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Abstract
This paper explores the theme of spiritual awakening as a journey of inner transformation in
the literary works of Rabindranath Tagore and T.S. Eliot. Though culturally and geographically
distinct, both authors engage deeply with questions of identity, transcendence and self-
realization. Tagore’s spiritual vision, deeply rooted in Vedantic thought, emphasizes unity with
the divine through love and surrender, while Eliot’s Christian existentialism reveals a
movement from spiritual aridity to salvation. Through a comparative reading of Gitanjali and
Four Quartets, this paper argues that both authors construct inner pilgrimages marked by
suffering, introspection and eventual grace. The study concludes that the spiritual awakening
they present transcends religious boundaries, becoming a universal metaphor for the human
search for meaning.
Keywords: Spiritual awakening, inner pilgrimage, Rabindranath Tagore, T.S. Eliot,
comparative literature, transcendence, mysticism, Gitanjali, Four Quartets.
Introduction
In the realm of literature, the concept of the inner journey or “pilgrimage” has long served as a
profound metaphor for the transformation of the human soul. Unlike physical voyages, which
are often defined by geographical distance or external discovery, the inner pilgrimage signifies
a deeper metaphysical transition—one that involves the unraveling of the self, the confrontation
with existential voids and ultimately, a renewal of spiritual understanding. This journey is not
linear but cyclical, frequently involving detours through doubt, despair and divine silence
before arriving at transcendence. Two literary giants who masterfully explore this terrain—
albeit through distinct cultural and religious lenses—are Rabindranath Tagore and T.S. Eliot.
Tagore’s Gitanjali (1910), a collection of devotional poems, draws heavily from Vedantic
philosophy, Bhakti mysticism and the Upanishadic concept of the Atman (self) uniting with
Brahman (the universal soul). Through intimate verse, Tagore expresses a longing not merely
for divine knowledge but for a merging of the finite with the infinite, where spiritual fulfillment
is rooted in love, humility and surrender. As K.R. Srinivasa lyengar affirms,

“Tagore’s poetry is not merely literary but liturgical in function, a hymn

of the soul addressed to the divine” (Iyengar 329).
In this way, the poet's journey is both an inward retreat and an outward embrace of the divine
within the world. \ T.S. Eliot’s Four Quartets (1943) emerges from a Christian, post-industrial
and war-torn context, where the poet grapples with the crisis of faith and the fragmentation of
modern identity. Eliot’s poetry, shaped by Christian mysticism, St. John of the Cross and
Eastern Orthodox theology, reflects a journey from spiritual desolation to divine revelation.
His concept of time and eternity, of “the still point of the turning world,” reveals the tension
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between human temporality and divine transcendence (Eliot 15). As Helen Gardner observes,
Eliot

“conceives of the spiritual journey not as a simple ascent but as a

disciplined return, a movement inward toward the divine center”

(Gardner 74).
Despite originating from vastly different traditions—Tagore from Indic mysticism and Eliot
from Christian orthodoxy—both poets converge on the idea that spiritual awakening demands
self-annihilation, stillness and contemplation. Their works become textual pilgrimages in
themselves, inviting readers to partake in an introspective odyssey that transcends doctrinal
boundaries. This comparative study thus seeks to illuminate the convergences and divergences
in the spiritual philosophies of Tagore and Eliot, arguing that their inner pilgrimages articulate
a shared human yearning for truth, clarity and communion with the divine.
Rabindranath Tagore’s Gitanjali (1910), a collection of devotional lyric poems originally
written in Bengali and translated into English by the poet himself, stands as a luminous
testimony to the interior spiritual awakening of the soul seeking communion with the divine.
Tagore’s spiritual idealism, profoundly shaped by Vedantic philosophy, Bhakti mysticism and
the Upanishadic vision of non-duality (Advaita), presents a worldview in which God is not a
remote, doctrinal figure but a loving, immanent presence woven into the very fabric of
existence. In Gitanjali, the divine is not reached through dogma or ritual alone, but through
love, surrender and inner realization. Tagore’s spiritual idealism rests on the notion of unity
between the individual self (Atman) and the universal spirit (Brahman). The poet does not
perceive the divine as separate from worldly life; rather, he locates God in the mundane, in “the
dust and heat and noise” of everyday labor (Tagore, poem 11). This immanence of the divine
reflects the Bhagavad Gita’s teachings on detached action and Nishkama Karma, where God is
both the doer and the beloved. The poet writes:

“Leave all thy burdens on His hands who can bear all and never look

behind in regret” (Tagore, poem 11).
Such verses embody a spiritual idealism grounded in surrender, simplicity and faith, where
devotion becomes a means to dissolve the ego and unite with the eternal. Gitanjali also reflects
a deeply personal and emotional mode of religiosity, blending poetic imagination with mystical
yearning. According to William Radice, “Tagore internalizes the spiritual experience so
profoundly that the boundary between the human and divine becomes blurred” (Radice xxiv).
In poem 50, for instance, Tagore exclaims, “The morning sea of silence broke into ripples of
bird songs; and the flowers were all merry by the roadside” (Tagore, poem 50). Here, nature
becomes not merely metaphor but manifestation—a living presence through which the divine
expresses joy and beauty. In such moments, Tagore reveals a pantheistic reverence for the
universe, a vision where divinity pulses through every blade of grass, every song of a bird.
Tagore’s spiritual idealism is not devoid of existential reflection. He acknowledges doubt,
longing and absence as integral to the journey of the soul. In poem 45, he confesses: “The day
IS no more, the shadow is upon the earth. It is time that | go to the stream to fill my pitcher”

Volume-2, Issue-3, July-September 2025 272


https://ijarmt.com/

J’/@ International Journal of Advanced Research and
\&:._"’;"rg’ Multidisciplinary Trends (IJARMT)
= = An International Open Access, Peer-Reviewed Refereed Journal

IJARMT Impact Factor: 6.4  Website: https://ijarmt.com ISSN No.: 3048-9458

(Tagore, poem 45). The image evokes both physical action and spiritual metaphor—a soul
preparing to receive grace in the twilight of longing. As K.R. Srinivasa lyengar observes,

“Tagore’s idealism is tender, lyrical and profoundly human; it is as much

about union as it is about the pain of separation” (Iyengar 328).
Importantly, Gitanjali does not retreat into mysticism at the cost of engagement with the world.
Tagore’s God resides not in abstraction, but in human connection, nature and ethical living. He
writes in poem 10, “He is there where the tiller is tilling the hard ground and where the
pathmaker is breaking stones” (Tagore, poem 10). This line exemplifies his spiritual humanism,
where service and labor are as sacred as meditation. The divine ideal, in this vision, is to be
found not only in transcendental unity but in acts of compassion and creativity. Tagore’s
Gitanjali articulates a vision of spiritual idealism that is simultaneously universal and intimate,
transcendental and terrestrial. It invites the reader not toward doctrinal certainty, but toward
inner awakening—where the soul, through love, longing and surrender, reaches toward a God
who is both within and beyond. Tagore’s legacy in Gitanjali lies in this profound synthesis of
mystical insight and poetic grace, crafting a spiritual path that continues to inspire across
cultures and generations.
T.S. Eliot’s Four Quartets (1943) stands as a culminating expression of his lifelong
preoccupation with time, transcendence and the spiritual crisis of modernity. Structured as four
interlinked meditative poems—Burnt Norton, East Coker, The Dry Salvages and Little
Gidding—the work forms a metaphysical and theological reflection on the soul’s pilgrimage
toward divine understanding. Eliot’s quest is not merely religious in a dogmatic sense but
deeply philosophical and mystical, rooted in Christian theology and informed by personal
struggle and historical turmoil. The poet’s journey is cyclical, paradoxical and recursive,
marked by silence, doubt and a longing for spiritual stillness amid the chaos of a disoriented
world. At the heart of Eliot’s metaphysical vision is the dialectic between time and
timelessness. In Burnt Norton, he famously writes,

“Time present and time past / Are both perhaps present in time future, /

And time future contained in time past” (3).
These lines do more than play with chronology—they articulate a mystical concept of eternal
time, a notion inspired by St. Augustine’s theory of time in Confessions, where past, present
and future converge in the mind of God. Eliot is suggesting that true spiritual insight lies not
in progression but in return—in reaching a “still point of the turning world” where divine
presence becomes perceptible in the ordinary moment (Eliot 16). The poet’s metaphysical quest
is shaped by a Christian understanding of kenosis, or self-emptying, which Eliot interprets as
necessary for spiritual clarity. In East Coker, he asserts: “In order to arrive at what you are not
/ You must go through the way in which you are not” (134). Here, Eliot invokes the via
negativa—a mystical tradition in Christian thought, particularly in the writings of St. John of
the Cross and Meister Eckhart, where the divine is approached by shedding ego, knowledge
and even language. As scholar Jewel Spears Brooker notes,

“Eliot's religious journey is not one of simple faith but of painful unknowing,
where words must be burned away for the Word to emerge” (119).
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This process aligns with the purgative stage of the mystical path, where suffering becomes a
tool of refinement rather than punishment. Eliot’s metaphysical inquiry also reflects his deep
engagement with the moral and cultural fragmentation of the 20th century. Written during the
Second World War, Four Quartets carries the scars of global disillusionment and existential
anxiety. Yet, rather than collapse into despair, Eliot turns toward spiritual renewal through
Christian theology and poetic form. In The Dry Salvages, the sea becomes a metaphor for
temporal instability, but also a symbol of divine mystery: “The sea has many voices, / Many
gods and many voices” (17). Here, Eliot acknowledges the competing worldviews that populate
the modern imagination, yet he affirms a singular transcendence that can be found through
disciplined stillness and listening. The final quartet, Little Gidding, culminates the journey in
a moment of mystical union:
“We shall not cease from exploration / And the end of all our exploring
/ Will be to arrive where we started / And know the place for the first
time” (239).
These lines encapsulate Eliot’s Christian metaphysics—the idea that spiritual truth is not
elsewhere, but immanent, always accessible but veiled by distraction. The poet suggests that
true wisdom comes not from accumulating new experiences, but from re-seeing the world
through the lens of divine grace. As Helen Gardner affirms, “Eliot’s poetry in Four Quartets
is the record of an interior journey which ends not in mystical absorption but in reconciliation—
with history, with community and with God” (Gardner 92). Four Quartets becomes Eliot’s
poetic cathedral, where time is sanctified, language purified and the soul led through desolation
toward divine communion. His metaphysical quest, though situated in Christian theology,
resonates beyond doctrine, becoming a profound meditation on the nature of being, the role of
suffering and the possibility of spiritual awakening in an age of uncertainty. Although
Rabindranath Tagore and T.S. Eliot come from radically different spiritual and cultural
traditions—Tagore from a Vedantic and Bhakti framework and Eliot from Christian mysticism
and Anglican theology—both poets arrive at remarkably similar conclusions regarding the
nature of spiritual awakening. Central to their poetic and philosophical vision is the triad of
silence, suffering and revelation, which functions as the metaphysical backbone of their
respective inner pilgrimages. Each poet recognizes that spiritual insight is neither sudden nor
effortless; it is achieved only through inner struggle, quietude and an eventual submission to
the divine will. In Gitanjali, Tagore consistently employs silence not as emptiness, but as
fullness—a sacred space where the divine reveals itself. The poet yearns for a moment free of
noise and ego in which communion with the eternal may unfold:
“When thou commandest me to sing it seems that my heart would
break with pride; and | look to thy face and tears come to my eyes”
(Gitanjali 2).
This tearful silence signifies both devotion and the inner state required to experience divine
presence. As William Radice notes, “Tagore’s silences are not empty but saturated with
meaning, often suggesting the presence of the divine in its subtlest form” (Radice xxviii).
Silence, in Tagore’s mysticism, is not the absence of sound but the presence of the soul’s
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listening. Eliot elevates silence to a sacramental level in Four Quartets. In Burnt Norton, he
writes, “Where you are is where you are not,” followed by the well-known phrase, “Except for
the point, the still point, / There would be no dance and there is only the dance” (22). Eliot’s
“still point” represents a spiritual silence that transcends time and movement, mirroring the
contemplative stillness of Christian mystics like Meister Eckhart and St. John of the Cross. For
Eliot, this silence is not passive; it is charged with the presence of eternity and it is only in this
stillness that revelation becomes possible. As Jewel Spears Brooker explains, “Eliot’s silence
is theologically loaded—a site of spiritual receptivity in which the divine speaks not in thunder,
but in whispering absence” (136).
Beyond silence, both poets engage with suffering as a transformative force. For Tagore,
suffering is paradoxically a blessing, a divine tool that molds the soul into receptivity. In
Gitanjali poem 48, he reflects: “The pain was dearer than all gain. I have borne it in silence lest
the world should misunderstand” (48). Here, pain is not rejected but embraced as a path to self-
purification and spiritual growth. According to K.R. Srinivasa lyengar,

“Tagore spiritualizes suffering, not as a burden, but as a means to

achieve grace and clarity of being” (340).
Eliot's relationship with suffering is equally profound, though more explicitly theological and
redemptive. In East Coker, he famously writes, “The only wisdom we can hope to acquire / Is
the wisdom of humility: humility is endless” (48). Eliot views suffering as a crucible in which
the ego is broken and the divine is made visible. The spiritual journey must pass through “the
dark night of the soul,” echoing the trials of Christ and the purgative way of Christian mystics.
As he concludes in Little Gidding, “The fire and the rose are one” (259), uniting pain and
revelation into a single mystical truth. In this paradox, suffering is not an end, but a passage
through which grace emerges. Revelation—the culmination of silence and suffering—comes
not as thunderous epiphany, but as a quiet realization of eternal truths already latent within the
self. For Tagore, this realization is often expressed through nature, simplicity and surrender:

“My desires are many and my cry is pitiful, but ever didst thou save me

by hard refusals” (Gitanjali 51).
Revelation, for him, is a divine intervention that prunes desire, leaving the self purified and
aligned with the cosmic order. In contrast, Eliot portrays revelation as a return to origins—a
knowing of what has always been known but forgotten. In Little Gidding, he concludes, “We
shall not cease from exploration / And the end of all our exploring / Will be to arrive where we
started / And know the place for the first time” (241). This final revelation is not new
knowledge, but the recovery of spiritual awareness through detachment, discipline and grace.
Thus, through differing yet intersecting poetic idioms, Tagore and Eliot both chart a spiritual
path where silence enables listening, suffering enables purification and revelation grants inner
clarity. These convergences suggest a shared metaphysical intuition that transcends cultural
and doctrinal boundaries: the truth that awakening lies not in external conquest, but in the deep
inward journey of the soul.
Conclusion
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The spiritual journey depicted in the works of Rabindranath Tagore and T.S. Eliot reveals a
profound convergence between two distinct yet spiritually rich traditions—Indian Vedantic
mysticism and Christian theological introspection. Despite differences in cultural, historical
and religious backgrounds, both poets construct a literary cartography of the soul's movement
from alienation to union, from disquiet to stillness and from ego to transcendence. In Gitanjali,
Tagore offers a vision of the divine as ever-present and immanent, to be encountered in the
rhythms of daily life and the surrender of the self. Eliot, through Four Quartets, envisions a
Christian pilgrimage where spiritual clarity emerges from temporal disorder, suffering and the
humility to listen in silence.

What unites their inner pilgrimages is not a shared dogma, but a shared disposition toward
contemplation, renunciation and the pursuit of spiritual truth. Both poets recognize that the
divine is not merely an external reality to be sought, but an internal presence to be unveiled.
The end of all our exploring / Will be to arrive where we started / And know the place for the
first time and as Tagore echoes in Gitanjali, Deliverance is not for me in renunciation. | feel
the embrace of freedom in a thousand bonds of delight. Their differing expressions arrive at a
common truth: that enlightenment lies not in escape, but in engagement—through silence,
suffering and spiritual openness. In a world fractured by ideological divisions and spiritual
doubt, the poetic voices of Tagore and Eliot continue to resonate. Their inner pilgrimages offer
not only personal revelations but also universal blueprints for spiritual resilience, reminding
readers that the most sacred journeys begin within. By articulating the ineffable through
language, their works remain enduring testaments to the transformative power of literature as
a bridge between the temporal and the eternal, the individual and the infinite.
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