a simple gardener.” 

As a gardener, he worked from 6 in the morning to 6 
in the evening in such big estates as Forty Hall, Sunbury 
Court, Hampton Court, and Dartington Hall. While 
he was working on the gardens of Dartington Hall in 
Devonshire, Rabindranath Tagore, the Indian poet, came 
to speak. Emmanuel (this means the “indwelling God” and 
was Sunya’s favorite Western name for himself) played a 
Beethoven quartet for Tagore on an old gramophone; Tagore 
was so impressed with the quality of Emmanuel’s silence 
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(lack of willfulness and ego desires) that he invited him “to 
come to India to teach silence.” But how can you teach some-
thing except by being It? Being It he was, and his arrival in 
India in 1930—in his 40th year—marked the beginning of 
a new phase in his life’s drama. People immediately thrust 
titles upon him like ‘baba’, ‘saint’, and ‘guru’, but none of 
these names seemed true to his being. He did accept small 
gifts from people, but refused them if they were more than 
he needed at the time. For 48 years he was to live in India, 
where his work was simply to BE and his days as a gardener 
a thing of the past. Everything was given to him. In Sunyata’s 
words: “We live so close to Heaven.” 

In order to better grasp the next chapter of this story, it 
is necessary to know something about Ramana Maharshi 
(1879-1950), the sage of Arunachala, who was made famous 
in the West by Paul Brunton’s book A Search in Secret India. 
Ramana had realized the Self at the age of 16, and lived the 
rest of his life near the sacred hill named Arunachala. Paul 
Brunton had visited Ramana in the early 1930’s and was 
struck by the power of his Silence. Although Emmanuel first 
heard of Ramana Maharshi from an American whom he met 
in Kashmir, he subsequently read Paul Brunton’s book, and 
decided to make the pilgrimage to visit Ramana. 

Once he arrived there in 1936, Emmanuel soon realized 
that he had never before met this quality of consciousness in 
any living being. Later in his life, he said about this meeting: 

Never before had I awared such integral Self-Radiance in 
any human form, such light of Silence. One was being fed 
just awaring him. At the first sight of him, I felt no excitement 

or even awe, no solemnity or ecstasy, simply a calm recogni-
tion, a glad contentment, and gratitude in his darshan.

When Emmanuel first arrived, Ramana asked him his name 
and nationality, and inquired about mutual friends and his 
sadhana (the Way he had come). Emmanuel was put up in 
one of the ashram guest houses and during his two week 
stay spent many of his days sitting in the back of the medita-
tion hall soaking in the quality of Ramana’s radiance. Unlike 
most of the other Westerners who came to visit the ashram, 
Emmanuel did not ask even one question; other than his 
response to those few initial questions from Ramana, there 
was no verbal communication between them. Emmanuel 
was therefore quite surprised when he later heard from Paul 
Brunton that (soon after his departure) Ramana had referred 
to him as a janam-siddha—“one of the rare-born mystics.” 
When Emmanuel heard this phrase “rare-born mystic,” he 
had no idea of what a “mystic” was or what it meant to be 
one who was “rare-born.” Emmanuel soon acquired a copy 
of The Oxford Book of English Mystical Verse in the hope of 
finding out what it meant to be a “mystic.” At the same time 
he began to examine his own childhood to see why he had 
been able to so easily loosen his identification with ego-con-
sciousness; it was this exploration that was the origin of the 
reflections called Memory. 

It was during Emmanuel’s third visit to Ramana Maharshi 
in 1940 that he acquired the name that he was to use for 
the rest of his life. He was just sitting quietly in meditation 
when he awared an effulgence—a spiritual flood of light— 
especially radiated and directed upon his form, and 
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suddenly out of the Silence came an (unsolicited) telepathic 
message from Ramana Maharshi in the form of these five 
English words: 

We are always aware sunyata. 

What surprised him most in this message was the word 
“always”—although he had often transmuted Shakespeare’s 
phrase that “ripeness is all” into his own saying “awareness 
is all,” up to that moment he had never realized that who he 
was is always “aware.” He also asked himself who is this 
“we”? Did it mean Ramana Maharshi and himself or did it 
include everyone? Eventually he concluded that “we” is the 
indwelling, innerstanding Word, Logos, Sophia— the androg-
ynous EmmanuEL. Another surprise was that Ramana, a 
Hindu sage, had used the Buddhist term “sunyata“, a term 
often translated as “the void” or “full solid emptiness”. The 
Buddhist doctrine of sunyata asserts that all beings and phe-
nomena are free of any soul or intrinsic nature; this means 
that although people, things, and events appear on the 
outside to be real and substantial, they are actually—when 
innerstood—ephemeral and insubstantial. Sunyata took 
Ramana’s five words as recognition, initiation, mantra, and 
name. Thereafter, he referred to both himself and the hut in 
which he lived as “Sunyata”. Like a crystal that reflects many 
colors yet itself remains pure, clear, unaffected, that’s who he 
would always be, no-thing-ness. Tat twam asi, he was fond of 
saying— “Thou art That”. 

For the next four decades, Sunyata continued to live in his 
Himalayan hut not far from Almora. About his new home, 
so beautifully situated with vast views of a vaster Silence, he 

said, “I was contented in Denmark though I could see the oth-
ers regarded me as an oddity. In England I felt freer. In India 
I felt at home. But in the Himalayas I feel closest to Heaven.”

During all these years in India, he was never employed, 
but found money being pushed on him. He was once offered 
20 rupees a month ($2.50), but only accepted 5. Then in 
1950, the Birla Foundation in New Delhi (whose purpose is 
to assist saints and saddhus) asked him if he’d accept 100 
rupees a month and he agreed to accept 20. “It was more 
than I needed at the time,” he admitted, “but I thought 
prices might rise.” It was later raised to 50 rupees where it 
remained for more than 20 years. Even after inflation made 
it hard to live on 50, Sunyata would never consider getting a 
raise through asking. 

Living nearby to his Himalayan hut on “Crank’s Ridge” 
were such neighbors as the Tibetan Buddhist scholars Lama 
Anagarika Govinda and Dr. Walter Y. Evans-Wentz. He 
would often make pilgrimages to the plains of India during 
the winter season, and return to his hut—high in the moun-
tains—when the plains began to sizzle with the summer 
heat. He became personally acquainted with such leaders 
of the Indian independence movement as Mahatma Gandhi 
and Jawaharlal Nehru. He also came to know Anandamayi 
Ma and Neem Karoli Baba and many realized beings who 
are virtually unknown in the West. 

The story of Sunyata’s stay in India would not be com-
plete without mentioning his plucky small black-and-white 
dog named “Wuti”. Wuti was brought from Tibet in a sack 
along with a lion cub in 1950, and he became Sunyata’s con-
stant companion for the next 9 years. Sunyata named him 
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Wuti because that was the sound he made when he barked. 
An Indian saint named Anandamayi Ma looked at Wuti and 
announced, “This is not a dog.” Thereafter, she permitted 
Wuti into the inner sanctum of her ashram where no dogs 
were allowed. After Wuti died, Sunyata changed Wuti’s 
name to Wuji and used this term—Wuji—to refer to his own 
higher Self. When Sunyata was asked why he changed his 
name from Wuti to Wuji, he replied: “Adding ‘ji’ to a name is 
what is done in India to show respect—the dog needed less 
bark and more bite.” 

Sunyata would have been happy and content to live in 
India for the remainder of his bodily-life. He never had any 
desire to go anywhere, let alone to America. In November 
1973, a group of seekers from California associated with the 
Alan Watts Society went to India to visit Lama Govinda, 
Sunyata’s friend and neighbor. A local villager just hap-
pened to mention to this group that there lived a solitary 
hermit-type-ancient-one whom they might want to visit. 
They went to Sunyata’s hut and decided that he indeed was 
an Enlightened One. One of the group members told him 
“You’ll be in California next year.” Sunyata protested: “But 
I have nothing to teach and nothing to sell.” The gentleman 
replied: “That’s why we want you!”—and off he trotted. 
Eventually, one of these visitors sent Sunyata a round-trip 
plane ticket to California with the promise: “Reality-wise, 
Sunyata need not do anything.” 

When he was invited to settle in America, Sunyata 
believed that his life was drawing to an end; here he was a 
man in his 80’s who had spent many of the last decades in 
silence. Over the years, however, he had developed a language 

to talk about his Reality and had discovered that there was 
an unusually good rapport with some of the spiritual seek-
ers who had come from the West to visit India. ”Prarabdha 
karma,” Sunyata once explained, “is the karma that cannot 
be changed in one’s lifetime.” So it was his prarabdha karma 
to first come to America at the tender young age of 84. One 
of the few places in America that had ever really interested 
him was—coincidentally—California. When he was a young 
man living in England, he had been exposed to the teachings 
of Theosophists who had spoken about a New Race of people 
being born in several geographical locations, one of which 
was supposed to be in California. If a New Race was being 
born, he wanted to be there for the birthing. 

So for the last six years of his life, he made his home in 
California. “I take my home with me wherever I go,” he said. 
He made no effort “to do” anything—his mode was simply 
“to be”. Many people claimed that significant changes in 
their life would occur after meeting him. “I do nothing, it 
just happens,” he would always say. 

“Every thing always happens rightly,” he would say to 
his fellow pilgrims, “all is right that seems most wrong.” 

While crossing a busy intersection in Fairfax, California 
on the morning of Sunday, August 5th, 1984, he was struck 
by a car. He was taken to nearby Ross Hospital, but by that 
evening he had entered into a coma. He lived another eight 
days, but never regained consciousness. 
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Betty’s Recollections 

In 1978, I moved to Marin County—just across the Golden 
Gate Bridge from San Francisco. I telephoned a good friend 
and asked him what folks here in Marin did in the evenings. 
He replied, “They go to the Sunyata gatherings.” I told my 
friend that I was tired of chasing after gurus as I had been 
doing that for the last few years of my life; but my friend 
assured me that this man was different. So one Thursday 
evening, aboard the old Alan Watts houseboat, I found 
myself listening to the voice of an elderly man, dressed in 
Indian clothes and turban, who spoke with a soft Danish 
accent. I had previously met teachers whom you could rarely 
get near because there were so many people who wanted to 
be with them. Sunyata made no claims about being anyone 
in particular and he was very easy to approach and to talk to. 
I was charmed by his utter simplicity and seeming ordinar-
iness. In the days, months, and years to follow, Sunya-Bhai 
was to become my dearest, most cherished Friend. 

When the Alan Watts Society “kidnapped” this fellow 
Sunyata from his Himalayan sanctuary, they did so with the 
conviction that the arrival of a genuinely Enlightened One 
would bring crowds so numerous that they would have to 
be turned away. This, much to my relief, never happened. 
I think this was due to his lack of “flash”—he had no inter-
est in power, fame, or money; he didn’t do healings, wasn’t 
psychic and performed no miracles. For those seekers who 
wanted a teacher to be “spectacular,” it was anti-climactic to 
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hear him continually insist that he was a “no-body” and that 
since he had attained “no-thing,” he had “nothing to teach 
and nothing to sell.” 

In India, he was revered by many as a saint. Since the 
Silence of his Being radiated, he was given the highest regard  
in a country that doesn’t easily accept non-Indians as one 
of their own. Here in America, where simplicity is rarely 
viewed as a virtue, only a handful of people appreciated—or 
even apperceived—this “rare-born mystic.” 

Rabindranath Tagore, in his first meeting with Emmanuel, 
awared a Silence so profound that he invited Emmanuel to 
“come to India to teach silence.” This silence was a complete 
lack of the usual desires that most of us take for normal; there 
was no desire for his life to be any different from the way it 
was. At the time Tagore met Emmanuel he was working long 
days as a gardener earning minimal wages. Most people 
would dream about getting out of such circumstances and 
of improving their lot in life, but such was not the case with 
Emmanuel. He accepted everything that happened to him 
and he was simply at ease in all of life’s circumstances. He 
was like the chameleon that could adapt and fit into situa-
tions that were as various and varied as the continents and 
countries he lived in. 

Paradoxically, even if he excelled at adapting to his sur-
roundings, there was a sameness about him, something that  
never changed, regardless of where he was or who he was 
with. I once heard a tape recording of Sunyata talking to 
that first group of Western seekers who had burst into his 
Himalayan sanctuary in 1973. His words and demeanor 
were exactly the same as when I met him five years later in 

California. He was samata, the unchanging awareness amidst 
changing forms. “Aware that which does not change in all 
that changes,” he would advise, “Tat twam asi—thou art That.”

During most of his life Sunyata was a quiet listener and 
did not seek to impose, share, or even to discuss his con-
sciousness with others. Growing up in Denmark, he was not 
really understood by his own family and his mother once 
commented that she thought him “a bit queer.” Her opinion, 
as well as the opinions of others, did not concern him. When 
he accepted Tagore’s invitation to visit India and people 
thrust such names upon him as baba, guru, and saint, he 
remained unaffected. Sunyata would often say: “What Peter 
says about Paul says more about Peter than Paul. Do not 
dissipate your energy trying to explain yourself to others. 
Simply radiate your light.” 

In India people who regarded Sunyata as a guru sought 
his blessing and tried to thrust things upon him; however he 
would never accept more than what he needed. The ”curse” 
of possessions and property was never anything he desired. 
The only thing he readily accepted was books—which he 
always shared. When he read the collection of recorded talks 
given by Nisargadatta Maharaj entitled I Am That, he was 
so impressed with the quality of consciousness in this book 
that he obtained as many copies as he could in order to give 
them away. He was indeed very generous with the small 
amount of money people gave to him. 

Sunyata taught by being what he was and by the radi-
ance of his light. From time to time there would appear at 
his home or at the weekly satsangs, people who were some-
what unbalanced, “troublemakers” as we came to call them. 
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Sunyata did not make their appearance an issue. He never 
reacted to these people or gave them the attention needed 
to sustain their mischief; they would eventually disappear 
from the gatherings, leaving him once again at peace. 

Sunyata never prayed for anyone or anything. “Why 
pray?” he would say. “Things are so beautifully right as they  
are. God’s will is always being done, whether we like it or 
not. Things that seem to be wrong or going badly are really 
right and correct when viewed from the Whole, from the 
larger perspective. It is to egos that things seem to be wrong. 
‘There’s a divinity that shapes our ends, rough-hew them 
though we may.’ There is no real choice in life; all that we 
can do is to change our attitude towards what happens and 
that makes all the difference. Acceptance of all, the shadow 
and the light, is the key to living.” 

He radiated a joy, a peace, and an energy that he was 
unaware of. When people would comment to him about this  
wonderful energy that seemed to radiate from him, he would 
say, “I do not know what I do. We are constantly being used 
by the invisible forces and we are simply the actors on the 
stage of life. We think we push and pull and control events, 
but all the while we are being pushed and pulled and used. 
Do not complain or cry or pray, but open your intuitive eye 
and aware the light in and around you; it is forever.” 

Sunyata lived a life that was filled with Grace, ease, love, 
and wisdom. This was his teaching, his legacy. He was a 
mature “baby”—living in that non-dual state that babes are 
born into, but all too quickly fall out of. He had the non-du-
alistic glow of the new-born combined with the ripeness that 
manifests only after a long lifetime of living. He was very 

fond of saying, “Seek ye first the inner realm of Grace and all 
(mere) things shall be added unto you.” He would remind 
us to consciously aim at this grace awareness. He empha-
sized that this was the most important thing in life, our most 
important pursuit, our highest attainment. Mere things are 
unimportant compared to this Grace, this living of “Heaven 
on Earth.” 

How was our time spent together? I offered to be his 
chauffeur, and our favorite pastime was visiting various 
friends. His neighbors from near Almora—Lama Govinda 
and Li Gotami—were now living just a few miles down the 
road in Mill Valley, and we would often drop in for tea and 
news about mutual friends. Sunyata was invited to speak in 
homes, in bookstores, in lecture-halls, and in churches. He 
was also very fond of coffee shops and I spent many hours 
with him drinking up his wisdom along with the coffee.

Sunyata would often say, “I  never sought guru or guid-
ance. When in my life minor problems arose, I always went 
within for the answer. I never reached out to others for what 
I should or should not do.” Whenever I would express some 
concern about my own personal future, he would say, “Step 
by step as thou goeth, the way shall open up to thee.”

Friday evenings were a particularly special time for me. As 
it was the end of a week of teaching school, I would look for-  
ward to a few days of rest. My usual routine was to do gro-
cery shopping and then to return home to cook dinner. While  
preparing food, sometime in the early evening, there would 
be this gentle knock at my door and it would be Sunyata. The 
proximity of my house to the post office made it easy for him 
to stop by in order to give me some of the writing that he 
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wanted typed. He would stay for dinner and we would talk 
for hours. Then, because it was too dark for him to walk back 
alone, I would drive him home. Although this same scene 
repeated itself every Friday evening for as long as he lived in 
Mill Valley, each week it came as a delightful surprise. 

Sunyata had always promised everyone that he would 
be around for his l00th birthday celebration… “unless,” he 
would sometimes add, “I wind up in a hospital.” 

Events arrange themselves to carry out the Grand Plan; 
somewhere, I suppose, it was written that this Ancient One 
was to be crossing the street at the precise location where the 
car that struck him was to pass… and that he was to enter 
a hospital for the only time in his long and blessed life. His 
prarabdha karma had fulfilled itself and so his physical heart 
and breath stopped playing in the external Self-interplay. 

Life is mysterious, a mystery to be lived, and it is everlast-
ing. I am grateful to the Blessed One who brought me closer 
to mySelf, and taught me what I did not know, that I-You-We 
are all Divine. In India, they have no word for thank you. 
How can you thank yourSelf for your Self? 

Blessings to Wuji, Brother Emmanuel, Sunya-Bhai, and 
the Reader who happens upon this book. 

Elliott’s Recollections 

I met Sunyata for the first time in the summer of 1981. A friend 
had told me about a 90-year old “mystic” who was holding a 
question-and-answer period once a week on a houseboat that 
had been owned by the philosopher Alan Watts. I thought it 
would be fun to meet a “mystic,” so I agreed to go with my 
friend the very next week. 

When I arrived at the evening gathering, Sunyata hadn’t 
yet entered the central room of the houseboat, so I just sat 
upon a cushion and waited patiently for his arrival. Then 
I saw an unusually dressed person enter from the back of 
the room and nimbly make a pathway through the people 
sitting upon the floor. His appearance was both striking and 
other-worldly; he wore loose-fitting Inidian-style pants and 
shirt, and around his head was wrapped a large turban; all 
of his clothing was of the same hue of light purple. He sat 
upon a chair facing those who had gathered that evening, 
and began the meeting with a few minutes of silence. Then, 
speaking softly with his ever so slight Danish accent, he 
told about his life and how he had been “kidnapped” and 
taken to America; he concluded this 5-minute introduction 
by saying that he had “nothing to teach and nothing to sell.” 
He then asked if there were any questions. As he answered 
the questions, he would often smile and make jokes, and 
he always seemed to be radiating gentleness and playful-  
ness. He was quite relaxed and exuded an air of confidence. I 
saw that neither by listening to his voice nor by looking at his  
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face would I have been able to tell whether Sunyata was a man 
or a woman. At that first meeting, I realized that Sunyata pos-  
sessed a rare humility and that he had told the truth when he 
had said he had “nothing to teach and nothing to sell.” 

I became a regular visitor at these weekly gatherings. At 
that time I had just started doing research for my doctoral dis-  
sertation; because of the sustained mental concentration 
needed for the research, I often found myself a bundle of 
nerves. It was only when I was in Sunyata’s presence that 
I was able to contact a silent part of myself. In my week 
away from Sunyata, I would accumulate quite a bit of 
anxiety and tension, and then during my weekly vis-
its I would watch as my nervous energy dissolved and 
melted away. Sunyata would often say that his life had 
been worry-free. When asked how this was possible, he  
would answer that in order to feel worry, it was necessary to 
be in your “head” and—he would playfully exclaim—’’I’ve  
never been headucated.” And I would think, “Here I am in 
the final stages of my headucation—and it seems all I do 
is worry.”

What was undeniable to me was that Sunyata was having a 
different experience of life than anyone else I had ever known.  
I could sense his spontaneous and natural ease in accept-
ing—and even embracing—opposites that seemed to me to 
be irreconcilable. He was always playful, and I never noticed 
in him even a trace of sadness or resentment. Over a period  
of several years, I saw how anyone who spent any time with 
him would comment how they had never met a person who  
radiated so much peace. 

When in his presence, I could see how it was my desires, 

fears, and expectations that were cutting me off from the 
Silence that was always there. Sunyata was like an ocean-
bound river that was always murmuring cheerfully no 
matter what the appearance of the scenery that was passing 
by; just to sit by that river gave me a calm sense of detach-
ment and inward peace. At one of these gatherings, Sunyata 
made the prophecy that the word innerstand—a word that he 
himSelf had invented—would one day be in the dictionary. 
When asked what he meant by innerstand, he said: 

Here in the West, people are so mental—
they understand rather than innerstand. 

After hearing him use the word innerstand in a variety of 
contexts, I gathered that it was a way of comprehending that 
was not mental. Because it came directly from the beyond, it 
required no words, thought, or even effort—but only intuitive 
apperception. According to Sunyata, only when one became 
mind-free—not necessarily free of mind, but certainly free 
in mind—could one begin to innerstand. Sunyata believed 
that as Westerners became more trusting of their intuition 
they would feel a need to find new words that honored this 
sense, and he offered the words innerstand and innerstanding 
as his gifts to the English language. 

Two years after meeting Sunyata, I finally did receive my 
doctoral degree; it was a special treat for me to have Sunyata 
come to my graduation as my guest of honor. He sat right 
next to me, and I felt blessed to have such a friend. 

And I did experience Sunyata as a friend. He made him-
self so accessible—I could call him on the telephone and have 



xxvi xxvii

ELLIOTT’S RECOLLECTIONS ELLIOTT’S RECOLLECTIONS

a chat, or even arrange a visit to his house. Because he was 
so un-imposing, I found myself drawing closer and closer to 
him. Occasionally I would experience him as my “brother,” 
but then I would remember how old he was, and he would 
suddenly become my wise old “grandfather.” But most of all, 
he was a friend. 

Like most of the people around him, I assumed he would 
be around for his l00th birthday. In all his 93 years, he had 
never been sick or even had such a minor ailment as a head-
ache. He had never seen the inside of a hospital. I just figured 
that since he was stress-free, he was aging at an extremely 
slow pace. He would often joke about how he would invite 
the Queen of Denmark to his 100th birthday party, and—
even if he claimed that he had no psychic powers—I just 
assumed that he knew that the event would happen with 
him there in his bodily form. 

When I learned he was hit by a car, I came quickly to visit 
the hospital. Within the first moment of the visit, I awared 
that he was never going to recover. He was (barely) in his 
body, hanging onto it by merely a thread. But—to my amaze-
ment—I could feel Sunyata’s “awareness” permeating the 
entire room. On some non-verbal level that had never been 
possible before, I innerstood that who Sunyata is was not his 
body and that who he is is “always aware.” 

During the year following Sunyata’s death, I had many 
vivid dreams with him as the main character. Exactly one 
year after that day by his bedside in the hospital, I had 
this dream:

I am with Sunyata, and from the beginning I feel this 

is a “special” visit, but yet Sunyata is making no fuss or 
hoopla. As those surrounding Sunyata and myself real-
ize that Sunyata has come for a visit from the land of the 
dead, they become agitated and upset trying to figure out 
how to best honor him on this “special” occasion. But, 
amidst this growing bustle and commotion, Sunyata 
just remains calm and placid; it is as if he is telling us 
that even during a visit that seems so “special,” he needs 
no “special” honor as he is never impressed by his own 
“specialness” or the “specialness” of any occasion. 

I do feel that I was visited by Sunyata; it certainly seemed nat-
ural that since he never thought of himself as “special” when  
he was in bodily form, he would not have considered it “spe-
cial” to have made a visit from the land of the dead. 

I would like to take this opportunity to express my appre-
ciation for this friend who came from the land of Wuji. The final  
irony for me is that a mystic who had “nothing to teach” 
was the one who “taught” me that Silence is the gateway to 
the Real.
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Editors’ Note 

Sunyata: The Life & Sayings of a Rare-born Mystic has two 
main parts, the first main part-on the pages to the right—is 
called Memory. Sunyata is using the term “memory” in the 
same sense that Socrates used the term anamnesis—usually 
translated as “recollection”—to refer to the remembrance 
of a wisdom that is possessed before birth, but lost at the 
moment of birth. In these reflections, Sunyata is exploring 
how it happened that he never totally lost touch with this 
pre-natal awareness of wholeness, unity, and living har-
monies. Sunyata tells his life story—of how he only briefly 
identified with his ego-consciousness—and describes what 
it feels like to be in such a state of ego-free consciousness. 
Memory was written in Sunyata’s Himalayan hermitage 
during 1945; however, when Sunyata discovered in 1980 that 
the first few pages of Memory had been destroyed, he wrote 
a new beginning to the story.

The second main part of this book—on the pages to the 
left—includes many of Sunyata’s favorite sayings, some of  
which were repeated over and over again to fellow pilgrims. 
As often as we could, we have included the name of the orig-
inal author who inspired these sayings. As will be noted, 
Sunyata would often purposely change some of the wording 
in a famous quotation to make the saying more in tune with 
his own innerstanding; we have indicated that the quotation 
is not an exact duplication of the original by writing “with 
respects to” and then giving the name of the original author. 



xxx

EDITORS’ NOTE

Changes have been made in Memory to improve the 
grammar, spelling, and comprehensibility. The story of 
Sunyata’s life, the notes, the fairytale, the bibliography, the 
chronology, and the glossary have been added by us. 

Marianne Thorborg Jensen, a Danish friend of the editors, 
made a new translation of Sunyata’s favorite Hans Christian 
Andersen fairytale so as to bring forth the religious lustre 
of the original tale that had been lost in many of the earlier 
translations. 

We want to thank Peder Baek, the great-grandchild of 
Sunyata’s sister, for obtaining the family’s permission to pub-  
lish Memory. Once we received this permission, we were 
given a renewed faith that now was the moment to bring 
Sunyata’s writings to the attention of a wider audience. 

It is with gratitude to Wuji that we leave you with the 
words of one born Emmanuel Sorensen. 

Betty Camhi  
Elliott Isenberg  
8 March 1990 
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3

MEMORY

2

They shall call his name Emmanuel 
(which means, God with us). 

—Matthew 1:23 

All inquiry and all learning 
is 

but recollection. 

—Socrates 

Plato’s Meno 81 

A great man is one 
who never loses 

the heart of a new-born babe. 
The sole concern of learning 

is to seek 
one’s original heart. 

—Mencius 

Book IV, Part B, 12 

Book VI, Part A, 11 

These retrospective musings, on pre-ego and pre-natal 
memory, bubbled up in 1945 in a Himalayan hermitage. It  
wanted to be and so emerged, writing itSelf through us. 
Some copies were sent to friends, who all were aware that the 
terms Emmanuel, Wuji, and I, pertained to one and the same 
persona-mask or individual uniqueness in the Individuum. 
Now, 35 years later, a friend has taken the trouble to type 
it and so made it readable for egojies. Unfortunately, some 
pages were missing at the very beginning of the manuscript 
and so, Sri Emmanuel, who is now commonly known as 
“Sunyata,” 90 years young and dwelling in California, has 
been asked by himSelf to remember and rewrite a beginning 
to this beginningless memory.

Emmanuel Sorensen took body and birth, this time, in 
Denmark, the year was 1890, on a small and rather isolated  
farm. He had a very quiet and solitary childhood that was har-
moniously and congenially related to both nature and to his  
fellow humans. It was so simple and unconditioned that the 
first 7 years are remembered as pre-ego consciousness. Ego  
and mind were no trouble, as there were no impositions, no 
training, no discipline, and no sin-complex. But there was 
consciousness and even a certain unconscious awareness of 
wholeness, unity, and living harmonies, which he later on  
came to call memory. Socrates had used this same term—
memory—to refer to the recollection of a light of awareness 
possessed before birth.1 Similarly, Mencius, the Chinese sage 
who lived a century after Socrates, saw the purpose of edu-
cation as remembering one’s “original heart”. Wise it is not to 
dissipate and blur this memory in word-symbols or by trying 
to tell, express, or explain It to others. When one innerstands, 
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Innerstand. 
It will be a new word in the dictionary. 

There are innerstances and circumstances. 
Innerstanding is intuitive awareness—  

it is not mental at all. 

To “understand” intellectually—  
which means to “stand under,”  

in other words, 
to be burdened by mental conceptions—  

prevents one from grasping the Truth. 

—Anandamayi Ma 

Words of Sri Anandamayi Ma,  

Chapter 17 

there is never any craving to prove or assert, or any fluttering 
to gain understanding or love. 

At seven years of body age, school and egojies happened 
upon Emmanuel—and, in duality play, he felt at first a 
breach, or a loss of something real, but only for a brief while. 
Soon also duality and ego-fuss were accepted in joyous ease. 
Ego-consciousness and pre-ego-consciousness could be 
co-existing and unclashing, and still are, although now they 
are sometimes overshadowed by post-ego consciousness. 
Wu!

In 1904, our farm was sold to strangers. Until then, there 
was still harmonious solitude on the farm. Beate Solitude. 
Sole Beatitude 2 —was this beatitude of the first 14 years of 
Emmanuel’s life span which established the rhythm for a life-
harmonious with memory. This simple, peasant lad escaped 
what he calls headucation—mental conditioning, impositions, 
ambition, and the “curse” of desiring property. Headucation 
never happened to come upon him and he neither craved 
nor reached out for it. He also had no need for external guru- 
guidance, a father-confessor, or even for intimate friends in 
whom he could confide. From the beginning, he innerstood:  
“The Source and I are One.” 

There were 4 years of apprenticeship in agriculture in 
Denmark, and then in 1911, he went to England. For 19 years, 
Emmanuel lived in England, earning his livelihood as a sim-
ple gardener—frugally and with poor, but sufficient wages—
all in glad contentment and joyous ease, happy and harm-
free, aye in conscious and unconscious grace awareness.

At Dartington Hall in Devonshire, the Indian poet 
Rabindranath Tagore befriended the simple gardener and 
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“Know” and “understand” are too mental—says Wuji. 
He’d rather use “sense,” “aware,” “intuit,” and  

“innerstand.” 
He seems to innerstand the Ghostly Whole. 

Written to our Self, 
the naughty word-symbols “I,” “me,” and “mine”  

do not occur— 
we innerstand. 

Self-controlled spontaneity 
is not a matter of under-standing or over-standing,  

or of knowing, 
achieving, 

conquering, 
or controlling 

something or anything—
but, rather, of inner-standing, 

in empathy and integral awareness here and now. 

Where nothing is said, all may be innerstood. 

suggested that he “come to India to teach Silence.” This 
casual invitation brought Emmanuel to Bharat in 1930 and 
there he lived happily—at joyous ease—for the next 48 years. 
His main residence was a Himalayan cave-like hut, but he 
would visit friends in the plains during the cool seasons. He 
was befriended by Bapuji Gandhi and the Jawaharlal Nehru 
family 3 by Anandamayi Ma, and by saints and sages galore, 
Maha-atmas and Self-realized fellow pilgrims in Eternity. 

Ramana Maharshi discerned in Emmanuel one of the 
rare-born mystics”—and gave his initiation with these 
words: “We are always aware sunyata.” In 1973, Yankee guys 
and girlies invaded the Himalayan Turiya Sanctuary and one 
of them peremptorily shouted, “You shall be in California 
next year!” Emmanuel protested, “But we 4 have nothing to 
teach and nothing to sell”—and he was told, “That is why 
we want you.”

So it happened in due time, according to our prarabdha 
karma, we let our Self be kidnapped to the far West by the 
almost almighty Bhagwan Sri Dollar, whom we fortunately 
can happily ignore, still at joyous ease in Swa-lila, happy and 
harm-free, aye more than merely happy—anandaful in Grace 
awareness. Wu! 5 


On the solitary farm in Denmark were tree friends, ani-

mals, birds, and humans—all in harmonious Self-interplay 
and interdependence. My father was a farmer and the son of 
a farmer; he was competent but very quiet, unassuming, and 
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In silence you can accept. 
Silence and solitude was my speciality from childhood.

I did not reach out for other people. 
I accepted them when they came,  

but I did not reach out, 
not even for knowledge or ambition,  

nor to become anything, no. 
And that was my wisdom from childhood,  

a kind of natural maturity. 

When one lives harmoniously and masticates well,  
one needs very little food— 

whenever possible, 
eat slowly, religiously, silently, and alone. 

I was never mental. 
The mind did not develop—  
I never had to go to school. 

The mind is so troublesome here in the West—  
you’re so mental. 

In India, there is intuitive awareness— 
they’re not mental in your sense of the word. 

The mind-ridden ego,  
the ego-ridden mind,  

they’re very much the same. 

almost ego-free—living in simple contentment, uncraving, 
unassertive, unaggressive, and harmoniously at Home in the 
graceful Life-play. Mother was the same, but more talkative 
and more social. There were two sisters 12 and 14 years older 
than their baby brother; Jeusine worked as a Red Cross nurse 
and Mary married in 1897; there was no apparent influence 
from them and very few common memories. Servants and 
helpers were hired at harvest time, and all lived in harmony, 
naturalness, and joyous ease. 

Emmanuel accepted what happened—even enjoyed and 
endured it—and had no need or urge to seek the company of  
others. Usually Emmanuel was a quiet listener, spectator, and 
observer, in almost unconscious empathy with visitors and  
people he met or visited. He listened and was interested in 
fellow wayfarers and in happenings around him. He espe-
cially enjoyed biographies, mystic poetry, and such novelists 
as Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Leo Tolstoy, D. H. Lawrence, Aldous 
Huxley, and the plays by Henrik Ibsen, Anton Chekhov, and 
William Shakespeare. 

As a child he vibrated vicariously with the desire-
rhythms of talkers. Most talkers, when they get an intel-
ligent enough listener or a quiet sympathetic audience, 
enjoy themselves and go on and on; to listen patiently was 
both a discipline and a power. He learned their various 
languages though he could not speak them. He also found 
them interesting up to a point. The ability to listen and 
respond passively developed a flexibility and an awareness 
of the beautiful differences among egojies. He had his own 
rhythm and rightness in Silence, and with this as a back-
ground, he listened and responded patiently, contentedly, 
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A woman Sufi friend living in India said of Sunyata: 
“When he enters the room, 

he does it so quietly and unobtrusively  
that one hardly notices him. 

He is responsive to questions and to the circumstances,  
but he makes no speeches, no assertions, 

and very few statements— 
yet, when he leaves, 

the room is suddenly felt to be empty.” 

I am not interested in what men can say with words— 
I am interested only in what they can say with their Silence. 

You must realize that men who talk well, and who utter  
beautiful speeches, usually have a very bad Silence. 

What is really important is Silence, for it is a preparation for  
the Great Silence. 

—Sunyata’s telepathic communication to Miguel Serrano— 

as recorded in Serrano’s 

The Serpent of Paradise: 

The Story of an Indian Pilgrimage,  

Chapter 33. 

and unassertively. But at other times, it became tiresome to 
listen; to hear the same Jazz-tune again and again and again 
may weary a saint’s patience, and it was even more weary-
ing for this child. For this child, there was neither an urge 
nor an ability to express his own rightness in either words  
or demands. In nature and in rich solitude, he found no dis-
ease of words or of conflicting desires; there was only a richly 
satisfying “rapport,” healing in its peaceful internal harmo-
nies and rhythms. For the child knew—although he couldn’t 
have said it in these words—that the real correspondence 
is in Silence, beyond and deep within, and that the surface 
fluttering and ego-antics blurred this true language.

Emmanuel felt no gregarious urge, no call to join any soci-
ety, organization, party, clique, creed, or “true” religion. This 
was not due to dislike of them so much as to the vague feeling 
that joining or “belonging” to one of them would seem to shut 
him out from the others, and perhaps he really belonged to 
all. He also saw that it was most often fear which made people 
organize and try to shut one another either in or out. He also 
noted that when people explained, organized, and formulated, 
they often dulled and deadened—ending up clinging to a ste-
reotyped, sterile form—while the Life escaped, winged and 
carefree. For Emmanuel, Life had myriad forms to play in and  
had Eternity in its rhythm; he smiled at the ego’s attempts to 
fix and hold it.

Ties of blood, class, race, and caste were not strong and 
they did not become bondage. The sharing of consciousness 
and living awareness seemed the most real of belongings. 
Emmanuel accepted the karmic and dharmic relationships 
that evolved among his blood people. At times, there were 



12 13

MEMORY

Silence is the language of the Real. 
Stillness is the requisite for the realization, 

or rather, 
the re-cognition of the Self as God and grace. 

Grace is not a thing or quality that 
we can earn, get, or possess— 

it is what we ever Are. 

Silence is the perfectest herald of joy: 
I were but little happy if I could say how much. 

—Shakespeare 

Much Ado About Nothing 

II, i, 319-20 

the natural but abortive efforts to be understood by his fam-
ily-members, chiefly for the sake of their peace and quiet, to 
assuage their fret, their occasional craving to understand and 
have things “explained.” What tiresome fuss! What futile try-
ing! Trees and animals understood and did not crave, assert, or 
try to explain—with them, he felt the word-less exchange, the 
salutary rich content. Since they knew wordlessly and livingly, 
he would never feel lonely or lost in being alone with them.  
When he was drained by humans both physically and psy-
chically, he would often seek the nearness and the touch of  
his tree-friends on the Viking mound, and they seemed to 
respond in the easy strength of Wholeness. Or did they have  
to give as he had to listen? Did they feel a power or a virtue 
leave them, as did Christ when the faithful woman secretly  
touched him in her quest for Wholeness. 

As we in our immediate, pre-natal states have to recapit-
ulate our previous, various physiological forms—the shapes  
of amoeba, fish, and animals—so the psyche has to recapit-
ulate, in some mode or other, all its previous essential expe-  
riences and realizations. It is the quickness and relative 
ease in which the individual psyche re-experiences and 
re-realizes its past that constitutes its degree of maturity, its 
ripeness towards simple awareness. When games and grati-
fications quickly cease to satisfy, the pilgrim can make rapid 
progress in consciousness. We may mystically choose or at 
least attract our birth, our circumstances, our sufferings, 
and what happens to us, but that which matters most in real 
significance is our attitude. How do we approach what hap-
pens, perceive its message, its meaning, and its significance 
to us? Do we receive with simple, living acceptance or with 
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Your everyday and ordinary consciousness—is Tao. 
Brahman is not a particular experience,  

level of consciousness, 
or state of soul; 

rather it is whatever level you happen  
to be experiencing now. 

When you realize this, it will confer upon you  
a profound center of affectionate detachment  

and joyous ease 
that will forever persist—  

even in moments of anxiety or fear,  
or throughout the worst depression. 

In the pursuit of learning,  
every day something is added. 

In the practice of the Tao,  
every day something is dropped. 

Less and less do you need to force things,  
until finally you arrive at non-action. 

When nothing is done,  
nothing is left undone 

—Lao-tzu  

Tao Te Ching,  

Chapter 48 

Step by step as thou goeth,  
the Way shall open up to thee. 

Thou art the Tao. 

ego-pitiful resentment? Do we intuitively learn our lessons 
and sense our real direction? 

The maturity and health of the Psyche have little to do 
with body age, but are closely related to memory. Do we recol-
lect our Self in sincere and mystic clear vision? Do we dimly 
or clearly consider the whole as well as the parts? Are we 
aware of Eternity and of our Self in moments of degradation 
and darkness—or when we are feeling the pain arising from 
the deaths of forms and people who are loved by us? From 
which Center do we live? In storms and tribulations, do we 
retain a central balance, a sure poise, and a calm acceptance? 
Can we lose the “curse of property,” the ease and health of 
our body, and the blessings and love of friends—and yet be 
the gainer and the lover in the Life that gives and takes? 


Emmanuel’s childhood conception of “God” was not 

very personal—it certainly was not the orthodox image of a 
Being outside himself with a long beard and halo. Emmanuel 
was not aware of any very clear distinction between Heaven, 
Hell, and Home. All seemed to be here—and when I was in 
Hell, God was there too: 

If I make my bed in Hell behold, thou art there.  
If I take the wings of the morning, 
And dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea;  
Even there shall thy hand lead me… 6 
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If God didn’t exist as our playmate,  
He would have to be invented. 

If God didn’t have the Devil as play-mate,  
there would be no play, no Swa-lila. 

It is by contrasts and differences that we appreciate  
God, grace, and Self, 

and are made more consciously aware of Reality. 

Sell your cleverness and buy bewilderment— 
cleverness is mere opinion,  
bewilderment is intuition. 

When Emmanuel quickened in response to these verses, the 
quickening came less from thought than from sentiments 
and feelings. 

Emmanuel seemed more aware of the aspect of imma-
nence than of transcendence, of Being rather than of becom-
ing, and he did not so much walk with God, as in God, 
especially in his rich and ample solitude. What was most 
tiresome, blurring, dulling, and draining during his child-
hood were the noisy, assertive, and aggressive folks trying to 
share their ideals and their prejudices. 

Although Emmanuel did not take eagerly to what was 
called “education” and “civilization,” his consciousness had 
become colored by ego, and when he was 8 years old, he gradu-
ally succumbed to a sin-complex. Secretly and unbeknownst 
to any human but himself, Emmanuel heaved a large stone 
(which had been lying quietly by the roadside) on its end, so 
that it stood erect like a lingam. To him, it became quite a land-
mark. There it stood silently for Remembrance, a notion prob-
ably remembered from reading “Israel’s dream” of an open 
heaven, angels ascending and descending on ladders, and of 
a battle with God, and a stone of Remembrance erected on the  
spot. The sight of the stone was to remind him of the more real 
mode of awareness—the essential world of living values and 
harmonious relationships—which was at that time in grave 
danger of being lost sight of in the frothy and choppy waves 
of usurping ego-consciousness. Ego-memories threatened to 
blot out memory, and the uplifted countenance of the good 
stone was to remind me: “You stupid and giddy boy! How 
can you forget your Self like that? Remember! Remember! 
and you will not laugh at such silly tricks and these merely 
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Good and evil, dead and alive, everything blooms  
from one natural stem. 

You know this already, I’ll stop. 
Any direction you turn it’s one vision. 

—JalaI al-Din Rumi 

from the poem “The Elusive Ones,”  

translated by Coleman Barks 

While Sri Krishna, 
Himself God Incarnate, 

played with the gopis at Vrindavan,  
trouble-makers appeared on the scene. 

You may ask why. 
The answer is that they thicken the plot. 

The play is enlivened by the presence of trouble-makers. 
They are necessary to lend zest to the play—  

there is no fun without them. 

—Sri Ramakrishna 

clever antics. You’ll not wallow in desires, nor fall for mean 
temptations. Remember! Recollect your Self!” 

It was not so much a big “Don’t” from mySelf to me as a 
call to Remembrance of memory—where beyond thoughts, 
there are no oughts, no conflicting desires, no divided con-
sciousness, and no dis-ease of trying. In this unitive mode of 
experiencing, the idea of sin is seen to be rooted in the igno-
rance of our true nature. In its unitive Light, we are livingly 
aware that “one will is ever done on earth as in heaven.” We 
lose the conceit of agency and know livingly that unbro-
ken perfectum est. So why pray in words? Why fuss in ego- 
willful doings?

The Stone of Remembrance did not shout loudly enough. 
Memory became more intermittent in consciousness, and the 
Viking boy duly fell into the grip of desires. The clear vision 
and the calm grace were blurred in the play of ego-con-
sciousness. But not entirely. Even then, there were still those 
very rare moments where the combination of Solitude and 
Silence would reawaken the Song of mySelf. 

In the lucid moments of ego-forgetfulness, even grown-up 
children may well make the winged journey from a divided 
to an integral consciousness, from the outer “multi-universe” 
to the inward “universe.” It is an effortless journey in the 
second as in the first innocence, in the pre-mental as in the 
mature, child-like state of awareness beyond both emotional 
waves and mental usurpation. The journey’s speed is not a 
matter of merit, of ideals, of trying, nor of willing. Fatal both 
to arrival and to entrance are power-complexes, shakti-antics, 
and all the ways of ego-consciousness. But children may con-
sciously or unconsciously harmonize their environment by 


