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Abstract

Meher Baba is the only Avatar to whom we can attribute words
with certainty. The words Baba gave us are unique and wondrous
gifts,  prepared  to  unfold  in  ways  we  can  neither  predict  nor
should attempt to control. The 6th edition of the Discourses was
published shortly before Baba dropped His body, and we have no
reason to  assume He made mistakes  in  that  major  address  to
humanity. The 7th edition, published in 1987, massively changed
the  6th  edition.  Editing  the  Avatar’s  words  without  His
authorization  turns  God’s  words  into  gossip.  Apart  from  the
monumental  blunder  of  confusing  the  Discourses with  a
technical  reference that  needs tweaking to remain current,  the
editing itself applies irrelevant conventions, fixes nonproblems
with  inelegant  solutions,  deflavorizes  delightful  language,
eviscerates the unique tone and presentation of the 6th edition,
and subverts meaning. The 7th edition should take its place in
history  as  an  unfortunate  oddity,  and  future  printings  of  the
Discourses should restore the 6th edition in all of its magnificent
Idiosyncratic glory.
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Introduction

Over the years I have heard people comment on the differences between the 1967 three-volume
6th  edition  of  Meher  Baba’s  Discourses and  the  1987 one-volume 7th  edition  published by
Sheriar Press. The comments have sounded a recurrent theme about a loss of music in the newer
edition. Although the 7th edition has a splendid photograph of Baba on the cover, it has always
felt colder to me than its predecessor, more like a rule book to consult and less like a friend to
turn to. And it does not fit in pockets, so is carried around less than the small paperback gems it
replaced; but if the size of the pages were the only problem with the 7th edition, this analysis
would not exist.                                                                                                          

What exactly changed in the 7th edition to cause people, myself included, to react in a vaguely
negative way? I began this investigation with no knowledge of the editorial changes. I had never
read the foreword to the 7th edition, which explains the reasons for the changes. But I did have a
prejudice that it is wrong to change any of the words Meher Baba wrote or approved with his
name as author. A close look at the editing changes fortified that prejudice into a profoundly held
conviction.

If the Discourses needed to be edited in 1987 to make them more “current and appropriate,” then
why  not  in  2007?  2017?  2027?  Where  does  it  end?  The  editing  establishes  a  dangerous
precedent. And if the Discourses, why not Meher Baba’s Call? It too suffers from some of the
same “mistakes” that required editorial correction in the Discourses. Maybe you have played the
game called  telephone,  in  which  somebody whispers  a  sentence  to  one  person who in  turn
whispers  the  sentence  to  another  person,  and  so  on.  Usually  after  only  a  few  whispered
repetitions the original sentence has transmuted into something quite different and surprising.
Similarly, editing changes have a tendency to compound. A trivial modification in tone, language
or punctuation, repeated over time, can lead to a calamitous change in meaning. The 7th edition
sets in motion such distortions.                                                                                                 

The  foreword  to  the  7th  edition  flavors  the  revisions  as  adjustments  to  punctuation,
capitalization, spelling, italics, and the like — pedantic concerns of editorial savants wielding red
pencils.  What  harm  is  there  in  that?  That  question  has  three  basic  answers.

1.  The simple  fact  of  the  editing  betrays  a  deep misunderstanding of  the  nature  of  the
Discourses. It presupposes  that  without  periodic maintenance the  book will  stop working at
optimum efficiency. It confuses the  Discourses with the  Chicago Manual of Style or any other
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reference that must be tweaked to stay current. If the  Discourses are for the future, as Baba
explained,  why  second-guess  Baba’s  judgment  and  assume  He  prepared  them  incorrectly?

2. Punctuation, capitalization, spelling, italics, and so on are not merely mechanical.  These
aspects of the printed word are not pedantic details of little or no concern to the reader. They
cannot be altered without affecting the realms of tone and meaning. For example, by doing away
with virtually  all  the italics the 7th edition is  sadly impoverished.                          

3. Arbitrary changes in language are edits that fall outside the scope of the explicitly given
justifications in the foreword to the 7th edition. They are numerous in both the text and the bold-
face insets. Some are stylistic tinkerings (which often destroy the charm of the original phrase or
inflict  some other  damage),  others  modify  the  original  meaning.  These  changes  establish  a
terrible  precedent  by  making  the  Discourses subservient  to  an  editor’s  whim,  tastes,  and
opinions. Do we allow museum patrons to dab paint on a Picasso? Why should Baba’s words be
afforded less respect? 

Method

Two sections  are  analyzed:  The Problem of  Sex and The Sanctification of  Marriage.  In  the
United States, these two areas of life have changed perhaps more than any others since the 6th
edition was published. Because these sections are “topical,” they seemed likely to invite editorial
attention.  Also,  both of these sections  are  unique in  the  Discourses.  The Problem of  Sex is
dedicated to  a problem. Baba did not dedicate  a section to the problem of ethics,  or family
relations, or dealing with aggressive people. He singled out sex. The Sanctification of Marriage
is  unique  because  it  is  the  only  section  that  elaborates  in  depth  about  a  ubiquitous  human
institution that is also the subject of human law.                                                       

This analysis includes comparisons of 10 paragraphs (Additions, Deletions, & Deflavorizings).
Every one contains edits of style and several suffer from arbitrary rewording.

Scope of Editorial Changes 

Table 1 lists the types of editorial changes in the 7th edition. They are more numerous than those
described  in  the  foreword  to  the  7th  edition,  which  asserts  that  the  changes  do  not  affect
meaning. In fact many of the revisions, even those intended to be stylistic, significantly alter
meaning. Several of the items are discussed in detail below. 
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Italics

The  italics,  virtually  eliminated  in  the  7th  edition,  animate  the  6th  edition  with  charm and
warmth. They are thoughtful and accomplish what italics are meant to do: highlight and stress
important information. The italics peppering the 6th edition make those books personal—losing
them is an exorbitant price to pay for “bringing the text into compliance.” Occasional emphasis
and first-occurrence of non-English words are legitimate reasons for italicizing but they should
not have been applied to the Discourses. If ever a word asked for italics it is  sanskaras. Every
deletion of italics makes the Discourses look and feel like any other book. What is gained? 

Gender “Sensitivity”

This area of concern primarily affects pronouns, something that might seem of interest only to
academics or editors. The foreword to the 7th edition reminds us of the current trend in English
usage away from masculine forms (he, him, his, man, mankind) to denote both sexes, and assures
us the changes are minimal and do not affect meaning. However, in the two sections analyzed,
the gender-related  changes  are  neither  minimal  nor  innocuous.  They are numerous and they
subtly reroute meaning.
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The use of ‘he’ in the 6th-edition Discourses to refer to a spiritual aspirant was a natural use of
language. Denoting humanity with masculine forms has been standard practice in the English
language for centuries, and it was standard practice when the 6th edition was published. It in no
way excludes or diminishes women or womanhood. And it makes the description of spiritual
experience individual rather than group oriented. In the last few decades, the standard editorial
fix for the “gender problem” is to change masculine words like he and his to the gender-neutral
plurals they and their. The 7th edition follows this course to designate a single person, but it is
simply not accurate to refer to one person as a they. Applied to the  Discourses these edits are
inelegant solutions to a nonproblem. As a result,  the 7th edition repeatedly characterizes the
spiritual journey as a plural experience, as an experience of they and them. The illusory journey
back to God is an individual journey made one soul at a time. It is never made by them or they.
Every change of the aspirant to aspirants and he to they erodes a personal sense, distances the
reader, and makes the book colder.                                                                                            

The  gender  corrections  imply  that  Baba  “blew  the  sensitivity  thing”  and  became  obsolete
eighteen years after He discarded His body. There is no doubt that women have been oppressed.
One of the great advancements of this Avataric age is the drastic reduction of bigotry against
women.  Well-meaning people  often  address  oppression  by denying  or  trying  to  remove  the
differences between groups,  so it  is understandable that the editors of the 7th edition would
address a long-standing inequality by “equalizing” pronouns. However, changing the Avatar’s
words, even for a high purpose, imposes our conceptions on how the Avatar should do His work
and  attempts  to  co-opt  the  Avatar  into  our  rivalries  and  politics.  Aside  from  this  weighty
objection, we cannot predict the impact repeated politically motivated “corrections” will have on
the Discourses over the long term. 

Insets

The bold-face insets that appear liberally throughout the text are excellent guides to the book’s
content. You can open the Discourses anywhere and immediately know what is being discussed,
and in many cases the gist of the discussion as well. The insets use very little ink and visually
break up the pages nicely. In the 7th edition, the insets have been almost completely stripped of
the articles, prepositions, and verbs that appeared in the 6th edition. These changes attempt the
good editorial practice of making language concise, but they take tolls on usefulness, elegance,
and meaning. Concision without precision.                                                               

The  insets  are  miniature  abstracts.  Abstracts  come  in  two  basic  flavors:  substantive  and
descriptive. The former provides specific information in a piece of writing, the latter describes
the kind of information in  a piece of writing.  Data vs metadata.  For example,  a substantive
abstract might read,  “The measured secondary inputs ranged from 0.5 to 7.7.” A descriptive



              MESSING WITH PERFECTION                                                                       Page 6  

abstract  of  the  same  experiment  might  read,  “The  experiment  included  measurements  of
secondary inputs.” It is common for an abstract to contain both sorts of information. The insets in
the 6th edition tend to fall into the substantive (data) category, and the edited insets in the 7th
edition tend to fall into the descriptive (metadata) category. Nothing is gained by diminishing the
information in the insets.
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That-Which

The proper use of that and which has been something of an obsession in American editing circles
for several decades. According to current references such as The Chicago Manual of Style, the
word  which  should  be  reserved  for  nonrestrictive  elements  in  a  sentence,  also  known  as
appositives. An appositive is a modifying word, clause, or phrase that provides additional, but
not essential, information about the part of the sentence that precedes it. The word that should be
reserved for restrictive constructions, wherein the modifying words, clause or phrase is essential
to the meaning of the sentence. A rule of thumb, and an easy way to distinguish between the two
constructions, is the use of a comma to set off a which phrase. 

When the  6th  edition  was  published  in  1967,  the  that-which  rule  was  not  applied  with  the
zealotry it is today. In fact, for most of the twentieth century it appears not to have been a rule at
all,  or at  least  not one anybody cared about.  Virtually every American and British writer  of
consequence in the first two-thirds of the twentieth century—including the great stickler George
Orwell—routinely used which in restrictive constructions. The 6th edition  Discourses follows
that convention, and to correct this nonproblem, the 7th edition is riddled with “which-to-that”
swaps.

The literal impact on meaning ranges from negligible to none in most instances, but why alter the
Discourses to conform to conventions that did not apply,  or even exist,  when the work was
written? Does anybody seriously propose to rewrite the Declaration of Independence to correct
outdated usage? Do the Avatar’s words deserve less respect than those in a political document?
Furthermore, the cumulative substitutions of that for which affect the Discourses markedly. First,
they expunge a stylistic approach that places the Discourses in history. Second, they retard and
harden the writing. In the 7th edition, commas appear before many instances of which in order to
recast the sentence into a contemporary nonrestrictive construction. And even more corrosive to
the writing are the replacements of which with that. They force the reader to again and again
encounter a word ending with a percussive instead of a word which ends in a whisper. Some of
the loss of music in the 7th edition can be traced to these changes.                                                
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More ominously, as shown in the second example below, the insertion of a comma can have
disastrous effects on meaning.

In the above example, the insertion of a comma after automatic is an attempt to cast the second
part of the sentence into an appositive construction. It also turns the meaning around. In the
original,  the  “in  the  sense  that...”  phrase  clearly  modifies  the  word  automatic.  The  comma
implies that this phrase modifies the entire first clause—making the sentence seem to be either
clumsy or an obvious mistake. With the comma, one expects to read “in the sense that it will
NOT come about…”                                                                                                    

Note that in this example, in addition to recasting the original sentence into two parts, the 7th

edition edit also removes italics. The italicized  automatic clarifies the connection between the
two parts of the sentence; removal of italics contributes to the confusion of the rewrite. The
“automatic” insertion of a comma and removal of italics are lessons in why good editing entails
more than the application of rules.
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Americanizing

The Discourses evolved through several different forms and editions before the 7th edition, all of
which used British spelling. This was natural, considering Baba lived in India and the Discourses
were developed under His guidance by Indians speaking British English. The Americanizing of
spelling in the 7th edition serves no purpose and wipes out a very important historical aspect of
the Discourses.

Removing Baba’s First Person

Of all the editorial changes made in the 7th edition, maybe the most indefensible and rebarbative
occurs  in  the  opening  sentence  of  “The  Dispersion  and  Exhaustion  of  Sanskaras.”  In  that
sentence,  Baba  used  the  first  person  “I.”  The  7th  edition  removes  that  self-reference  and
depersonalizes the sentence. Removing Baba’s reference to Himself in a piece of his own writing
stands  out  shamelessly  amid  all  of  the  feckless  stylistic  meddlings  the  Discourses  endured.

The  other  changes  (which  are  typical  of  the  changes  throughout)  complicate  the  sentence
structure and wreck the lilt of the original. 

Typeface

The 6th edition is set in Baskerville,  the 7th in Century Oldstyle.  Baskerville is both highly
readable for long texts, and elegant, with long serifs and stroke weights gracefully varying from
thick to thin. The italics are warm and readable. Century Oldstyle has relatively large x-height
and short ascenders and descenders. It is a much colder and grammar-schoolish font than the
engaging Baskerville of the 6th edition. Century Oldstyle and related fonts such as New Century
Schoolbook,  Century  Expanded,  and  Clarendon  are  better  suited  for  shorter  texts,  and  are
commonly used in “See Jane run” books and magazines.

Legato to S t a c c a t o

The side-by-side comparisons in “A Close Look at Two Sections” below give a visual picture of
the changes from the 6th to 7th editions. Table 5 quantifies those pictures and helps answer the
question, “Where did the music go?” In all, the flow of language was interrupted or stopped 17
times  in  “The  Problem  of  Sex”  and  21  times  in  “The  Sanctification  of  Marriage.”  These
interruptions of cadence, along with the wholesale deletion of italics, account for most of the loss
of music. The legato of the 6th edition became the staccato of the 7th.
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A Close Look at Two Sections

Close looks at “The Problem of Sex” and “The Sanctification of Marriage” reveal many changes
covering all of the categories listed in Table 1. I will not belabor all of them here; they are easily
visible  in  the  side-by-side  versions  below.  However,  two  distinct  subversions  of  meaning
emerge: the shifting of the problem of sex into the function of sexuality, and a redefinition of
marriage.

The Problem of Sex Once fundamentally viewed as a moral, religious, or spiritual challenge, in
America sex has come to be regarded more as a basic area of wellness similar to nutrition and
exercise and sleep. With the spiritual component removed, sex becomes a set of physiological
functions and psychological identity issues. American language has changed in recent decades to
express this shift. Today, terms tend to express moral neutrality. Examples of language change
include prostitute→sex worker, venereal disease→sexually transmitted disease, unwed mother
→single  parent,  sex  craving→gender  orientation,  womb→uterus,  conception→fertilization.
These all express a shift in emphasis from spiritual problem to health issues, from individual
struggle to normalization.                                                                                                              

In this section, rewordings of this nature, and of particular interest, include sex-companionship
→sexual relationship, sex gratification→sexual gratification, sex contact→sexual contact, sex
relations→sexual relations. The noun-modifiers sex become the adjective sexual; companionship
becomes relationship. These rewrites shift the focus of the discussion from spiritual problem to
physiological  and  psychological  functions.  This  clinicalization  of  language  exerts  powerful
leverage in changing societal and individual perspectives. Such changes to the  Discourses are
especially dangerous. The editorial step from sex-companionship→sexual relationship may seem
small,  but  it  is  an  equally  small  editorial  step  from sexual  relationship  to  sexual  need,  an
enormous change from the original meaning.                                                                                    

The  Sanctification  of  Marriage In  this  section,  the  rewordings  of  man→the  man  and
woman→the woman in referring to marriage are of particular concern. This rewording occurs



              MESSING WITH PERFECTION                                                                       Page 12

five times. The original wording implies a universal condition of marriage between man and
woman. By specifying the man and the woman, the rewrites remove this universality and subtly
reflect an expanded contemporary view of the possibilities of marriage. The editorial step from
man→the man may seem small, but it is an equally small editorial step from the man and the
woman  to  the  persons,  an  enormous  change  from  the  original  meaning.
These changes appear to have been made to reflect contemporary trends, and they move the
meaning away from Meher Baba's words.

Time-Delayed Destruction

An arbitrary edit in “The Problem of Sex” is the insertion of the word ‘the’. This exemplifies the
destructive power that can be packed into a negligible change and the unpredictable nature of
changes. Baba does not use the term spirit thoughtlessly. There is a vast difference between spirit
and the spirit. In  In God's Hand (published by Beloved Archives, Inc. 13 years after the 7th
edition), Baba writes about the concept of spirit in unique, specific, illuminating, and new ways.
That  astonishing  manuscript  was  discovered  years  after  the  publication  of  the  7th  edition
Discourses. The  insertion  of  ‘the’ in  the  7th  edition  limits  and  objectifies  this  term  and
transforms the meaning of the sentence.  It  confuses and minimizes  the correlation to Baba's
explanations that were unavailable at the time of editing. This edit is time-delayed destruction. 
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Recommendation for Future Editions

Until  Meher  Baba’s  advent,  humanity  had  always  read  the  Avatar’s  words  in  the  form  of
scripture, compilations of opinions edited ad nauseam by “interpreters in the past” (Baba’s term).
Disagreements over scripture have been among the most divisive forces in human history. One
might say that poor editing has been a major contributor to war, injustice, and misery ever since
the invention of written language. For the first time, humanity no longer has cause to disagree
over what the Avatar wrote. We have words with an Avataric imprimatur. Are those words less
authoritative  than  somebody’s  idea  of  “appropriate?”  Should  any  publication  the  Avatar
personally  supervised  and  approved  with  His  name  as  author  be  altered  for  the  sake  of
somebody’s notion of “current?” Changing any of the Avatar’s words without His authorization
is beyond-beyond unnecessary, and beyond-beyond any justification.                                             

The Discourses should be reprinted with every word, italics, and punctuation intact from the 6th
edition. The best and only way to protect the Avatar’s words is to leave them alone.

Side-by-Side Comparisons

The editorial changes made in the 7th-edition are highlighted. Bracketed words within highlights 
denote multiple changes—for example, added or changed words within a string that has been de-
italicized.
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The Problem of Sex (6th edition) The Problem of Sex (7th edition)
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The Problem of Sex (6th edition) The Problem of Sex (7th edition)



              MESSING WITH PERFECTION                                                                       Page 16

The Problem of Sex (6th edition) The Problem of Sex (7th edition)
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The Problem of Sex (6th edition) The Problem of Sex (7th edition)
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The Sanctification of Marriage (6th Edition) The Sanctification of Marriage (7th Edition)
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The Sanctification of Marriage (6th Edition) The Sanctification of Marriage (7th Edition)



              MESSING WITH PERFECTION                                                                       Page 20

The Sanctification of Marriage (6th Edition) The Sanctification of Marriage (7th Edition)
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The Sanctification of Marriage (6th Edition) The Sanctification of Marriage (7th Edition)
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The Sanctification of Marriage (6th Edition) The Sanctification of Marriage (7th Edition)
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Additions, Deletions & Deflavorizings

This section compares 10 paragraphs from the 6th and 7th editions. Nine were randomly 
selected; number 4 was intentionally chosen because it is splendid. Every paragraph in the 7th 
edition was edited for style and usage (italics, capitalization, Americanizing, and so on). In 
addition, several paragraphs have arbitrary wording changes, with effects ranging from small to 
significant.

6th  Edition 7th Edition
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6th  Edition 7th Edition
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6th  Edition 7th Edition
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6th  Edition 7th Edition

Baba’s Observation

It is fitting for Baba to have the last word. The following passage is from Lord Meher, p.   1881  

“If a lecturer speaks today before a gathering of five hundred, and the same subject is repeated 
by the five hundred listeners to others, there would be five hundred different interpretations — 
some never dreamed of by the speaker! Therefore, what about the teachings of Masters like Jesus
interpreted after him perhaps a thousand times through different interpreters in the past. The 
original thought is sometimes lost sight of, or made irrelevant, but yet each clings to his own 

http://lordmeher.org/index.jsp?pageBase=page.jsp&nextPage=2235
http://lordmeher.org/index.jsp?pageBase=page.jsp&nextPage=2235
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different interpretation as the original.
“That is why many today hesitate to believe in the Bible and other such books, where 

interpretations do not appeal to them. There is more of the writers in the Bible than of Jesus 
Christ!

“Thus it is that there are always quarrels between fanatic followers of different religions 
over words and explanations that the Prophets never uttered, but were written in the so-called 
holy scriptures by over-enthusiastic disciples and priests, which quite naturally creates a revolt in
the minds of others.”
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