Tattva
See Inside Out
Sutapa Das

This book is a compilation of blogs posts written over a ten-year period
(2008-2017). It’s a grave responsibility to re-present the teachings of
celebrated saints, a task which calls for genuine purity and freedom
from worldly ambition. Forgive my weaknesses in this regard.
I never really saw myself as a writer (and I still don’t), but it’s an art
that is profoundly magical. Every time I began writing something, I

“Whether I know it or not,
it is for self-purification that I write this book.”
Krishnadasa Kaviraja Goswami
(16th Century saint, poet and philosopher)

saw my mind in front of me – a stream of haphazard thoughts, jumbled
and confused. Often times I sat in front of the keyboard and had
nothing substantial to write at all, confronted with my superficiality
and shallowness. Those humbling times forced me to close my eyes,
dig deeper and explore the inner world. After scribing some words,
I’d chop and change, repair the mistakes, refine the meaning and
streamline the flow. Mystical things would transpire. As I edited
the text, I felt as though I was editing my consciousness. Every post
published was like a mini victory – it seemed like an insight had been
installed and solidified into a deeper space within my consciousness.
A changed man, never to be the same again.
No doubt, the practice of writing is high-end personal development.
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In the late 60’s, after NASA had completed a series of ground-breaking
cosmological adventures, reporters interviewed different people to
gauge their reaction to the events. When they reached a grave-looking
monk he shocked the reporter with a radically different perspective.
Troubled by the direction of modern civilization, he was entirely
unexcited and unimpressed by the advances in space-travel. When
quizzed why, he responded: “now man is diverting his attention further
and further outside for answers, for purpose, for happiness - but actually we
have to explore deeper and deeper within.”

Tattva
[tuht-tvah]:- a principle or truth that
underpins our experience of universal reality

In today’s fast-paced materialistic climate, our vision, understanding
and interaction with the world can be on a very superficial level.
Despite this all-pervading influence, many philosophers, theologians,
scientists and great thinkers have discussed and debated with a view to
understanding the world in a more profound way. The sages of the East
were no different. In an ancient body of literatures known as the Vedas,
they documented a spiritual understanding of the self, the universe
and the deeper purpose of life. This is known as tattva - essential truths
and principles that underpin universal reality. Knowledge of this tattva
can help one excel on all levels - physically, emotionally, socially, and
most importantly, spiritually.
In this book we discuss elements of this tattva, relating to the fields of
philosophy, theology, psychology, sociology and spirituality. We hope
the contents will be ‘food for thought’ in a world that (consciously or
unconsciously) is yearning for fresh perspectives and newer paradigms.

9

A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada was a saint like no other. At
the age of 69, homeless, penniless and alone, he arrived in the Lower
East Side of New York, in search of ‘better opportunities’ to share his
message. This was Skid row; the lowest of the low. Here he lived,
worshiped, studied and taught. Every evening, his latest residence, the
rat-ridden 94 Bowery, would fill up with buzzing acidheads, bearded
bohemians, ruined alcoholics and disillusioned dropouts. Sex, music,
LSD, and consciousness expansion; that’s what made them tick. The
Swami would nonchalantly step into the makeshift ‘temple’ and take
his seat at the front, face-to-face with these confused souls who were
looking for real love, real happiness and real spiritual experience. The
Swami, however, was unfazed; his face exuding bottomless depth
and boundless compassion. In short, straight, simple philosophical
discourses, he taught them eternal truths with resounding impact.
When he sang in unsophisticated tunes with a bongo drum, their heads

The Inspiration

would spin, and their hearts were conquered. His tremendous devotion
empowered his urgent message to penetrate the depths of their
consciousness. He effortlessly smashed layers of illusion, unrelentingly
exposing the fallacy of all materialistic ideology.
From these humble beginnings, Prabhupada went on to found the
International Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON), and in a
few short years made “Hare Krishna” a household name. No amount
of social commentary, historical analysis or academic conjecture can
account for his incredible achievements. Prabhupada’s life is tangible
proof of a spiritual miracle. His life and teachings remain the strength,
inspiration and guiding light.
11

All the articles in this book are based on the Bhagavad-gita As It Is,
translated by His Divine Grace A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada.
The Bhagavad-gita is a theological and philosophical classic. If we had
to choose a single book to represent the spiritual and cultural traditions
of India, we would certainly choose the Bhagavad-gita. In 700 succinct
verses it summarises the philosophical conclusions of the Vedas, the
ancient scriptures written approximately 5000 years ago in the Sanskrit
language.
The scope of the Bhagavad-gita is enormous. It covers topics ranging
from religion to relationships, science to sociology, leadership to lifestyle
management: the keys to all aspects of life, the universe and everything.
In every generation, over thousands of years, it has provided unceasing
inspiration to thinkers, leaders, and spiritualists alike.
Since this classic was spoken by Krishna, the Supreme Person, it’s no
surprise that the timeless contents are so special. The Bhagavad-gita’s
insights are clear, concise, logical, and scientific—not just appeals to
faith, belief, personality, or culture. Those who sincerely study and
apply the wisdom will witness how its teachings transform one’s entire
being. That is why the Bhagavad-gita remains one of the most popular
books in the world today - a perennial bestseller.

Bhagavad-gita As It Is
13
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Help! My inbox is overflowing with self-development quotes! Pinterest,

who is behind the workings of nature, when we understand that we

it seems, is the latest online guru, offering digestible, practical and

are spiritual beings on a human journey – only then can we function

relevant bites of wisdom that make perfect sense. Insightful thinkers like

with genuine and sustained positivity. The million-dollar question is

Stephen Covey, Eckhart Tolle, Deepak Chopra and Anthony Robbins

how do we achieve such consciousness? After all, we don’t want to just

have shaped a new approach to life, offering a stimulating alternative

be window shoppers who are captivated by the products, but have no

to the automatous programme of eat, drink, be merry and enjoy. They

power to purchase them.

remind us of the five cardinal principles of a happy marriage, the three
ways to diffuse anger, the four steps to enduring vitality, and the seven
qualities that will win you all the best friends on the planet; all of which
help us craft a progressive, peaceful and happy life. Call me a sceptic,
but I’m still not convinced. The nifty quotes don’t excite me as much as
they used to.

Self-development is a natural consequence of spiritual development.
Without practical spirituality, self-development stagnates. Along
with describing the character, qualities and personality of an evolved
spiritualist, books like the Bhagavad-gita simultanously equip one
with the spiritual tools to achieve such an elevated conscious state. It
offers information, as well as transformation. Some may doubt that

Modern-day self-development promotes the ideals, but how much

ancient practices like meditation and yoga can actually bring about

does it actually equip and empower one to genuinely imbibe this

tangible changes in one’s approach to life, but the practical experience

positive mental state? Can we psychologically coerce ourselves to forgive

of dedicated spiritualists proves otherwise. Since the calculated

others? Does genuine compassion and kindness towards the universe manifest

procedure outlined by great teachers awakens the spontaneous purity

on the level of the intellect? Will programmed determination help us remain

within, the Bhagavad-gita proposes that we need not learn something

equipoised during the most provoking of situations? Next time we’re angry,

new, but rather invoke what is already within. This is the ultimate self-

will we remember the nifty Pinterest jpeg that someone posted on Facebook?

development strategy.

A change in our instinctive emotional response must come from a
deeper transformation of consciousness. There has to be profound
existential awakening. Only when we see our life situation as a chapter
in a longer story, when we connect deeply with the divine intelligence
16
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Spirit Secret
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Eleven years after its first release and people are still talking about ‘The

right things, spiritual things, things that allow us to connect with our

Secret’ by Rhonda Byrne. The Secret that Byrne felt she had discovered

very essence, then everything falls into place perfectly. Lasting peace,

was the ‘law of attraction’: whatever you think about and focus on,

happiness and fulfillment is available to everyone, but only on the

eventually becomes your reality. The universe, she says, is essentially

spiritual plane. We are looking for the right thing, but in the wrong

energy, and all energy vibrates at different frequencies. Since each

place. This is the secret behind the secret.

person also vibrates at a certain frequency, they attract the same within
the larger energy field. Thus, we attract objects, fortunes, people and
situations that are of a similar ‘vibration’ to ourselves.
It’s a mouth-watering concept – the possibility of attracting anything
you desire. While Eastern teachers would agree with the general notion
of designing our destiny, there is more to the story. Philosophical
exploration and practical observation clearly shows that forces beyond
our control are also influencing our fortunes. It’s called karma. We
may desire a variety of things, but without the necessary karmic credit,

Before giving up this present body, if one
is able to tolerate the urges of the material
senses and check the force of desire and
anger, he is well situated and is happy in
this world.
Bhagavad-gita 5.23

those things will remain elusive. The secret, then, is not as simple and
straightforward as it sounds.
The Bhagavad-gita, however, reveals a more profound secret to life.
While Rhonda’s book is about attracting, the classic Sanskrit text
encourages one to first establish what is worthy of being attracted. Most
people hastily draw up their shopping lists of life without significantly
considering this point. Our basic problem is that we are attracted to the
wrong things - things that won’t bring us what we are ultimately looking
for. When we reconfigure our desires, turn our attention towards the
18
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Heat of the Moment
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The New York Stock Exchange (NYSE) is by far the biggest of its kind

The comical Wall Street episode teaches us an age-old lesson: the net

in the world. Daily trading can reach an average of $170 billion, while

result of giving-in to empty, insubstantial temptations is that we feel

the total capitalisation of listed companies on the NYSE is well over $14

frustrated, cheated, and disappointed with ourselves. Furthermore, we

trillion. As you can imagine, daily events there can reach fever-pitch.

simultaneously neglect and damage our progressive path in life which

In the late 60’s, a few artful ‘yippies’ fashioned a publicity stunt at the
Wall Street establishment. While swarms of brokers were cutting deals
worth millions of dollars, these individuals quietly climbed to a vantage
point overlooking the manic trading floor. They attracted everyone’s
attention with a loud call, and proceeded to shower down fistfuls of fake

is more valuable, fulfilling and long-lasting. The necessity of forgoing
immediate pleasure to attain something far greater holds true in every
sphere of life – material or spiritual. The Bhagavad-gita offers a variety
of solutions for those looking to avoid temptations so they can achieve
long-term wellbeing. Learning that art, however, will COST you:

dollar bills! As the individuals on the trading floor saw this astonishing

Conviction – be convinced of the great thing you are trying to achieve,

sight, pandemonium ensued, as they violently wrestled each other to

and why it requires a certain discipline and self-restraint. Intelligence

grab the cash, while leaving all their lucrative deals hanging! It was

and clarity create conviction and inner strength.

incredulous – there was practically no financial benefit in their petty
scramble, yet the mere sight of physical cash completely captivated
them. For those few moments, their better intelligence lost them. As
they realized the trick they quickly retreated back to their business in a
desperate attempt to recoup their losses!
The world is full of temptations. Cool-headed analysis will confirm their

Openness – regardless of success or failure, be open with a friend and
seek their advice, support, guidance and feedback. Honesty will grow
your character and integrity.
Safety – avoid provoking situations, people and mind-sets that may
compromise your principles. Don’t fight battles that you don’t need to.

ultimate uselessness and striking inability to bring us what we really

Taste – strive to experience the ‘better life,’ and solidify your resolve

desire. Unfortunately, in the heat of the moment, such temptations

by feeling the benefits of your restraint. Redirect your consciousness in

are practically irresistible. The opportunity for instant gratification

something progressive, pure and uplifting, which will yied a ‘higher

captures our mind. The urge within seems too intense to tolerate. We

taste.’

know it would be a mistake, but we lack the inner strength to say ‘no.’
20
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Course of Life
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As I navigated the winding roads of the South West England last week,

2) Accept your situation – every external situation can bring internal

I passed a series of golf courses. I stopped to observe an elderly player

growth. Properly digested experiences will nourish us with strength,

heading to the 18th hole. He stepped forward and squatted down to

wisdom, humility and powerful insight. The unexpected occurrences

position his shining white golf ball on the perfectly cut lawn. There the

are part of a master plan to reconfigure our consciousness. We only

ball sat triumphantly upon the tee, in the midst of perfect greenery,

have to learn acceptance and stop fighting, denying, or cursing a

bathing in the midday sun, with the cooling aroma of freshly cut grass

situation. Our gut reaction is to blame others, blame the stars, blame

soothing the air. It was picturesque. It was living the dream. Then the

the government or blame God. In the blame game, however, we end up

golfer stepped up, swung back his 3 wood, and gave the golf ball a

staying the same.

mighty whack that sent it careering into the horizon! Welcome to the
material world, I thought! Life has its way of rudely ejecting us from our
comfortable position at any moment. Change is unstoppable (cannot be
checked), uncontrollable (could occur in any way) and unpredictable
(could happen at anytime). How do we navigate the course of life, when it is
riddled with surprises beyond our control?
Here are three dictums for your daily deliberation:
1) Adjust your expectation – false expectations will bring great

3) Aspire for connection – amidst the unpredictable rollercoaster that is
life, we need a permanent anchor. By rooting ourselves in the spiritual
reality, we learn to view life’s occurrences on the backdrop of eternity.
Come what may, success or failure, praise or blame, highs or lows, our
spiritual status remains unharmed and untouched. This connection is
known as ‘yoga,’ a process that reconnects us to home base.
Let the mantra become part of you: adjust your expectation, accept your
situation, and aspire for connection.

frustrations. We’re not designed to control the world so don’t be
surprised when things don’t go to plan. If something can go wrong, it
will – expect the unexpected. Disempowering? Not really, because the
good news is that happiness is not outside of us. Contentment in life is
not based on controlling the external world, but rather on conquering
the inner world.

22
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Failed Success
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They say failures are stepping stones to success. Lately, however, I’ve

determined effort – these are the components of internal success (not

been thinking about how success can be a slipping stone in failure!

necessarily detectable by external signs).

Srila Prabhupada once commented on how he faced two great tests
in his life. At one point he was stripped of everything, left penniless
and alone, an unknown mendicant with no fixed abode. Later in life,
however, he achieved unimaginable success and recognition as a
powerful spiritual leader of an international movement. He saw both
as divine tests. Both required immense equanimity of mind, and both
were opportunities to draw closer to God. Dealing with failure is no
mean feat, but maintaining the proper attitude in times of achievement
and prosperity is just as tough.

In 1965, upon arrival in America, Srila Prabhupada made an incredible
prayer: “make me a success or failure as You wish.” For most of us the
thought of failure is scary, demoralising and humiliating. Its not
something we’d welcome with open hands. Am I ready to try my
best, be an outright failure, and still remain happy and satisfied? That
complete detachment from external results, however, is unimaginably
powerful. It comes from a heart that values internal purity and
recognises divine grace in whatever form it may come. Will I ever be
able to submit such a prayer with genuine feeling? It seems a long way

Success can divert our attention from the internal journey we are on.
If success gives birth to pride and breeds a mentality of looking down
on others, then what have we really achieved? If success initiates
complacency, inattentiveness and a false sense of security, then how
bright does the future look? If we become intoxicated by success,
enjoying the limelight and fame, instead of using it for a noble purposes,
then how long before we are humbled? It’s interesting that we often
identify external success as a sign of spiritual vibrancy. But maybe it’s
not.

away, but I sincerely hope so.

Do thou ﬁght for the sake of ﬁghting,
without considering happiness or distress,
loss or gain, victory or defeat – and by so
doing you shall never incur sin.
Bhagavad-gita 2.38

External success is surely a gift from God, but those achievements must
be kept in perspective. Real success is internal success. Sincerity of
purpose, purity of desire, dependence on divine grace, dutiful and
24
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Timeless Possessions
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Penny-wise, pound-foolish – that’s definitely me. I’m the kind of person

Expectation – Gita insights (Chapter 2, Verse 47) remind us to perform

who buys the cheapest goods, and then forks out double the amount to

our duty, but simultaneously remain detached from the results. All

replace them. Whether its shoes, gadgets, clothes or cars, most things

said and done, we are not the controller. When we formulate ambitious

I buy seem to break down, play up or fall apart. One acquisition,

hopes on what we’ll achieve and how we’ll progress, we carry a burden

however, that has stood the test of time, is the wisdom of the Bhagavad-

of expectation that is unsustainable. It’s commendable to have plans

gita. In twenty years of study, it has never let me down even once.

and aspirations, and it’s healthy to strive hard for them, but once we’ve

People sometimes doubt the utility of ancient wisdom: is the language

tried our best, we must step back, disconnect and remain detached.

understandable? Do the concepts remain relevant? Are the recommendations

When ‘plans’ turn into ‘expectations’ we set ourselves up for misery.

still practical? The gem-like Bhagavad-gita shines through resplendently,
every single time.

Competition – Gita insights (Chapter 3, Verse 35) guide us to perform
our own dharma (inner calling) instead of someone else’s. Being

Last week, a friend requested some ancient insights on stress

ourselves is more productive, joyful, and sustainable. Unfortunately,

management. Gita-to-the-rescue again. A quick flick through some

we tend to measure our worth by comparing ourselves with others. We

Sanskrit verses immediately revealed three common reasons why our

forget that we’re on our own path, with our own obstacle course, and

consciousness diverges into this uncomfortable emotional state:

our own unique calling. Comparison clouds our original thinking and

Regulation – Gita insights (Chapter 6, Verse 17) reveal that regulated
habits of eating, sleeping, work and recreation counteract all physical
and mental pain. An imbalanced lifestyle blinds us from knowing our

blocks our distinctive contribution. As Albert Einstein said: “Everybody
is a genius, but if you judge a fish by its ability to climb a tree, it will live its
whole life believing that it is stupid.”

limits, drawing us into dangerous territory that we can’t navigate.

Overcoming stress, then, is quite simple: maintain your regulation,

Pushing beyond one’s comfort zone and venturing into the unknown

alter your expectation, and drop the competition. Sometimes it pays to

is admirable, but too much irregularity will begin by ‘bending’ and

look back, in order to look forward.

eventually end-up ‘breaking.’ Be dynamic and daring, but maintain
your balance and strength through regulation.
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Enemies of Growth
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This morning I quizzed someone about their New Year’s resolution.

step ahead of everyone else and it’s difficult to see how we could be

Their reply – “my life is going great, I don’t need to change a thing –

wrong. A humble person, however, accepts their limitations and looks

resolutions are for losers!” I had never heard that before! How could

for guidance, ever-seeking an opportunity to refine and enhance their

someone think their life to be perfect, with no room for improvement?

character and lifestyle.

Without making the effort to grow, to learn, to explore and to challenge
our current ways of functioning, how can we truly realise our potential?

Courage – life is a perennial tension between comfort and aspiration.
We seek to explore, to grow, to achieve, yet we also desire security,

That said, I began thinking how consciously or unconsciously we could

safety and certainty. Truth be told, we have to sacrifice one to get the

all fall into the same trap. Observing my own life, it seems there are

other. If we opt to remain in the comfort-zone, we may have to live

key enemies that stifle our growth and development. We slide into

with the inevitable feelings of being humdrum, run-of-the-mill and

mediocrity when we are too busy, too arrogant or too comfortable to

unexciting. On the other hand, if we dive for our dreams we’ll have to

really invest in our development. Growth consists of key ingredients:

ready ourselves to brave the rocky road of uncertainty and opposition.

Time – our valuable hours are consumed by pressing issues and daily
demands. Some things surely require immediate attention, but we have
a chronic tendency to unnecessarily promote tasks in our ‘to-do list’

Every significant achievement has its price tag. In an age where security,
status and material prosperity have become the prevailing markers of
a successful life, only a few have the courage to follow their dreams.

that may well be urgent but not really very important. Thus, we end

In the coming year I’ll attempt to free up some time, challenge my

up neglecting that which doesn’t frantically tug on our consciousness,

established way of functioning, and develop some bravery to explore

but which is key to the bright future ahead – time spent reflecting,

new things. Not sure whether it will bring huge external successes, but

questioning and planning. We need to free up tangible time and mental

I’m convinced it’ll be internally rewarding.

space to ‘think out of the box.’
Humility – to improve, we must first acknowledge we are not the best
version of ourselves. This requires humility. Our own pride convinces
us that we’ve found the best way to function. We think ourselves one
28
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Good Words
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One of my fellow monks is an extremely prayerful person. He has
regular stories of the reciprocation and interaction that comes from
conversing with God. Though inspired, I personally find it difficult
to pray. It usually feels artificial; probably a combination of my
impersonal character, hard-heartedness, lack of faith, and general life
philosophy of “work hard and be practical.”
Someone, however, recently offered me an interesting antidote –
“pray for other people” they said. Whether a friend, family member,
work colleague, or even a stranger off the street, just stop for a few
moments and sincerely petition the Divine on their behalf. I began to
try. Unconventional as it sounded, I could immediately appreciate the
power of this approach on many levels:

with them on a deeper level.
Social level – When a group of people form genuine friendship, each
one sincerely wanting the others to excel, it creates a unique spiritual
energy. That unity, fellowship and genuine connectedness helps them
to achieve their goals and transform the world. Prayer brings people
together.
Srila Prabhupada would sign off his correspondence with “your ever
well-wisher.” His prayer was completely selfless; a natural consequence
of his incredible compassion and concern for all. Saintly persons are
said to feel another’s pain as their own (para dukha dukhi). Just as we
spontaneously attend to any ailment in our body, they are spontaneously
impelled to relieve the suffering of the general populace. Even if we

Personal level – Rather than being critical, judgmental or aloof, we

fall short of that pure stage, we can still institute the process of selfless

evolve into selfless agents of positive change. Since prayer invokes

prayer as a vehicle to develop deeper sensitivity, which is so integral

divine intervention, we are not simply observers of the world, but can

to spiritual advancement. After all, we find ourselves by thinking of

make a difference, even to people we have very little physical contact

others.

with. In moments of noble prayer, we rise beyond self-absorption and
forget our own difficulties.

Try it out this week – take a few quality moments to sincerely pray
for the wellbeing of someone else. And if you’re finding it difficult

Relationship level – Taking the time to deeply contemplate someone’s

to identify someone, you could always slip in a good word for this

life transforms our relationship with them. We learn to see beyond the

struggling soul!

external chaos, appreciating that everyone is a pure soul trying to break
free from material entanglement. Praying for others helps us to connect
30
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The Thinking Gym
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Gyms are opening up on every street corner – burn more in less time and

Drop technology and Pick-Up Books – social media and the internet

be a better version of yourself, we’re told. Whether it’s a genuine call

can corrode your concentration, rust your reflectiveness, cut your

for health and wellbeing, or an enticement to be attractive and eligible,

criticality, and stifle your sensitivity. Seneca sums it up beautifully –

is another story! Either way, the body is a valuable gift that needs to be

“to be everywhere means to be nowhere.” Let’s disconnect, pick up more

cared for, trained, nourished and maintained. Back in the day, exercise

books, read, ruminate and return to the real world.

was intertwined into daily life. Walking or cycling, for example, was a
common form of transport. As time went by, we became advanced and
invented cars and motorcycles. The net result – we now devote hours
in the gym to walk on treadmills and ride on exercise bikes! Unnatural
lifestyles call for unnatural solutions!
While the unhealthy world loses its physical vitality, we may also
consider how we’re simultaneously losing our mental edge. Just as
we exercise the body and keep it tuned, we also need to exercise our
mental capacity. If we don’t, we’ll under-utilise it, or worse still, we’ll
end up misusing it. Our mental faculties need constant training since
they drive our life trajectory. The decisions we make, responses we
generate, perceptions we breed, and ideas we express, are all a product

Wrestle with Opposing Opinions – just as resistance builds muscle,
engaging with opposing opinions nurtures your thinking. Talk to
people who have a different take on life. Don’t enter the discourse
simply to ‘win’ or have your voice heard, but rather allow the questions,
doubts and opinions of others to genuinely challenge and clarify your
own understanding.
Stretch your Imaginative Expression – express your thoughts in
creative ways, and you’ll find the depth of your realisation extends.
Write about it, speak about it, teach it, and find dynamic ways to share
it, and in the process you will find your own understanding of it has
dramatically evolved.

of our mental state. People possess a default confidence that they have

Run the Mental Treadmill – let thoughts brew. Henry David Thoreau’s

full grasp over their mental and intellectual faculties, yet have never

observation – “As a single footstep will not make a path on the earth, so a

really taken the time to understand them, train them or tune them.

single thought will not make a pathway in the mind. To make a deep physical

It may be time to join the Thinking Gym. Here are four powerful
exercises:
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path, we walk again and again. To make a deep mental path, we must think
over and over the kind of thoughts we wish to dominate our lives.”
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Risky Business
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Spiritual life is risky business. Throughout history, we see how

and stagnation. This applies to the individual, a group and even entire

distinguished saints pushed the barriers of their comfort zone, embraced

institutions. I’ve been meditating on the value of taking some bold

uncertainty, and voluntarily accepted highly precarious situations in

risks on the spiritual journey. Life on the margin keeps thigs fresh.

the pursuit of their purpose. It spurred their dependence upon the

I’m not talking about anything whimsical or needless, but risks that

will of providence. I’m not sure whether they began with concrete

are grounded in a sincere desire to better ourselves and better serve

conviction, but they certainly ended up with it! Token religious faith

humanity. Such risks will always receive divine back-up and generate

is commendable, but life becomes dynamically more exciting when

internal growth. There is nothing to lose, because even if it doesn’t

we experience the mystery and wonder of divine intervention. Selfless

work out, or we make fools of ourselves, I’m sure we’ll have gained

sacrifices, exceptional endeavours and the willingness to take a chance

something far more valuable in the process. Only when we risk going

are the drivers behind such experiences. How can we connect with the

too far can we truly discover how far we can go.

hand of God if we don’t have the courage to let go of the chronic desire for
comfort and control?

“Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things you
didn’t do than by the ones you did. So throw off the bowlines, sail away

It’s easy to gravitate towards the ‘safe options’ in life. Don’t do anything

from the safe harbour, catch the trade winds in your sails. Explore. Dream.

drastic, tread the path of least resistance and keep things sweet and

Discover.” (Mark Twain)

simple. The world has its preconceived notions – what’s acceptable and
what’s not – and we just try to fit right in. The fear of embarrassment,
failure and public opinion is too much, and thus plagued by the
disease of conformity, we continually confine and limit ourselves. Yet a
comfortable life is itself a hazardous disease. With it comes the danger
of mechanical, ritualistic, mediocre, and stagnated spirituality. In the
name of caution, we sell ourselves short.

Out of many thousands among men, one
may endeavor for perfection, and of those
who have achieved perfection, hardly one
knows Me in truth.
Bhagavad-gita 7.3

Beginnings are often marked by a spirit of adventure, risk and
discovery, but as time goes by that can degenerate into comfort, security
34
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Head Space

1 | Progress to Perfection

As it stands, my entire technology inventory consists of a bog standard
Nokia, Dell Inspiron laptop and 2GB I-river MP3 player. I’m determined
to limit it to that, but it’s becoming increasingly difficult. The world
moves at breakneck speed, and we can end up scarpering behind trying
to catch up. Two houses, two cars, two television sets, two phones… it
all seems too much! Luxuries have become necessities, without which,
we just can’t function. Modern-day spiritualists, it seems, are faced
with a unique challenge: the art of living is no longer about how big

eroding quality.
In ancient times, for example, sacred scriptures were few and far
between, hand-copied, and in the possession of only the most
fortunate. One saint’s manuscript of Srimad-Bhagavatam, the crest
jewel of India’s spiritual wisdom, was blotted, smudged, and rendered
practically unreadable due to the tears of love which were shed during
his reading.

we can make it, but rather how small we can keep it! Some say we

Today, such priceless books are readily available at our fingertips and

should just embrace technology and engage it in our spirituality.Rather

we can read them anywhere, anytime on our IPhones, IPads, Kindles

than fighting the digital current, they say, why not just redirect it in a

and Laptops. Our shelves are lined with the hard copies – big books,

positive way? After all, isn’t it practical to move with the times?

small books, deluxe collector’s items and all-in-one versions – a veritable

Sounds good, but exercise caution, lest we may lose the plot. It’s
great to connect with people hundreds of miles away, as long as
we don’t forget to say hello to our neighbours. It’s nice to know
what’s happening in every corner of the world, but let’s not forget
to make a positive impact in our immediate circle of family, friends
and community. It’s a treat to have entertainment and amusement

library of wisdom! But how much quality time have we devoted to
reading them? And when we do, are we in the right headspace to draw
the unlimited inspiration that is available? With improved access let’s
simultaneously intensify our deep absorption and contemplation of the
subject matter. After all, a few short sentences, properly digested, can
change our entire life.

online, so long as we don’t sleep through the exciting opportunities
awaiting us in the physical world. It’s empowering to have access
to so much knowledge, provided we don’t simply memorise
stacks of information with little sign of actual transformation.
While technology can increase quantity, it can potentially end up
36
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Divine Power
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Ancient texts poetically describe the effects of divine empowerment.

transcending all material estimation. Unimaginable things transpire

Through it, even a limping man can cross mountains, a mute can

around us, and miracles can become daily affairs.

speak eloquently and a blind person see stars in the sky. Observing
my spiritual friends achieve amazing things is living testimony to this
(not that any of them are disabled, or that it makes them anything less
if they were).
Accessing divine empowerment is something available to everyone.
The secret lies in developing the ‘selfless service attitude’ – it starts with
the necessary, advances to the possible, and matures in the impossible.
Necessary – first, we should become established in doing the necessary:
what should be done. This is the foundation. We rise beyond our personal
emotions, learning to act with a sense of duty and responsibility. We
serve with the knowledge that it’s the right thing to do.

Let’s increase, expand and push the boundaries. This is where we
experience the divine presence first-hand. After all, “impossible,” the
Swami said, “is only found in a fool’s dictionary.”

But those who always worship Me with
exclusive devotion, meditating on My
transcendental form – to them I carry
what they lack, and I preserve what they
have.
Bhagavad-gita 9.22

Possible – as we evolve, the focus shifts towards doing the possible:
what can be done. Here, we actively seek opportunities to serve. We
don’t wait for a need to arise or a request to be issued, but eagerly
search for the chance to contribute. We begin to taste the unique delight
of spontaneous selfless service.
Impossible – in spiritual maturity, we approach the impossible: what
can’t be done. When our hunger to serve takes us to full capacity, we are
bolstered by a divine empowerment that transports us beyond our
physical limits. Here, we begin to function on the spiritual platform,
38

39

Constant Change
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Constant change has become the underlying theme of the age – update

quality, purpose and frame of mind with which one functions. Simple

your fashion, vary your scenery, evolve your goals and upgrade your

living high thinking.

gadgets. After all, variety is the spice of life. If someone maintains
the same job for over ten years they may well be viewed as dull and
unambitious. Stability and steadiness just isn’t valued in the same way.
Being ‘original’ no longer relates to doing something authentic – now
it means doing something new! But does this constant adjustment improve
the quality of life? Is the age of mass distraction leaving us perpetually restless?

Having practiced an identical spiritual discipline and lifestyle for quite
some years now, I’m beginning to appreciate how much depth it can
create. Spiritual technology is timeless and limitless. Eternally perfect.
No need for upgrades, add-ons or adjustments – just more attention
and conscientious application on my part.

Have we developed an artificial culture that diverts us from the real source of
satisfaction?
The phenomenon of constant change exposes the inability of external
adjustments to satisfy our internal yearning. Looking for a ‘secret
solution’ in material variety will never succeed in addressing our
spiritual vacuum, since deep satisfaction goes beyond the immediate
titillation of the mind and senses. Real fulfilment is born from the state
of our consciousness, and excessive focus on the externals can distract
us from this cardinal principle. Next time we feel the need to change
our ‘externals’, we may want to stop and consider whether it’s really
necessary.
There is something beautiful about simplicity and sameness. With
the proper attitude, it can help one become more conscious, more
aware and more reflective. When activities and surroundings remain
consistent, it opens up unique opportunities to invest energy into the
40
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Unconscious Competence
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Sometimes it seems so hard to change. The ‘lower nature’ returns to

Finally, in deep spiritual maturity, the proper behaviour and attitude

haunt us, we easily slip back into bad habits, and annoying desires

awakens from within, and one lives their ideals spontaneously,

(which we thought were dead and buried) somehow re-appear. It’s

effortlessly and joyously. This perfected stage is known as ‘unconscious

frustrating and disappointing when we fall short of the spiritual ideals

competence’.

we seek. We know where we want to be, but it seems a far and distant
reality. Will I ever come to the standard of purity I earnestly seek? Are these
descriptions of the perfect character simply utopian ideals? How do I progress
to perfection?
Luckily for us, the Bhagavad-gita is a book of supreme optimism. Even
when faced with the disappointment of failure, there is still reason
to take heart and smile. How so? At the lowest stage of ‘unconscious
incompetence,’ one’s unpleasant qualities, destructive desires and
wayward habits do not even cause them concern. Only when one

Though the embodied soul may be
restricted from sense enjoyment, the taste
for sense objects remains. But ceasing such
engagements by experiencing a higher
taste, he is fixed in consciousness
Bhagavad-gita 2.59

progresses to the stage of ‘conscious incompetence,’ do they become aware
of their defects and consciously feel the need to improve. That’s quite
a jump indeed. Even if one’s behaviour hasn’t changed, the change of
values is itself a great sign of progress.
Yet that should eventually mature into a change of character. From the
stage of ‘conscious incompetence,’ one next embraces the platform of
‘conscious competence.’ Here, one makes a concerted effort to act in the
proper way; often mechanically and forcibly, one trains themselves in a
way of living that mirrors their aspiration. Even though it may feel
foreign and artificial, one is learning to be natural.
42
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Quietly Confident
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I’m all set for a one-month break from computers, meetings and

am the greatest”. Later in life he realised his folly, and declared himself

management (even monks can’t escape these things!). Taking full

the greatest fool for having wildly overestimated his influence.

advantage of the festive season, we’ll travel the country sharing

Real confidence comes from humility. We realise our inherent

spiritual wisdom in the form of thousands of books. The ancient

limitations, but gain firm conviction from knowing that the all-powerful

writings are ‘food for thought’ in a fast-paced world. Our approximate

will of providence is on our side. With such transcendental backing,

route: London – Norwich – Hull – Sheffield – Lincoln - Chesterfield-

anything is possible. For one who is ‘quietly confident,’ their surety

Stafford - Nottingham - Derby – Mansfield - Leicester - London (and a

grounded in humility and dependence, unimaginable things in this

lot of smaller towns in between!). Last week I dropped off the books for

world can be achieved. Pride, complacency and hopelessness are not

our teams in various locations. The sight of nearly four thousand books

found in their dictionary. Seeing themselves as merely instruments,

piled high to the ceiling was slightly bewildering! Would it be possible

their job is to shelve their own agenda and pride, and let the divine

to stand in a bustling town-centre, stop people at random, and inspire the

magic manifest.

The modern self-development gurus teach us that confidence comes

wisdom of the Bhagavad-gita,

from within. You have to “believe in yourself.” If you are sure, others will

people can flourish on all levels:

be sure – your consciousness creates the reality. They tell us to be

physically, emotionally, socially

optimistic about our abilities, to pride ourselves in our strengths, and to

and most importantly, spiritually.

have the conviction that anything is possible if we try hard enough.

This is welfare work with a

This ‘material confidence’ may work in a limited scope for a short time.

difference. I hope I’ll play a small

Such confidence, however, which is rooted in self-assurance, will

part in connecting people to this

In all activities
just depend upon
Me and work
always under My
protection. In such
devotional service,
be fully conscious of
Me.

gradually deflate. We eventually realise that we’re not what we pumped

spiritual powerhouse.

Bhagavad-gita 18.57

frazzled shoppers to seriously contemplate higher truths? Have we ambitiously
over-ordered our stock? Will people really be interested? Where do we get the
confidence to undertake such a task?

I’m trying to learn the art of being
a ‘quietly confident’ ambassador
of goodwill. By accessing the

ourselves up to be. In his prime, Muhammed Ali proudly asserted: “I
44
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Split Personality
I remember studying a module on Human Resource Management
at University College London (UCL). The lecturer emphasised the
necessity of understanding people’s personality in order to maximise
individual potential and create synergy in teams. I came across the
‘DISC model’ a few days ago and decided to assess myself. The results
clearly indicated that I was a ‘steady-cautious’ type (as opposed to
dominant or influential). The descriptions corroborated with my
observations and I appreciated the opportunity to discover more about
the strengths, weaknesses and fears I may have. Try scribing a word
with your non-writing hand - it takes twice as much time and effort,
feels uncomfortable and awkward, and usually comes out quite shabby
and unclear! Similarly, if we engage with the world in a way that is
foreign to our natural personality, we end up struggling, sweating and
falling short of our true potential.

1 | Progress to Perfection

encounter.
The Bhagavad-gita, however, goes a step further than modern
psychology. Krishna explains that beyond our psycho-physical
makeup, is an eternal spiritual personality endowed with its own divine
and attractive traits. To the extent that we actually connect with this
‘higher self,’ we can proportionately transcend the temporary material
personality we receive. If one comes to the profound realisation that the
body and mind are simply coverings of the soul, the limitations of their
psycho-physical makeup can significantly diminish. It’s comforting to
know that each one of us has a unique, pure and perfect character that
we simply have to reawaken. The key is to acknowledge and engage our
material traits, while simultaneously dedicating ourselves to spiritual
practices. Then we can truly find ourselves - materially and spiritually.

Ancient teachers explain we are spiritual beings on a human journey.
Having passed through numerous chapters of existence, we are left
with strong impressions from the myriad of experiences we go through.
This, along with our childhood and upbringing, forms our ‘material
personality.’ Nature and nurture leaves us with a body and mind that
are wired to act and respond in certain ways. Aspiring spiritualists
can benefit hugely from understanding the material framework within
which they exist. When committing to roles and responsibilities, it
pays to be aware of our personality and the potential pitfalls we may
46
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Joyful Insignificance
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Thoughts of humility have been playing on my mind. Great prayers

whatever happens in their life. In all situations, the humble person is

stress that one should be more humble than a blade of grass, more

ready to learn, change and grow, carefully avoiding the temptation to

tolerant than a tree, and ready to offer all respects to others while

play the blame game. They are fully aware that if they point one finger

desiring none for oneself. In fact, the injunction is so crucial that one

at someone else, there are another three fingers pointing back at them.

saint has advised spiritualists to string it around their necks and wear
it constantly. It seems that a humble disposition is the key to opening
up the treasure house of spiritual experiences. Being humble is actually
incredibly liberating.

Freedom from Isolation – a humble person can see divine involvement
in every situation, and thus feel supported and protected. In times of
success and prosperity they
develop feelings of gratitude

Freedom from Expectation – a humble person is not disturbed by

and appreciation for the divine

let downs and misfortunes. Seeing themselves as an instrument in

kindness. In times of struggle

the divine plan, they work conscientiously and determinedly, but

and upheaval, one is grateful

remain internally dependent on the divine will, careful to avoid

for the lessons, and recognizes

placing personal expectations and demands on how life’s events and

the value of ‘tough love.’

interactions should transpire.

Trying to become a beggar,

Freedom from Pretentiousness - a humble person is happy to be

praying for some humility, we

himself. There is no false pretence, no image they want to project,

hope to one day experience

nor any pressure to be a certain type of person. They recognise that

the freedom that comes from

whatever they have been given in terms of character and ability is

joyful insignificance.

endowed by the divine, and they happily utilise that for the divine.
They have no desire to be the best, but are more concerned with trying

One who is not
envious but is a kind
friend to all living
entities, who does
not think himself a
proprietor and is free
from false ego—such
a devotee of Mine is
very dear to Me.
Bhagavad-gita 12.13

their best.
Freedom from Blame – a humble person takes responsibility for
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Build High, Dig Deep
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Stress seems to be the dreaded disease of the age. While we diligently

Firstly, consider how high your building is. The more responsibilities

attempt to avoid it, we may consider that even stress has its utility.

you accept, challenging projects you embrace, stressful situations you

Living life on the edge is not always bad. A suitable amount of stress

tackle and success you encounter, the deeper your foundation has

can help you grow, push you to achieve amazing things, and add an

to be. Secondly, account for the soil you are building upon. Inherent

element of excitement and adventure.

weakness of heart, flickering determination and a fragile mind are

Modern psychologists refer to this healthy phenomenon as ‘eustress.’
If life were just peaceful, predictable, quiet and orderly, we may not
maximise the potential we possess. Balanced amounts of stress also
spice up life – let’s face it, too much peace can also drive you mad!
So how do you bend yourself without breaking? How do you push yourself
without falling over the edge? How do you strive for success, while maintaining
your sanity and composure?

archetype characteristics of today’s aspiring spiritualist. Unsteady as
we are, the foundation needs to compensate for it. Finally, bear in mind
the climate within which you are operating. We live in a world which
promotes a different paradigm, full of temptations, diversions and a
plethora of opportunities to veer away from the spiritual path. A deep
foundation is required to remain fixed and focused.
The problem is not that we strive to do amazing things, but rather that
we neglect to invest quality time in spiritually nourishing ourselves

Skyscrapers are well-known for their deep foundations. The calculation

side-by-side. As one is cemented in a deep sense of spirituality their

of depth is primarily based on three things:

ability to become an agent of positive change increases. They can rise
high, impact the world, and still remain strong, steady and humble.

•

The height of the building

•

The softness of the soil

•

The severity of the weather conditions

While constructing the building of our life, its essential we excavate a
suitable spiritual foundation to balance it all out.
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No Time!
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In the 1960s Srila Prabhupada wrote an article entitled, “No time: the

re-engineer our lifestyle and simultaneously intensify our spirituality;

chronic disease of modern man.” In it he comments: “The busy man should

it just requires determination and organisation.

try to know as to where he is going. This life is but a spot in his longest sojourn,
and the sane person should not be busy with a spot only. Nobody says that the
body should not be maintained - but everyone should know from Bhagavadgita that the body is the outward dress and the ‘soul’ is the real person who
puts on the dress. So if the dress is taken care of only, without any care of the
real person - it is sheer foolishness and a waste of time.”

We can all improve in our time management skills. Identify and
eliminate the usual ‘time-killers’ such as television, internet browsing
and unnecessary phone talk . Have clear goals and schedules,
carefully avoiding procrastination and lethargy. Learn to strike a
proper work-life balance, where you meet your financial needs and
worldly responsibilities, yet simultaneously factor in quality time for

Often times, even those who appreciate the spiritual dimension in life

meditation, scriptural study and introspection. Schedule in a time for

have trouble finding time for quality practice. Work or family demands

these direct spiritual practices, and guard those hours with your life!

can occupy our attention and sap our energies. Many resign themselves
to defeat and instead resolve to deepen their spirituality later in life
when worldly demands have eased. But will life ever be free of unexpected

The famous biblical verse (Mark 8.36) reminds us: “For what shall it
profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?”

distractions and pressing responsibilities? Cars break down, family feuds
need to be mediated, homes need improvement, friends seek advice
and attention, health problems slow us down and work demands drain
our free time. It will always be a challenge to find time.
Thus, putting our spirituality ‘on hold’ in anticipation of a ‘better’
situation is a risky strategy. There’s no need to wait and no time to
lose. As the American poet, Longfellow said, “trust no future, however
pleasant!” The external reorganisation of our life and the internal
cleansing of our consciousness need not be mutually exclusive activities.
Like the two rails of a train track, they can exist side-by-side. We can
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Character Reference
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In numerous sections of the Bhagavad-gita, Krishna outlines the

discomposure or inconvenience, but simply act for the benefit and

qualities of highly successful spiritualists. He mentions tolerance,

welfare of others.

peacefulness, compassion, fearlessness, and forgiveness to name but
a few. It can be a struggle to imbibe such qualities in the practicality
of daily life, when situations seem to demand other responses. Don’t
the peaceful have to be passionate at times? Don’t the tolerant have to react
strongly to resolve certain issues? Don’t we all have to sometimes be fearful
for the sake of survival? It could appear that superficially following such
qualities can be one-dimensional and pretentious. Are these character
traits to be imbibed at all times, places and circumstances?
Such spiritual qualities are offered as a framework to guide our
decisions, responses and wanderings in this complicated world.
When deciding any course of action, the spiritualist remembers the
cardinal principles they live by. However, one must have the wisdom
to intelligently and appropriately apply such principles in any given

There is never a time when the spiritualist is not fearless. At times,
however, they may instinctively manifest certain psychophysical
symptoms of nervousness, alarm and fright for the purpose of survival.
Despite this, they maintain a sense of equilibrium, peace and clarity in
all situations, just like a deep ocean in which waves crash on the surface
but it remains serene and steady within.
There is never a time when the spiritualist is not humble. At times,
however, they may act boldly and exude confidence and self-assurance.
Despite this, they remain pure in motivation, never conducting
themselves in such ways for the purpose of name, fame or prestige.
The confidence comes from faith in the divine, and the motivation is
service to others.

situation. We may have a stereotyped image of how humble, tolerant
and peaceful spiritualists conduct themselves, but these qualities go
much deeper than the surface. The immediate acts we see with our eyes
may not always reveal the true nature of someone’s character; we have
to appreciate the motivation and consciousness behind those acts.
There is never a time when the spiritualist is not tolerant. At times,
however, they may speak strongly, express displeasure and act
assertively to create change. Despite this, they never feel personal
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Servant Leaders
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The Bhagavad-gita is found within the ancient epic Mahabharata,

They must have strength – the willingness to make bold decisions,

which is famed as the longest poem in the world with over 100,000

maintain clarity under pressure, show courage in daunting situations,

verses. It contains numerous passages that are not only captivating but

and lead from the front. This strength needs to be tempered with

also instructive and insightful. In one such episode, the devoted Queen

morality – knowing the difference between right and wrong, being

Kunti is faced with a dilemma. Presently childless, she is fully aware of

sensitive to human feelings, and showing maturity and consideration

the urgency to beget offspring who can continue the family lineage and

of the ramifications of each decision. However, both qualities must be

subsequently become the future leaders of society. Unfortunately, her

founded upon a deep spirituality and devotion. Leaders who have this

husband, King Pandu, has been cursed to die the moment he engages

profound element to their character stand out – their ornaments are

in sexual union.

humility, compassion, steadfast tolerance, positivity and unshakable

To solve this quandary, she invokes a divine boon and summons the
heavenly gods to impregnate her by dint of their mystic potency.
The sons produced become known as the ‘Pandavas,’ the emblems
of spiritual leadership. Kunti first called upon the god of Judgement,
Yamaraja. From him, Yuddhistira was born, considered exemplary

faith. They function as servant leaders, uninterested in personal fame
and selfish gain, but instead completely focused on bringing out the
best in others. As Abraham Lincoln said “it’s amazing what you can
achieve when you don’t care who gets the credit.”

the legendary Arjuna, an epitome of devotion, spirituality and divine

Whatever action a great man performs,
common men follow. And whatever
standards he sets by exemplary acts, all the
world pursues.

faith. A closer look reveals that Kunti strategically chose the heavenly

Bhagavad-gita 3.21

in morality, truthfulness and integrity. Next she summoned the god
of wind, Vayu. From him, the son Bhima was born, famous as an
embodiment of immeasurable strength, vigour and power. Thirdly, she
called upon the god of heaven, Indra. The outcome of that union was

gods to produce sons who would be fully qualified to guide society.
Leaders must embody these three qualities.
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The Inside Story
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Are power-hungry underground groups like the Illuminati plotting to rule

since our first breath in this world. The Bhagavad-gita explains that the

mankind by establishing the New World Order? Was 9-11 an Al-Qaeda

uncontrolled mind, the lower nature within, is conspiring against us on

terrorist attack, or did the Bush administration help orchestrate the entire

a moment-to-moment basis. Posing as our friend, but all the while

incident to justify military policy in the Middle East? Half a century ago,

tempting and distracting us. Our lower nature, which you can identify

did the US government cover up a UFO landing and alien interaction at

as the ‘devilish voice within,’ is constantly conspiring to divert us from

Roswell, New Mexico? Was the Aids virus created by the KGB as a means

the most progressive, pragmatic and fulfilling path in life.

to reduce world population? Was Shakespeare, English language’s greatest
writer, really responsible for the body of works that bear his name, or were they
actually authored by other people? We could go on, but suffice it to say
that the modern world is riddled with conspiracy theories that seem
to multiply by the day. As the plot thickens, how do we know what to
believe?

Krishna explains that only through spiritual acumen and unbreakable
determination can we transform that lower nature, and bring the
mind under control such that it

One must deliver
himself with the help
of his mind, and not
degrade himself. The
mind is the friend of
the conditioned soul,
and his enemy as
well.

becomes our best friend. This
brings true freedom, where one
is guided by intelligence instead

Will our painstaking research lead to any concrete conclusions?

of instinct. The project to conquer

Who knows, the theories themselves could well be part of a bigger

the mind requires focus, tenacity,

conspiracy to confuse people and instil doubt in everything! On the

perseverance

other hand, even if they are true, what can we do to change the state of

drive. It’s a lifetime’s mission, and

affairs? If the higher echelons of society are directing the future of the

we need to utilise all the time we

world in smoke-filled rooms, it’s unlikely that our whistle-blowing will

have. This is the inside story, the

have any significant impact. Having said that, there is an argument for

story of the enemy within, the

the necessity of critical thinking in a world that can be classified as ‘the

story of the conspirator that we

cheaters and the cheated.’

may well have forgotten about.

and

incredible

Bhagavad-gita 6.5

There is, however, one conspiracy that we can all be sure of. It’s a
conspiracy a little closer to home, a conspiracy which has been going on
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Life-Changing Moments
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A recent funeral service for one of our dedicated devotees really made

changes in our life, changes which then need to be sustained until

me think. The heartfelt appreciation, inspirational life-example, and

they become habitual and second nature. In this way, each experience

wonderful memories created a deep impression within me. As I walked

contributes to the gradual evolution of our spiritual personality. Great

around the crematorium seeing the different messages commemorating

spiritualists may not be products of overnight miracles, but rather

loved ones who had passed on, I felt my life slowly coming back into

gradual and step-by-step transformation.

perspective. Being face-to-face with death forces you to think out of the
box. Such moments of insight remind us of what really matters, where
we have to focus our attention, and how pressing problems and issues
are insignificant in the bigger scheme of life.
But how long does it last? Unfortunately, within days we seem to get
covered over again, settling back into old routines, bad habits and
the same deep-rooted struggles. It’s so hard to change. It reminds me
of intermittent windscreen wipers. The drops slowly gather on the
windscreen, but with one wipe all the rain is removed and everything
becomes crystal clear. Within a few moments, however, the rain drops
again build up and blind our vision. Without another wipe, the driver
is susceptible to going seriously off course.
Wouldn’t it be great if we would wipe just once, the rain would
stop, the sun would come out and we could cruise on without
further distraction? Unfortunately, life is not as simple as that.
While flashes of inspiration and insight are undoubtedly essential to our
spiritual growth, they have to tempered with dedication, perseverance
and regulated endeavour. Powerful experiences should lead to tangible
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Destructive Enlightenment
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When a budding sculptor approached his master for guidance, he

spirituality means to become something. Maybe, however, the journey

received some cryptic advice. After quizzing him on his purpose, the

is not so much about becoming something, but rather unbecoming

young craftsman replied: “More than anything else, I would like to sculpt a

everything that isn’t really you, so you can be who you were meant to

beautiful elephant.” Without the blink of an eyelid, the master set a block

be in the first place! The Sanskrit texts explain how we are littered with

of stone and some tools in front of the young boy. “Here is some marble,

anarthas (‘unhelpful qualities’) and upadhis (‘artificial identities’). They

a mallet, and a chisel” the master said, “all you have to do now is carve away

block us from seeing the real self. Enlightenment is the crumbling away

everything that does not look like a beautiful elephant!” Simple as that.

of such untruth. It’s seeing through the facade of pretence. It’s the

While crafting our ideal life, we can contemplate these words and
discover some valuable insight. We often equate progress with gaining,
growing, increasing and adding. We dream of evolving into something
different. There is a whole realm of spiritual development, however,
which is about shedding, cutting, letting go and downsizing. It was
the French writer, Antoine de Saint-Exupery, who said, “perfection is
achieved, not when there is nothing more to add, but when there is nothing left
to take away.” On a practical level, we must chip away at those aspects
of our life which don’t contribute to the final goal. Over time, such an
incremental approach will mould a focused and distilled lifestyle. Bad
habits, time wasting and procrastination impede the momentum, and
many other things we do just don’t have any relevance in the bigger
picture. As we let the nonsense crumble away, the load of our life

complete annihilation of everything we imagined to be true. To
remember who we really are, we have to forget everything that world
told us to be. This is destructive enlightenment.

Those who are seers of the truth have
concluded that of the nonexistent [the
material body] there is no endurance and
of the eternal [the soul] there is no change.
This they have concluded by studying the
nature of both
Bhagavad-gita 2.16

becomes lighter and lighter, opening the doors to real liberation and
freedom.
On a deeper spiritual level, we must find our real self. We often think
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Tolerate Happiness
As our Air India Flight 002 descended on Heathrow airport, the
pilot welcomed us to London, announced the local time, and finally
revealed the weather was ‘overcast.’ Surprise surprise! A verse from
the Bhagavad-gita came to mind, comparing feelings of happiness and
distress to the constant changes of season. Just as winter comes and
goes, reappearing the following year, the fluctuations of happiness and
distress are just as temporary, meaning one should tolerate them and
remain equipoised.I paused to think... the spiritualist has to tolerate
happiness. That sounds strange. We tolerate insult and criticism,
reversals in the world, misfortunes of life – but why would you have
to tolerate happiness? Isn’t that feeling of happiness the very thing we
are all looking for?

1 | Progress to Perfection
rupees. Now that was a good deal! Although the first price seemed
amazing, there was room for much better.
Similarly, during the course of our spiritual development, various
offers of material happiness and pleasure present themselves along the
way. Such temptations and enticements, in the form of fame, adoration,
material opulence and feelings of superiority, can attract our attention
and indulge our minds. One must tolerate such allurements of material
happiness, and sincerely strive for the real fruits of spirituality, knowing
temporal delights to be miniscule in comparison to the happiness of the
soul. Whilst our intrinsic nature is to be fully happy, that happiness
is spiritual happiness. Forms of material happiness which present
themselves in front of us must be tolerated, lest we grab the shadow
and miss the substance.

On a recent trip to India I went to purchase some cloth for the monks
back home. I came across one wholesaler and asked what the price of 60
metres of cloth was. The shopkeeper assertively replied “5000 rupees.”
My internal calculator immediately began crunching the numbers and
I realized he was asking for something in the region of £70. That’s dirt
cheap, I thought, it would probably cost triple that price in London!
I was about to dive into my pocket and enthusiastically seal the deal
when I remembered the golden rule of shopping in India – the actual

O best among men [Arjuna], the person
who is not disturbed by happiness and
distress and is steady in both is certainly
eligible for liberation.
Bhagavad-gita 2.15

price is usually around half the price they quote initially. As I haggled
and debated, argued and refused, threatening to take my custom
elsewhere, the shopkeeper relented and eventually came down to 3000
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Design Your Destiny

1 | Progress to Perfection

Recently I was observing commuters on the London Underground

free will. Karmic reactions are created by our previous activities, and

reading the daily tabloid. I noticed several people eagerly flick to

predicted in our life by astrological charts. According to our karmic

the horoscopes to discover their fortunes for the week. The idea that

bank balance, we are faced with certain situations in the present.

there are higher forces governing our fate in this world is definitely

Astrological movements are not deciding our fortune, but rather

a captivating one. But what actually determines our future? Is it the

offering a report of how our karma will be dispensed.

alignment of stars and planetary movements? Maybe the cosmic ‘gods’ are
crafting the roller-coaster journey through life? Could it ultimately be the will
of a Supreme Person? More importantly, what power do we have to design our
own destiny?

Thankfully, within every situation we have the flexibility to influence
our future situations, since karma is simply creating the context within
which we exercise our free will in this life. Thus, in the ultimate sense,
we all have the power to design our own destiny. At any point in life,

Imagine a scale which had ‘complete free will’ on one side and ‘complete

we have the ability to say “this is not how the story is going to end.”

fate’ on the other. Neither would seem reasonable explanations
according to our daily observations. Free will doesn’t reign supreme
- despite our best efforts, things seldom work out exactly as we would
like. Leaving aside the results of our activities, even if we analyse our
power to decide how we act, we seem to have limited free will. How
many times have you been impelled to do something you really didn’t
want to do? On the other hand, it would be unreasonable to assert
that everything is predetermined – that we are simply robotic entities
playing the cog in a universal machine that moves according to its own.
Social scientists and behavioural psychologists have conducted various
studies which demonstrate how our desires and actions very much
mould our future.
According to Bhagavad-gita, life is an interplay of fate (karma) and
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The Proof-reader
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“I don’t read the book, I read the author. I first check whether the author is

of the author is not misconstrued by the reader. In the same way, we

authentic. Srila Bhaktivinoda Thakura trained me in proofreading, so I always

sometimes adopt a sincere and noble approach in life, unaware that it

look for what is right or wrong. But I am not a proof-reader of the press only; I

could be detrimental and counterproductive to what we are trying to

am a proof-reader of the world. I proofread men; I proofread religions. I dissect

achieve. Proof-readers stand external to the picture of our life, and flag

their faults and try to correct them.” (Bhaktisiddhanta Saraswati Thakur)

up potentially injurious behaviours that we are oblivious to.

While writing the story of our life, we need proof-readers by our side.

Potency – even if a piece of writing is substantial, accurate and clear, a

Brevity – give any piece of writing to an editor and they’ll likely
compress several long paragraphs into a few short lines. They reveal
the substance, and leave the rest by the wayside. In the same way,
saintly persons can reveal the true substance of spirituality. We may
talk it up and hype it big, but when we appear before a transcendental
proof-reader, the degree of genuine sincerity, quality and devotion in
our spirituality becomes strikingly apparent.
Accuracy – when we pen down our thoughts, there may be issues in
grammar, spelling and sentence formation. Proof-readers can detect, fix

proof-reader may well reword it to communicate the same, with greater
force and potency. Saintly persons can, in the same way, show us a
more efficient, effective and powerful way to lead our lives. We may
not be doing anything wrong, but they can reveal a more progressive
and potent way of reaching our goals and realising our dreams. It’s
easy to get stuck into the standard ways of living and functioning,
becoming averse to new approaches to life.
As years go by, we tend to start flying solo. Nowadays, however, I’m
wondering who is by my side, proofreading my life? I think I need it.

and ensure a smooth read. In the same way, our lives are riddled with
mistakes – erroneous judgements, bad decisions, false assumptions
and unhelpful attitudes. Saintly persons can detect these problems and
solve them before they begin to impede our progressive journey in the
story of life.
Clarity – writers know what they mean, but people can easily
misinterpret. Proof-readers ensure that the well-intentioned meaning
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IQ, EQ, SQ
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IQ (Intelligence Quotient) tests are famous for assessing our logical,

us in our present situations, but SQ is all about the ‘bigger picture.’ The

mathematical and linguistic skills. We all wish we were in that top

human being has the power to question on a deeper level – who am I,

bracket of Mensa elite who have an IQ in excess of 140 – unfortunately

what are my needs, what goals should I be pursuing, and what will

only 0.5% of the population make it! Those with developed intelligence

really make me happy? They may seem like simple questions, but if we

have a serious capacity to receive information, process it and analyse

closely analyse ourselves, we’re easily drawn into frantically pursuing

it. They can think in an abstract way, and also draw significant lessons

things without really questioning whether they are necessary, fulfilling

from life experience. Research has shown, however, that intelligence is

and really adding value? Our lives are often centred around asking the

not sufficient in and of itself. The most intelligent people are not always

question ‘how,’ but SQ is all about asking the question ‘why.’

the most successful and happy people in the world. Interestingly, they
aren’t necessarily the people that change the world either.

Not utilising our SQ means we are falling way short of our potential.

Psychologists and neuroscientists are increasingly talking about the
need for Emotional Quotient (EQ). According to them, EQ is a basic
requirement for successful utilisation of IQ. Those with high EQ’s are
able to effectively handle their own emotions, and simultaneously
mediate effective relationships with others. Animals and humans
have a tendency to act irrationally when certain emotions arise in their
consciousness. In times of stress, anger and anxiety, intelligence is
difficult to access. Thus, EQ deals with the human side of life and how
effectively we function in the challenging environments that surround
us.
To some extent computers have the power of IQ. One could argue that
animals have the power of IQ and EQ. So what sets humans apart? This
is where the notion of SQ comes in – Spiritual Quotient. IQ and EQ help
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Look Back to Look Forward
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One month into 2017 is an appropriate time to review our resolutions.

their response was one of neglect, disinterest and indifference. To be

Realistic, achievable and still alive? Need some tweaking? If Plan A is falling

on the receiving end of such ingratitude is truly painful. Would you

apart don’t worry – there are another 25 letters in the alphabet! In fact,

really be inclined to wholeheartedly give more? In the same way, how

modern-day motivators reassuringly remind us that the most successful

can we qualify ourselves to receive increased grace and blessings on

people in the world are those who wholeheartedly embrace and execute

the journey forward, if we’ve failed to internalize our current fortune?

Plan B. Chop and change, experiment and innovate, somehow or other,
find a strategy that works. Keep progressing forward, and avoid dying
a slow death through stagnation and frustration. Plans sometimes need
an overhaul, but the goal must be cemented into our consciousness,
constantly tugging on our hearts and mind.

The sanskrit word for gratitude is ‘krta-jna’ – literally meaning “to know
what has been done for you.” Truly valuing the miracle of our present state,
opens the doors to limitless and abundant potential. With genuine
gratitude comes enthusiasm, optimism, confidence, desire and hope.
While I have too many flaws to feel myself perfect, I’ve simultaneously

That said, I’ll throw another ingredient into the mix. The bog-standard

been empowered by too many blessings to feel ungrateful. No doubt,

motivational pep talks focus on the potentiality of the bright future,

we are wholly products of grace. Falling short, but feeling hopeful.

conjuring up inspiring visions to grab our attention and drive us
forward. This buoyant approach, however, is too one-dimensional. It
needs, in my humble opinion, a little more substance and grounding.
While looking forward to upgrade our existence and enhance ourselves,
it’s imperative to simultaneously look back and reflect on the journey
thus far; a few thoughtful moments to take stock of what we have, how
far we’ve come, aspirations now realised, and transformation that has
occurred. Unless we can truly appreciate progress achieved, can we really
accomplish more?
Imagine you gifted a friend one of your cherished possessions, and
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Sensitively Strong
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The Sages of the East describe the paradoxical demeanor of perfected

someone, and that becomes the universal reference point, then we

spiritualists: harder than a thunderbolt, and simultaneously softer than

can confidently and unhesitatingly embrace whatever approach will

a rose. To accommodate such strength and sensitivity side-by-side,

facilitate growth.

and perfectly administer the necessary doses at the appropriate time,
is indeed a tough balance to strike! When do we emotionally invest, and
when do we employ tough love? How do we seamlessly adapt our approach in
a way that’s natural and human? How can we avoid misjudging a situation
and losing the balance?

Sometimes we lovingly encourage someone through emotional
investments, and other times we employ strictness to establish
principles, standards and discipline. Either way, people will be
benefited. And, on those occasions where we do misjudge the situation
and employ the wrong approach, people will hear the language of the

I do have a soft side to myself. More often than not, however, it’s

heart. They may see our human frailties, but deeply appreciate that

underpinned by my lingering doubts, lack of responsibility, desire to

we really want to help. When our motivation is corrupted, however,

be accepted, and fear of mistake. Riddled with such internal weakness,

even the smoothest diplomacy and watertight logic will be met with

I skilfully avoid issues and embrace the path of least resistance, not

suspicion and distaste. Sincerity and selflessness are the foundations of

wanting to ruffle any feathers, and instead keep my life comfortable

the sensitively strong.

and sweet. That’s not the kind of softness that’s desirable. That’s not,
unfortunately, being soft like a rose. I also have a stern and strong side
to me. Most times, however, it’s driven by an ugly pride, a heavyweight
ego, the tendency for controllership, and the passion to be right. We lay
down the law, flex our muscles, and exercise authority, not in a spirit
of genuine concern, but rather to make up for our own insecurity and
vacuum.
When surface approaches of sensitivity and strength are founded upon
a sincere selflessness, balancing the two emotions becomes effortless
and natural. When our underlying motivation is to genuinely help
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Good to Talk
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The average person spends 23 days a year on the phone. Ironically,

It pays to be fully present in any dialogue, since your counterpart will

we seldom use them for the purpose they were invented – to audibly

willingly work overtime to reciprocate with your investment.

speak to people. Text messaging, social media, internet browsing
and entertainment apps have officially taken over. It’s a further
development of impersonalisation in the age of information; not only
are our interactions faceless, but also speechless! It’s no surprise then,
that people are fast forgetting the art of having a good conversation.
Look around and observe people talking – often, they are disengaged
and disinterested. Even when they manage to draw each other in,

Openness – Arjuna was open to suggestion. “I am student,” he said, “I
wish to learn, and want to know your opinions.” That’s progressive. If you
enter a conversation fixated on what you’ll say and what you want to
hear, you paralyse the process of discovery. Let the person give what
they want, and be ready to wholeheartedly receive. Set aside your
personal opinion and let your perspective be challenged.

nothing valuable or productive is really generated from all of the

Spontaneity – Arjuna was baffled and bewildered, looking for answers

natter. Knowing how to have a good conversation is clearly an under-

but lacking clarity and structure. Krishna patiently responded to his

developed life skill.

every inquiry, taking the hour-long conversation through twists and

Its potential, however, is huge. The most profound truths of existence
were revealed in conversations. 5000 years ago, when the legendary
Arjuna was thrown into an existential crisis, he desperately began
questioning life, death and everything in between. A penetrating

turns, until it came full circle! Good conversations go with the flow.
Often times it’s more valuable to ditch the planned route in your head,
and instead talk about what is lingering deep within the person. Then
we get to the heart of the issue.

conversation with Krishna ensued, and the Bhagavad-gita (‘song of

Honesty – Arjuna lays all the cards on the table. He has questions,

God’) was born. The contents of this conversation are profound, but so

disagreements and issues, and he eventually reveals it all. Krishna

too is the manner in which it was conducted. Let’s take a closer look at

responds to his honesty with gem-like insights. When you are real

the conversational skills of Krishna and Arjuna:

with people, they’ll be real with you, and then it gets ‘real interesting.’

Attention – Despite the fever-pitch intensity of the battlefield, Arjuna

Superficiality is the breeding ground for stale interactions.

managed to shut everything out and give his undivided attention to

Humility – Hearing Arjuna’s request for guidance, Krishna is reluctant.

Krishna. Attention, they say, is the rarest and purest form of generosity.

Even after Krishna offers his flawless advice, He states that this is
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merely “His opinion” and encourages Arjuna to “do as you wish to do.”
Krishna’s humility is indeed amazing. Conversations are not a platform
for self-promotion or proving ourselves. Putting our own pride and
vanity aside allows us discover wisdom and truth. In a conversation,
don’t simply listen so you can reply, but listen to genuinely understand.
These are a few random thoughts of mine on having a good
conversation… maybe we can discuss them sometime?

And I declare that he who studies this
sacred conversation of ours worships Me
by his intelligence.

2
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Bhagavad-gita 18.70

Seeing through eyes of knowledge
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Living with Chaos
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Sixteen years ago, after graduating from UCL with a management

Once, Srila Prabhupada was being driven to a public engagement. As

degree, I opted to leave it aside and embrace monastic life instead.

they hit a series of roadworks, the traffic slowly built up, and within

Ironically, it’s all come full circle; dealing with people, projects and

minutes all the vehicles were at a complete standstill. As they peered

practicalities is a sizeable section on the modern monastic menu. I

outside the windscreen, a luminous highway sign read “road works:

must have some management karma to burn off! Balancing spiritual

temporary inconvenience, permanent improvements.” The Swami laughed

immersion and practical politics, however, is incredibly challenging.

heartily and exclaimed “the material world: temporary improvements,

You have to be alert, streetwise, tuned in, and sensitive enough to deal

permanent inconvenience!”

with the complexities and conflicts that harass every manager. Being
a monk, however, you simultaneously try to live in a sacred space of
consciousness, beyond the temporary phantasmagoria, with a broader
vision and deeper meditation. Sometimes I feel like I’m living the life of
a public hermit – ‘on the grid’ but simultaneously aloof.

Therefore, learning to live with chaos is more realistic, progressive
and pragmatic. Like running water effortlessly flows around the
obstructing rocks, moving steadily to its destination, so in the face of
inevitable challenges and unexpected reversals, we must march on.
I’m slowly learning the art of switching off, entering sacred space, and

While navigating the practical world and settling into my inner world,

blocking out the chaotic noise of the buzzing world. I’m not suggesting

I encountered a useful mantra which I tried to embed within my

irresponsible indifference, but I can’t allow my inner world to be

mindset – “learn to live with chaos.” External circumstances are never

permanently hijacked. That space is off limits. Otherwise, in the midst

perfect. Life just doesn’t work like that, and if we’re perpetually seeking

of all the chaos, I may well miss the whole point.

the perfect resolution of everything around us, our attention will be
perpetually diverted away from other parts of our life that need it.
Many things aren’t meant to be resolved – they just need to be managed
and tolerated. We must cultivate resilience and steadiness of mind,
even amidst unresolved problems, issues, obstacles and hostility. The
entirety of our life can’t be spent putting out fires. Some will just have
to burn, but we should continue progressing forward nevertheless.
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Divine Intervention
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On recent travels around the country I met a lady who expressed

with enthusiasm and determination. We should eagerly anticipate a

frustration in her attempts to find God. She told me her story: two

divine audience, but simultaneously be willing to patiently wait.

years of spiritual travels, countless nights of prayer, careful scriptural
exploration and persistent introspection, but still no sign! “Will I ever
find Him?” she asked. “I’m beginning to question whether He even exists.”
What to speak of the ‘searchers,’ even the faithful often doubt that their
Supreme friend is actually alive, alert and active. A seeming lack of
reciprocation and intervention can discourage even the most devout
spiritualist. Where is God when you need Him?
While desiring a divine audience, we’d do well to bear the following
in mind:

Perception – maybe God has already intervened in our life, but not in
the way we were expecting. Often times we don’t see things as they
are, but rather we see things as we are. When we carry stereotyped
perceptions of how God should
deal with us, we leave little room to
witness how He is expertly working
on a bigger and better plan that will
satisfy our needs and desires.
The ability to witness the wonders

Action – internal yearning should be accompanied by external

of God is the unique gift of the most

endeavour. When the man made a diligent daily prayer to win the

advanced spirituality in existence.

lottery, God was more than willing to acquiesce – if only he actually

The Bhagavad-gita doesn’t simply

went out and bought a ticket. Thus, it could also be that God wants to

deliver a philosophy that convinces

see a practical demonstration of our eagerness to see Him. What are

one to believe in God, but actually

we willing to sacrifice and what tangible efforts will we make to search

equips one with the tools and

Him out?

techniques to dynamically perceive

Reaction – we are not dealing with a cosmic order-supplier, but with a

Him at every moment.

person. As persons, we don’t mechanise our reciprocation, but rather
operate on the basis of feelings and inspiration. Thus, one cannot force
open the doors to see God, but should rather humbly engage themselves
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I envy no one,
nor am I partial
to anyone. I am
equal to all. But
whoever renders
service unto Me in
devotion is a friend,
is in Me, and I am
also a friend to him
Bhagavad-gita 9.29

Breakfast of Champions
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They say feedback is the breakfast of champions. Helpful advice

possible if we’re unaware of our shortcomings? Stagnate in the illusion

and statements of correction, however, are easy to give, but hard to

of perfection, or progress in the reality of struggle – the choice is ours.

take. As soon as we’re offered some words of correction, the defence
system kicks in and the mind reels off a thousand justifications. A
man is seldom corrected without significant resistance. A shame, since
the critical feedback of others is an invaluable component of spiritual
growth. Developing an unapproachable character and persona, making
it difficult for others to offer correction, is one of the top causes of
spiritual inertia and internal stagnation. By repeatedly ignoring good
feedback and advice, we send a clear message to our constructive critics
– just leave me to it. And more often than not, they will.
So why is it so hard to humbly receive the sincere feedback of others?
We can’t see – it’s difficult to see the picture when you’re inside the

Constructive critics actively craft our spirituality. Why not take their
words seriously and embrace the opportunity to improve? Even when
their feedback is out-and-out wrong, we’d do well to avoid disregarding
it completely. Can we still learn a principle from what is being said? Even if
the details are wrong, could the feedback apply to us in a different way? Can
we take it as a timely warning of what not to do? Can we use their inaccurate
analysis as an opportunity to exercise humility?
All high ideals, I know, but that’s what makes a sincere spiritualist so
special. The great saints demonstrated how even the harsh criticism of
an unreasonable faultfinder can enrich our spiritual growth, what to
speak of the earnest words of concerned friends.

frame. Entangled in our own emotions, perceptions, habits, and
opinions, we struggle to go beyond. A neutral observer can clearly see
things that we are completely oblivious to. Our modes of functioning,
however, become so engrained that we convince ourselves we must be
right, and conveniently disregard any opinions to the contrary.
We don’t want to see – success, we feel, is to be ‘perfect,’ and when that
perfection is questioned, our pride awakens to defend. More important
than perfection, however, is progress. A spiritually successful day is
one where we improve, refine and develop ourselves, and how is that
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Mission Impossible
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People have a romantic idea of spirituality: escape worldly distraction,

of commitment can shine through. The depth of any relationship is

access higher states of consciousness, and float into a profound serenity. The

proportionate to the commitment shown – husband and wife, friend

dedicated (and honest) practitioners, however, will frankly admit that

to friend, parent and child, guru and disciple… and also the individual

it doesn’t always work like that. There are good days and bad days.

soul and God.

Sometimes we experience a sweet pleasure from simple and sublime
spiritual practices. On other days, however, those same practices feel
mechanical, burdensome, monotonous and uninspiring. Thousands of
thoughts whiz through the mind and disturb our focus. If spirituality is
so natural, why does it sometimes feel so artificial? If we are connecting with
our true nature, why does it seem so alien?

Spirituality is about experience, taste, inspiration and feeling. But
another major aspect is too often neglected – discipline, duty and
determination. There is much to be said about ‘getting on with it,’
despite how you feel. If we could fortify this unglamorous aspect of
our spiritual life we could grow to unimaginable heights. The vows
of the great saints were like lines in stone; once uttered, there was

Before reaching spiritual maturity, one goes through the stage of anisthita

no question of retraction. Their vows were planted in the heart and

bhakti – unsteady devotion. Here, the ebbs and flows of enthusiasm

watered for many years, eventually manifesting wonderfully sweet

and dry patches are inevitable. The great spiritual preceptors therefore

fruits. This commitment must become deeply engrained. Spiritual life

recommend that one take vows, committing themselves to a regime that

is undoubtedly a joyful process, but, uncharacteristic as it may sound,

will sustain their progress over a lifetime. Honouring vows in the early

we may have to shed some blood, sweat and tears to witness the magic.

stages is easy since there is freshness and novelty. Honouring those

Difficult, but not impossible.

promises in the mature stage is effortless because one has developed
advanced consciousness.
In between, however, spiritual life can feel like a taxing struggle –
freshness has worn off, and the ‘higher spiritual taste’ is still a distant
reality. This interim zone is the proverbial graveyard of numerous
sincere spiritualists; they started, but just couldn’t continue. Fear
not, however, since this is also the zone where the beautiful principle
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Soul-utions
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Last week I drove into Central London at 4.00am. It was refreshing

about pending situations. There were quarrels and differences of

– no cars, no traffic jams, no stress. Unfortunately it didn’t last very

opinion on pertinent issues. There were worries about friends and

long. Cruising toward my destination I unexpectedly encountered

pressures of expectation from respected associates. There was also

major roadworks and got stuck in a huge tailback. Despite the strategic

excitement about future opportunities, a sense of pride at this week’s

timing of my journey, I still ended up delayed! It reminded me of the

achievements and anticipation at the day ahead. What can I say… the

challenges encountered in our early morning spiritual practices.

mind is a busy place! How in the world would I be able to put this all

Every day we dedicate the two hours around sunrise to focused personal
meditation. Utilising the power of mantras, we whisper the sacred

to one side, pacify the mind, and concentrate on the task at hand – to
simply hear the mantra and focus on the eternal reality?

names of Krishna and try to conscientiously hear that transcendental

I tried to cultivate a broader mindset. Everything in my life can be

vibration. Attentive aural reception frees the mind, cleanses the heart,

resolved if I deepen my spirituality. The problem is not other people –

and brings us in contact with the spiritual reality. You simply have to

it’s actually my lack of tolerance, empathy and sensitivity. The problem

focus on the vibration. Nothing else. Sounds simple, but in reality can

is not the situations I find myself if in – it’s actually my rigidity,

be quite problematic, since the mind is notoriously difficult to control.

stubbornness and lack of broader vision. It even occurred to me that

One thought leads to another, which leads to a third, and soon we are

all my aspirations and dreams can manifest beyond my imagination,

drifting off and straying far from our purpose.

but only after I fine tune my motivations and sterilise my selfish

The early morning hours are deemed the most conducive for spiritual
practice. Since the sensory assault, inevitable issues, and pressing
demands of the day have not yet begun, the mind can more peacefully
flow toward the spiritual goal. However, just as early morning road
works slowed down my car journey to London, mental agitation can

motivations. Everything is resolved through spiritual purity, and
spiritual purity comes from determined and focused spiritual practice.
As I sat down I thought to myself – “let me just focus on this mantra for
the next two hours. After that, life will look quite different – situations and
perspectives will change.”

similarly inhibit the strength of one’s spiritual connection. As I sat

It worked. Bucket loads of mental energy saved, and substantial

down this morning in preparation for my chanting, a million things

solutions found. I’ll try the same tomorrow. Wish me luck.

were going through my mind. There were doubts and uncertainties
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Acid Test
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Sometimes I pause for thought – “what is motivating my spiritual
journey?” The fact that one continues on with a seeming enthusiasm,
year after year, may not tell the full story. When we receive appreciation,
respect, encouragement and a plethora of impending opportunity, it’s
somewhat easy to carry on with a gusto and drive. There is, after all,
an immediate sense of achievement, value and purpose. The defining
moments, however, often occur when that reciprocation is not so
forthcoming. That’s the acid test to measure the sum and substance
of our spirituality. In those difficult times we witness where we are
actually drawing our enthusiasm from.

eyes to see and ears to hear will respond.”
Thus, in the rollercoaster journey of life, the ‘good times’ and ‘bad
times’ all have their part to play. Whatever encouragement we receive
is being willed by providence because it’s the ‘need of the day’ in our
spiritual journey. Those times of stability, prosperity and recognition,
should be utilised for spiritual immersion so we can build up stores
of inspiration, gratitude, strength and unbreakable faith. And when
the acid test comes, when we’re stripped of that encouraging support,
crying alone in the wilderness, then we exercise the internal muscles
by practicing resilience, humility, patience and tolerance. The test will

Periodically, we will all be confronted with situations where people

expose us, educate us and hopefully inspire us. It’s a learning curve

are oblivious to our sacrifices, unappreciative of our endeavours, and

and I’m trying to remain alert – surprise tests are always around the

unimpressed with our contributions. People may even misunderstand

corner.

our purpose and openly criticise us. Srila Prabhupada talked about a
period of his life where he was “crying alone in the wilderness.” Few heard,
even less were genuinely appreciative, and scarcely anyone actually
helped. He nevertheless continued on with no loss of enthusiasm.
In such testing times, the level of our spiritual purity is exhibited and
developed. One must be fixed in the consciousness that there is divine
appreciation for our sincere endeavours, even if the individuals around
us aren’t so forthcoming. The Arcturians once said: “your work is not to
drag the world kicking and screaming into a new awareness. Your job is to
simply do your work… sacredly, secretly and silently… and those with the
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Mechanics of Spirituality
At 4.30am each morning the monks commence their 4-hour spiritual
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•

workout. Each and every day, 365 days a year. To an onlooker it may
seem like a monotonous and mechanical regime; a holy ‘boot camp.’
Seasoned practitioners, however, will testify that these tried and tested
external practices open up an internal world of bottomless depth. There

practices
•

I look for excuses and justification to neglect my spiritual practices

•

I lack quality remembrance of the goal and purpose while
performing my spiritual practices

is something beautiful about simplicity and sameness. With the proper
attitude, it can help one become more conscious, more atuned and more
reflective. When activities and surroundings remain consistent, it opens
up unique opportunities to invest energy into the quality, purpose and

I have no serious plans (or desires) to increase and enhance my

•

The mind frequently wanders during my practices, and I happily
let it travel

consciousness with which one functions: simple living high thinking.

If we answered an affirmative ‘yes’ to more than a few of these

Having practiced an identical spiritual discipline and lifestyle for quite

questions we may well be in the danger zone. I’ve just returned from

some years now, I’m beginning to appreciate how much depth it can

Vrindavana, a remarkable holy place where great saints demonstrated

create. Spiritual tools are timeless and limitless.

the pinnacle of spiritual consciousness. Complete immersion in their

Yet the mechanics of spirituality can also degenerate into a monotonous
ritual. When we neglect to invest quality time and consciousness into
performing these simple acts of devotion, we start tending towards
being dogmatically religious rather than dynamically spiritual. Here
are some classic symptoms of mechanical spirituality:
•

•

daily practices rendered them indifferent to the external world. Their
living quarters were not formal brick or wooden structures, but
temporary arrangements like the hollow of a tree, a clearing under a
thorny thicket, or an underground cave. In these austere and solitary
settings, these mystics would settle into spiritual trance, during which
they would converse with God, for hours on end. Their spirituality

I ‘fit in’ my practices as opposed to prioritising a suitable time of

wasn’t a casual activity. It wasn’t a ritual. It wasn’t simply a discipline

day

– rather, it was full of emotion and feeling. Sentiments from the core of

I ‘multi-task’ my practices as opposed to giving them exclusive
focus and attention

the heart. Though we can’t imitate such exalted states, it’s imperative
to invest time and energy to make a deeper connection. Attention leads
to attraction. Attraction matures into attachment.
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Puzzle of Life
Progress on the spiritual journey is like putting a puzzle together.
We pick up different pieces from different places. The people we
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years coupled with the humility of heart, allows one to readjust and
refine their life. We seldom get it right first time.

contact, namely family, friends, colleagues, critics, mentors, managers,

As the puzzle of our life takes shape, our purpose and priorities also

and others, are not simply there by chance. These individuals are

become clear. We’re all here to bring something unique to the table.

strategically placed by providence to make a unique contribution to

Once, in an attempt to occupy her restless child, a mother tore up a

our development. They craft different aspects of our personality to

magazine spread of the world and instructed her daughter to piece it

evolve, educate , edify and enlighten us.

together. Within minutes the child returned successful. Bemused, the

The pieces don’t always come in the ‘right’ order. We often get
confused and play victim, since the events of life can seem haphazard,
meaningless and even unfair. Even if it ‘doesn’t fit,’ a wise person
registers each one with a genuine sense of value and appreciation. The
bigger picture is revealed to the patient and tolerant; somewhere along

mother inquired how she managed it so quickly. On the back of the
spread was the smiling face of a young girl. The child revealed her
secret: “It was easy – I just put the smiling girl together, and the world came
together automatically.”

building the landscape of our life, bit by bit.

O Arjuna, as the Supreme Personality
of Godhead, I know everything that has
happened in the past, all that is happening
in the present, and all things that are yet
to come. I also know all living entities; but
Me no one knows.

Pieces need to be moved and adjusted. Flexibility and adjustment are

Bhagavad-gita 7.26

the line all the pieces of the master plan fall into place.
At different times, we work on different parts of the puzzle. Often
times, certain areas of our life are clear and defined, but the rest remains
hazy and uncertain. Though we yearn to see the complete picture with
everything in place, it’s simply not possible to complete everything at
once. At different times we have to focus on different things, gradually

key qualities for success. Sometimes we make mistakes, bad decisions
and wrong moves, but solutions are always available. The maturity of
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Public Eye
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For most, personal space is an indispensable commodity. While

Yet privacy has its part to play - how can we hear the soul when

traveling on the London Underground recently, I noticed how everyone

everyone else is talking? Quiet time alone fuels our introspection and

in the carriage had strategically kept an empty seat between themselves

reflection. When we are away from the gaze of others, with nobody to

and the next person. Rather than filling the gap, a boarding passenger

impress and nothing to achieve, we can dig a little deeper and develop

walked all the way to the other side of the train where he found a

more authenticity and genuineness. We can’t always be in the full

reasonable amount of vacant real estate. Interesting indeed. It’s a stark

view of others, because while managing their impressions of us, we

contrast to Indian trains where people can practically sit on top of you

become addicted to praise and affirmation, unknowingly chained to

without a second thought!

public opinion. In exhausting ourselves to be somebody in their eyes,

Although modern culture prides itself on personal space and privacy,

we never quite find ourselves... we never find God.

traditional cultures tended towards community and public life.

The saints therefore conclude that privacy is a dangerous necessity.

Such culture greatly supports spirituality. Close company of others

Embrace it with caution - it can make you or break you.

is not only inspirational and instructive, but also highly protective.
Where do your thoughts and actions gravitate towards when you are alone?
What is your natural level of spiritual absorption behind closed doors? Good
questions to assess our spiritual whereabouts, since our weaknesses are
often exposed when nobody else is watching.
Monastic life, traditionally a student phase, is therefore highly public.
Being surrounded by so many spiritual eyes is actually a great protection,
forcing one to operate on a higher level. It may seem artificial and forced,
but spending a good portion of your life under such supervision gives
you a good chance to develop the maturity and stability to do it alone.
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The Missing Link
Last few days in India. With no local SIM card and patchy internet
access, I’ve been ‘off the grid’ for the better part of a month. A blessing
indeed! When the external world becomes a distant reality, it helps bring
the internal world back into focus. I’ve been re-aligned and refreshed;
reminded of what really matters, where to focus my attention, and how
issues and problems pale away on the backdrop of the bigger picture.
But how long will this vision last? When I land in London, I dread to
think of how I’ll get covered over again, settling back into old patterns,
bad habits, character frailties and the same deep-rooted struggles. How
does inspiration turn into transformation? What does it take to cash in on
this spiritual wealth that we gather? Why do striking moments of insight
inconspicuously fade away upon re-entering the routine of life?
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deep contemplation on them.
People think they think too much. But are we truly thinking? I’m not
talking about dreaming, worrying, lamenting, planning or judging,
but real thinking; sitting down with an open mind and searching for
the truth, clarifying thoughts and inspiration, and genuinely, deeply,
discovering the best way forward.
Thomas Edison said that five percent of people think, ten percent think
they think, and the other eighty five percent would rather die than
think! Thinking is hard work – that’s why so few people genuinely do
it. Yet that missing link is critical. In these precious few days, I’m trying
to write down whatever revelations I’ve received – to see them on
paper, question them, edit them, refine them and crystalise them. I’m

Yoga Science explains three key stages of transformation:

hoping that the assault of sustained thinking will embed them into a

1 – Sravanam – Receiving insight & inspiration

deeper space within my consciousness. This, often times, is the missing

2 – Mananam – Deep contemplation & reflection

link; an invisible investment that yields immeasurable interest.

3 – Nididhyasanam – Practical realistion & application
Self-development gurus urge us to seize those moments of inspiration
and immediately translate them into tangible goals and concrete
outcomes. Use it or lose it: without immediate practical action, they say,
the bulb will eventually dim down. That approach, however, neglects
a crucial link: reflection and contemplation. To maximise, internalise,
and really translate our inspirations and insights, there is a need for
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Three Steps
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The three steps of anything: 1) Initial enthusiasm, 2) doubts, disinterest

pure spiritual happiness. Only the brave accept the third way: to accept

and struggle 3) eventual reward for the committed. This seems to be the

the gap, admit one’s flaws, and undertake the step-by-step process to

standard pattern for most things in life: studies, career, relationships,

refine their character (raise the real). It requires incredible commitment,

hobbies, and yes, even spirituality.

but it’s the rewarding path that progresses one to a happier future.

The beginning of our spiritual journey is often characterised by

To tread that path we need to move to the stage of optimism.

idealism. Everything is fresh and fascinating, a whole new world to

Embracing the hard work required to raise our character towards the

explore and unlimited opportunities to pursue. We can’t imagine any

ideal, is only possible if we develop great hope in the spiritual process

problems, since it all seems so simple and straightforward. We have

we practice. We can survive for three weeks without food, for three

finally found what we’ve always been looking for.

days without water, but not a moment without hope. That hope is

Unfortunately that honeymoon period doesn’t last forever. Once
familiar with the externals, one is forced to dig a little deeper to maintain
their commitment and dedication. What in the beginning seemed so
natural, now requires a good dose of discipline and determination
to maintain. As we situate ourselves in the external practices of
spirituality, the internal world of chaos begins to reveal itself. Over

cultivated through reflection (appreciation of how our spirituality has
developed thus far) and application (the feelings of reciprocation that
we currently experience). Nurturing unbreakable hope is the hallmark
of a successful spiritualist. For one whose spirituality is fortified by
such hope, quitting is not an option. Such dedication breaks open the
divine treasure-chest.

time, we realise we aren’t as saintly as we thought, our hearts riddled
with weakness, frailty and stubborn material stains. Welcome to the
stage of realism – where the gap between the ideal (of where we’d like
to be) and real (of where we actually are) becomes strikingly apparent.
The gap is indeed uncomfortable, and different people attempt to
close it in different ways. Some quit the process altogether (forget the
ideal), while others compromise the purity of their expectations (lower
the ideal). Both of these approaches cheat us of the invaluable gift of
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Market Fluctuations
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Srila Prabhupada once explained how an expert businessman can

Will I be able to deal with adversity in a spiritually progressive way?

thrive in any economic climate. When the market booms he sells

Peace is not an absence of anxiety, but the presence of God everywhere,

commodities and makes a healthy profit. When the market is down, he

at all times. I wonder whether I’ll have the depth of consciousness to

buys cheap, remaining alert to sell when the demand rebuilds. In the

perceive that presence? It largely hangs on how seriously and sincerely

same way, the ups and downs of life are all opportunities to become

I immerse myself now.

spiritually wealthy. In times of peace and prosperity, we have the
space to spiritually immerse ourselves, building stores of inspiration,
strength and unbreakable faith. When times are rocky, we are jolted
to exercise our internal muscles by practicing resilience, humility,
patience and tolerance. Both experiences are necessary, and both are
incredibly rewarding.
What tends to happen, however, is that in ‘good times’ we become
complacent, absent-minded and lackadaisical in our spirituality. Then,
when painful situations surface, we feel disorientated, frustrated and

One who is not disturbed in mind even
amidst the threefold miseries or elated
when there is happiness, and who is free
from attachment, fear and anger, is called
a sage of steady mind.
Bhagavad-gita 2.56

bewildered. Interestingly, armies are recommended to be extra attentive
in times of peace. In that period, they can build the fortitude to deal
with the emergencies of frontline warfare, at which time their instinctive
abilities will naturally take over. Any weakness in their preparation
will be immediately exposed.
As I mentally fast-forward a decade or two, I begin to think of the heavy
experiences that I’m in for. Disease, old age, death, and other inevitable
miseries of worldly life, appearing in everyone’s ‘crystal ball.’ We all
go through it: nobody wants it, but everyone is forced to experience it.
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Mind Games
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During our life journey we are perpetually accompanied by the ‘voice

That mindset emphasises problems in every opportunity, dissatisfied

within.’ Yes, we’ve all experienced it - the devil on one shoulder and

with the present and perpetually hankering for a better future. The

the angel on the other, each giving their words of wisdom to the

controlled mind, however, acts as a friend on our spiritual journey,

confused person in-between. The mind is that voice; essentially a

helping us to make progressive and healthy choices that create

storehouse of memories and experiences that offers continuous options

wellbeing on all levels. That mindset is able to identify opportunities in

to the individual. While many identify themselves with the mind,

every problem, ever-satisfied come what may.

the Bhagavad-gita defines it as a subtle instrument at our disposal
– an instrument that needs to be strictly controlled and eventually
befriended. Why?
The Mind creates reality: everything starts in our heads - thoughts to
words, words to actions, actions to habits and habits to a character,
which ultimately designs our destiny. What we contemplate and
generate conviction in through the thinking process, will determine
what we practically strive for in life.

I have always heard it, but now it makes sense: it’s all in the mind.

For him who has conquered the mind, the
mind is the best of friends; but for one who
has failed to do so, his mind will remain
the greatest enemy.
Bhagavad-gita 6.6

The Mind translates reality: all of the situations and interactions (that
we have created) are then translated by the mind. Two people are
subjected to the same situation, but perceive it differently according to
their mental state. Thus, depending on our state of mind, we experience
a proportionate amount happiness and growth in response to the
rollercoaster journey of life.
An uncontrolled mind will agitate, misguide and implicate the soul,
forcing us to glide down to the lower nature of lust, anger and greed.
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Choose Life
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It’s easy to (often subconsciously) separate our spiritual life from
our day-to-day routine. A student can easily mistake their academic
endeavours as being unrelated to their divine pursuit. A worker may
view their everyday profession as a means of survival or a call of duty
which adds little value to their internal development. We may conduct
our worldly relationships on the basis of ‘getting things done,’ unaware
that every interaction leaves a mark on our consciousness. It’s clear that
our core spiritual practices and focused times of reflection bolster our
spiritual consciousness, but could the things we do outside of those
times be just as influential?
If a student is undisciplined, lackadaisical, and irresponsible in their
academic life, that mentality could possibly carry over to their spiritual
practices. If a worker is dishonest, exploitative and avaricious in their
worldly affairs, they may well see the same proclivities haunting their
spiritual endeavours. If one is inconsiderate, judgmental and impersonal

activities, responsibilities and relationships to God.
Whilst it’s easy to perpetually see these things as an obstacle distracting
us from our real calling, such an approach usually ends up in frustration,
confusion and stagnation. More progressive is to understand that all
such aspects of life have the potential to add spiritual value. The best
recourse, therefore, is to choose life, accept life and make the best of life.
After all, what’s on the inside is what really counts.

Whatever you do, whatever you eat,
whatever you offer or give away, and
whatever austerities you perform—do that,
O son of Kunti, as an offering to Me.
Bhagavad-gita 9.27

with family, friends, and the average Jo, they might begin treating their
spiritual associates in the same way. As we learn of the spiritual reality
it’s easy to begin neglecting what we may see as temporary, mundane
and inconsequential social intercourse. We may consider such things to
be unimportant in relation to the ‘bigger picture.’
The Bhagavad-gita offers the perfect balance: remain rooted in eternal
truths, and simultaneously inject a healthy amount of care and attention
to the ‘worldly’ aspects of life. Yoga is the art of connecting all of our
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Digesting Life
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How should we react to life’s challenges? To answer this question, a

happened, assimilate the events with spiritual insight, identify the

teacher once told his student to bring a cup of boiling water, a potato,

lessons to learn, and let the rest go and move on. This approach liberates

some cotton wool and a jar of herbs. The teacher plumped the potato

us from any negativity and helps us grow from the experience. The

into the cup. After some time the hard potato crumbled: “some people

karmic law is all about character development.

become emotional wrecks and fall apart in difficult times – don’t be like this,”

frustrated. Not nice. On the other extreme, however, we may artificially

O son of Kuntī, the nonpermanent
appearance of happiness and distress, and
their disappearance in due course, are
like the appearance and disappearance of
winter and summer seasons. They arise
from sense perception, O scion of Bharata,
and one must learn to tolerate them
without being disturbed.

erect a tough exterior and shut it all out. We resist the desire to react

Bhagavad-gita 2.14

he said. Next, the cotton wool was dipped into the boiling water. A few
minutes later the soft substance had become solid and impenetrable:
“other people become hard-hearted and emotionally indifferent – don’t be like
this” he said. The herbs were then thrown in. Almost instantaneously
a wonderful aroma began to emanate from the cup: “a few unique
individuals use life’s challenges to bring out their best – be like this!” he
concluded.
An interesting concept indeed. Sometimes we allow life’s challenges
to overwhelm us. We become emotionally entangled and visibly

and opt to ignore. Facing challenges, however, is not just about gritting
your teeth, disregarding emotion, and locking it all up. The external
resilience will not cover up the internal unrest forever.
Undigested food turns and twists in the stomach, neither comfortable
nor nourishing. Similarly, if we don’t internally digest life’s challenges,
the emotions we neglect today will likely come back to haunt us in the
future. Real tolerance is about good digestion. You accept what has
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Guilty Conscience
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Those who embark on the journey towards transcendence are brave

To avoid the two unhealthy extremes of justification and hopelessness,

indeed. They strive for purity in a world of degradation, they embrace

we need to manage a healthy and balanced amount of guilt to create

simplicity amongst rampant materialism, and they cultivate selflessness

positive change.

in an atmosphere charged with exploitation. Anyone who goes against
the grain in such a bold way will undoubtedly be faced with temptation,
doubt, ridicule and moments of weakness.
Behind the high ideals and expectations of any religious or spiritual
tradition, stands the relatively frail and weak aspirant. Lapses and
mistakes are to be expected in the life journey of any human, and
spiritualists are no exception. Scriptures are replete with accounts of
spiritual aspirants who fell victim to the material appetite.

How can we support those who aspire against the odds to be good and noble,
but who sometimes fail? How can we transform the guilt into growth? How
can we reassure individuals to stay determined and never give up?
The ancient teachers stress the principle of guhyam akhyati prcchati:
to openly discuss one’s challenges with a friend. Firstly, it frees one
from anxiety and a sense of failure. Honesty can calm our conscience
and bring an immediate feeling of relief. Secondly, one creates an
opportunity to receive invaluable advice, feedback and support. Even

Nobody likes to fall short, and a gap between the ideal and the real

if they offer words that we’ve heard before, it can still impact our lives

naturally generates feelings of frustration, guilt and hypocrisy. This

in a significant way. Thirdly, and arguably most importantly, there is

is an interesting phenomenon. On one extreme, without a sense of

a divine recognition and witness to this exchange. Humbly admitting

guilt or shame one will lack the impetus to improve. They generally

one’s shortcomings is the demonstration of a genuine and sincere

gravitate towards a life of justification, where they comfort themselves

desire to improve. That exhibition of humility is rewarded with great

in their compromised position, and surrender to their weaknesses with

inner strength and resolve. Through honest exchange, one can face

no concrete plan to overcome them. On the other extreme, an overdose

their challenges and emerge with greater enthusiasm and maturity to

of guilt becomes highly debilitating. It usually leads to depression,

continue on. It’s good to talk.

hopelessness and an inferiority complex where the aspirant feels
powerless to improve. They often end up leading a subdued and
isolated life, distancing themselves from people and situations that
remind them of their shortcomings.
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Live Options
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One could propose that the true path to inner peace is to walk into

reject such opportunities would be irrational, unintelligent and

your closest multi-storey car park and smash the windscreen of every

unjustifiable. If there is something that could enhance your life,

blue Vauxhall Astra while simultaneously screaming at the top of your

that is easily applicable, and is something that many people are

voice! Well... it’s something you could conceivably do, but something I

clearly benefitting from, why would you not at least explore it?

doubt anyone would seriously consider. Firstly, there is the small issue

If we objectively analyse wisdom traditions and spiritual paths it

of criminal arrest. Secondly, it’s difficult to logically reconcile how

becomes strikingly obvious that they fulfil such criteria. The Bhagavad-

such an act could cause the desired benefit. Thirdly, we don’t really see

gita propounds a spiritual practice that is incredibly practical, not

significant numbers of people adopt this approach in their pursuit for

requiring massive lifestyle changes, but simple additions of yoga

tranquillity. While there are many choices in life, there is also an inbuilt

and meditation into one’s daily routine. There are huge benefits on

intellectual screening process which filters out the nonsense.

a physical, emotional and spiritual level that make logical sense and

Some years ago, the American Psychologist William James claimed that
although there are a multitude of options in life, certain opportunities
stand out above the rest due to key factors:
•

Practical – I can do it (without harmful consequences and drastic
changes to my life)

•

•

become quite apparent within a short time. Millions of people esteem
the profundity of the Bhagavad-gita, and gain immense spiritual
wisdom and inner peace from its teachings.
While one may not want to blindly follow it, surely it would be just
as absurd to blindly doubt it. To categorically deny such spiritual
opportunities, such live options, without any significant investigation,

Beneficial – I want to do it (because there is intrinsic logical value

suggests a stubborn, irrational and illogical predisposition towards

in this option)

a certain worldview. Ironically, the very individuals who reject such

Probable – I feel confident to do it (since many people have
experienced the benefit)

traditions without thorough investigation, simultaneously pride
themselves in being ‘scientific’ and ‘free from subjective superstition’

If something is practical, beneficial and probable, it’s considered
a ‘live option,’ and it’s clearly in our self-interest to invest
time and energy into seriously considering it. To whimsically
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Slow Progress
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Over the years I’ve managed to keep a journal with some daily thoughts

progressed to 4 foot high, but the bamboo had now miraculously shot

and reflections. Today I looked back to read my entry on 21st February

up to 5 foot high. When the disciple reported back, the guru explained

2003. It was disappointing. The exact same character frailties, unhelpful

the reason – “yes, the bamboo was spending 3 years spreading its roots. That

desires and spiritual blocks I had then, are still affecting me now. It

was the invisible part of its growth process”. Thus the guru assured the

can be disheartening to see a lack of transformation and progress,

sincere disciple that he was indeed progressing, though it may not be

and naturally prompts one to question themselves. Am I consistently

externally perceivable at this moment in time.

bringing my full attention and care to basic spiritual practices? Does my
lifestyle support and foster deeper spirituality? Could certain activities be
checking my spiritual growth? Have I approached other spiritualists to receive
their feedback and advice? This kind of regular, honest introspection is
essential for a healthy spiritual life. We have to identify our blocks and
make a concerted effort to create change.
But let me give you another perspective. Once, a disciple approached
his guru with a similar quandary regarding his perceived stunted
spiritual progress. The guru responded by handing him two seeds,
one for a fern tree, the other for a bamboo tree. He told the disciple to
sow and cultivate them both. After one year the fern tree had grown 1
foot high, but the bamboo tree had not appeared. By the second year
the fern tree had reached 2 foot high, but there was still no sign of the
bamboo tree. Three years in, the fern tree had steadily progressed to
3 foot high, while the bamboo tree remained invisible. The disciple
was slightly bewildered, but the guru simply smiled and told him

Advancement in the spiritual discipline is not necessarily linear. It’s not
that with each progressive year of sincere practice a certain amount of
visible and perceived character progress is guaranteed. The effect of our
day-to-day practices may be on a much more subtle and internal level,
and if we continue on with enthusiasm, patience and determination,
we can rest assured that progress is taking place.
Like the trees, we all grow in different ways. Since inner transformation
is a divine gift, we cannot force it to occur. Through sincere and
concerted endeavour we can only attempt to attract grace, yet we
are not in ultimate control of that transcendental commodity. With
each passing year, I am realising that the defects of envy, lust, pride,
ego and anger are incredibly deep-rooted. Although we see hints of
improvement over time, it will likely take many years of concerted
effort to truly reconfigure the psyche, and manifest our pure spiritual
character. But I’m not disappointed – it will be worth the wait!

to be patient. At the conclusion of the fourth year the fern tree had
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Stepping Forward
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Recently I witnessed a gruesome car crash right in front of my eyes.

soon as possible. Secondly, we have to move forward with positivity,

Two drivers collided at full-speed, while another car careered off the

optimism and progressiveness, making the best of the situation.

motorway flipping over three times in the process. Within minutes

Easy on paper, hard in practice. I know. But what other choice do we

there were dozens of police, ambulances and fire-engines. It reminded

have? Accepting the plans of providence liberates us. You don’t have to

me how life sometimes changes its course in such sudden ways. We’ve

fight an inner battle any more. It’s futile to invest excessive emotional

all experienced those surreal and dreamlike moments – a car accident,

resource in that which is never going to change. Furthermore, the

the death of a loved one, a misfortune or some unexpected news. In a

acceptance should give birth to an attitude of embracing challenges. As

few short moments, everything seems to have changed. Our plans fly

they say, you can’t direct the wind, but you can adjust the sails of your

out the window, and we’re left completely disorientated. What next?

life. We must learn the art of finding opportunities in every situation.

As the reality of the situation dawns, the natural reaction is one of
anger and frustration.

Beyond physical and emotional pain, the Bhagavad-gita explains that
we are indestructible spiritual beings, empowered and equipped to

Once, Mahatma Gandhi and a friend jostled their way into to a crowded

face anything. As we become rooted in the eternal wisdom of a ‘greater

Indian carriage. As the train departed, Gandhi suddenly looked down

purpose’, we become more and more aware that this life is just one

and realised he only had one slipper on. He and his friend peered

chapter in a much longer story. It’s a chapter which inevitably has

out the doorway and saw the other slipper lying on the platform and

numerous twists and turns, and doesn’t always turn out the way we

disappearing out of sight. Gandhi simply smiled. He then took off his

expect.

slipper and hurled it down the platform, where it perfectly met its pair.
He offered an explanation to his bemused friend – “keeping the slipper
would have frustrated me, and whoever had found that other slipper would
have been similarly annoyed. Now I can forget the incident and move on, and
someone else can benefit from some free footwear!”
There are two very important lessons to learn. Whenever we face
some reversal in life, we have to come to a level of acceptance as
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Countdown
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Recently I was in Trafalgar Square. There were crowds of tourists

Think of the athletes training for the Olympics. If they over-do it,

taking holiday snaps by the Olympic Countdown Clock. As I saw the

they may end up injured, debilitated and permanently unable to play

digits slowly decreasing, it made me think that maybe up there in the

the sport. Conversely, if they take the laid-back approach and fail to

heavens is a similar clock which is counting down my life span. At the

push themselves, they may

age of thirty, I’m already beginning to feel the pains of old age! How

not achieve the physical edge

long do I have left in this world? Chanakya Pandita, a legendary royal

needed for victory and success.

advisor, once said – “if you want material success, continue on thinking

Thus,

you’ll live forever, but if you want to succeed spiritually, then seriously

engages

consider that death may come tomorrow.” Throughout history we’ve seen

Spirituality is no different. We

numerous examples of individuals who had their spiritual journey

need the advice and guidance

spurred on by news of their imminent departure from this world.

of gurus who are outside the

Thoughts of the end definitely shuffle up our life priorities.

box of our life. They can offer a

At the same time, it’s clear that we can’t be gung-ho and over-zealous
in our spiritual journey. We have to lead sustainable lives and make
practical plans to survive in this world. We have to factor this balance
and maturity into the spiritual commitments we make. What if I don’t
die tomorrow, but end up living another forty years? Could I still
maintain the spiritual programme I have chalked out for myself? It
seems contradictory. On one hand we have to feel incredible urgency
and seek immediate transformation. On the other hand we have to

every
a

good

athlete

personal

trainer.

mature perspective that bends
you

without

breaking

you.

They remind you of the urgent
need for complete spiritual
dedication, yet simultaneously
offer practical and incremental
steps that progress you to that
point.

Just try to learn the
truth by approaching
a spiritual master.
Inquire from him
submissively and
render service unto
him. The self-realised
souls can impart
knowledge unto you
because they have
seen the truth.
Bhagavad-gita 4.34

plan our spiritual journey for a lifetime and be patient and measured
in our approach. How do we reconcile these seemingly incompatible
perspectives?
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A.W.O.L
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A young investment banker recently approached me. Frustrated with

portion should be reserved for a spiritual cause. By offering charitable

the corporate climate, demanding lifestyle, and the stresses and strains

contributions towards the spiritual upliftment of others, one develops

of worldly responsibility, he was seriously considering giving it all up.

the qualities of detachment, selflessness and compassion which are the

Such cases are not uncommon. In numerous passages of the Bhagavad-

very hallmarks of a spiritualist.

gita even Arjuna proposes he leave the battlefield and retire into the
contemplative, secluded life of a hermit. Would such renunciation be
wise? Is it possible to work in this dog-eat-dog world and simultaneously
maintain our spirituality? Can one connect to the higher reality via their
worldly profession? The Bhagavad-gita offers the ‘3R’ formula, which
gives a succinct but comprehensive checklist on how to spiritualise
your daily work.

Remembrance – one should attempt to cultivate an active spiritual
consciousness whilst at work. When a famous king, also renowned
as a deep spiritualist, was asked by some sages how he managed to
balance the worldly and spiritual simultaneously, he invited them
over for lunch. Hanging above each dinner plate was a huge sword on
a thin piece of string. The sages were reluctant to sit down, but after
some reassuring words from the king they agreed, and proceeded to

Righteous – one must endeavour to engage in righteous work. Certain

quickly finish their meal. Later, the king inquired whether they had

occupations and livelihoods are based on exploitation, violence,

eaten sufficiently and also digested the food, to which they replied

dishonesty, and generally cause harm and disruption in the world.

“yes.” He then asked them what they were thinking of while eating –

Such work is neither progressive for the individual nor for society at

“the swords!” they replied. “My life is like this” the king replied, “Though

large. While every type of work in today’s world is covered by some

I perform my daily tasks with due attention and care, the underlying thought

fault or imperfection, as far as possible the spiritualist endeavours to

constantly running through my mind is my ultimate purpose – in this way I

pursue a career which promotes harmony, upliftment, kindness and

accommodate the worldly and spiritual simultaneously.”

compassion.
Results – our work in this world will yield certain ‘fruits,’ in the form
of monetary remuneration, knowledge, expertise, skills and influence
in a particular field. While such fruits help us to survive in the world,
providing the necessities of food, clothing and shelter, a certain
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The Rat Race
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The competitive spirit pervades the world we live in. Students fiercely

One may develop the notion that lack of focus on goals and outputs can

compete to clinch university placements and graduate positions.

easily lead to lethargy or indifference. A true karma-yogi, however, can

Colleagues compete to deviously intercept each other in the ascent up

stand on the cutting edge of material competence and spiritual acumen

the corporate ladder. Neighbours become engrossed in ‘keeping up

simultaneously. When one invests complete attention in making

with the Joneses.’ Believe it or not, even aspiring spiritualists can end

the best endeavour, and when such attention is not diverted by the

up competing with each other in the quest for distinction, fame and

externals of success, failure and worldly opinion, it’s a no-brainer that

adoration. As the founder of McDonalds once quipped “If any of my

the output will naturally be improved. As Henry David Thoreau once

competitors were drowning, I’d stick a hose in their mouth!” In a world which

said, “what lies before us and what lies behind us are small matters compared

impels one to pursue grand success, it’s no wonder that rates of stress,

to what lies within us. And when we bring what is within us, out into the

anxiety and depression are also soaring. The pressure to demonstrate a

world, miracles happen.”

successful life through eye-opening achievements is immense.
The Bhagavad-gita offers a unique perspective – the idea of detached
work, technically referred to as karma-yoga. The wisdom of the Gita
posits that we are not the only factor in our success or failure. In
reality, there are higher universal laws beyond our control which are
contributing to our fortunes. Thus, in times of success one cannot take
the full credit, and in failure one is not deemed the sole culprit. The
first attitude nullifies tendencies of arrogance and complacency, and
the former guards against feelings of despondency and self-pity.
Real success, the Gita states, is demonstrated by determined, dutiful
and conscientious endeavour. For the spiritualist, more important than
output and external results, is the sincerity of purpose, motivation and
devotion with which one works.
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Food for the Soul
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I find that eating alone offers a great opportunity to reflect. The

and his life becomes infused with hope, seeing divine arrangements

Bhagavad-gita proclaims it to be an extremely sacred activity when

behind everything. Finally, one will experience a growing disinterest

conducted with due care, attention and spiritual consciousness. While

and detachment from temporary material goals that people normally

I relished a nicely cooked meal recently a wonderful analogy came to

sacrifice and strive for. Although material desires may flow into their

mind. It depicts the path of the Bhagavad-gita as more than a simple

mind they remain unaffected, convinced that there is something

gamble of faith, but rather a highly practical spiritual science. The

beyond that.

analogy offered a means to reflect on my own spiritual progress. How
do I know I am moving forward? What are the measures? What should I be
experiencing?
When we sit down to eat at the end of a hard day’s work, we experience
certain things. The initial feeling is one of pleasure. A well-cooked meal
gives an immediate sense of enjoyment to the palate. Secondly, we feel
nourishment and revitalisation of the body with each bite. Finally, our
hunger completely subsides, and a disinterest and detachment from
whatever other food preparations may be on offer, naturally arises.
In the same way, the hungry spiritualist should feel three main things
as he diligently applies himself to the spiritual process:
Firstly, there should be an immediate sense of pleasure, quite different
to anything experienced in the mundane realm. The spiritualist feels
a sudden relief from anxiety and worry. Secondly, there should be
nourishment of the soul which comes in the form of a direct experience
of God. One sees amazing opportunity and meaning everywhere,
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Access Denied

2 | School of Life

Although I had heard of the Bhagavad-gita since childhood, I never

explore it with greater effort and scrutiny, and maybe with the help of

really felt impelled to read it. I considered that religious study was for

others.

old people, and that such literature would have little or no relevance
in my life. Over the years, however, I became more and more curious
to understand the world in a more profound way, and my interest in
spirituality grew significantly.

Thankfully, that’s what I did. I asked many questions, attended
different seminars, and conversed with experienced practitioners of the
tradition. I learned that access to spiritual wisdom in its greatest depth
requires more than just personal reading. Books like the Bhagavad-gita

One morning, when a good friend randomly handed me the Bhagavad-

are better understood when discussed, debated and imbibed with the

gita in an Economics class, it struck me as a mystical occurrence. I was

input of realised teachers. Many years later, the Bhagavad-gita remains

an inquisitive 16 year-old, keen to learn more, and maybe this book was

an amazing source of inspiration and insight for me.

the key that would open up many doors to a deeper understanding.
Holding that sacred text in my hand, I had an overwhelming feeling
that it would change my life forever. The thought of accessing universal
knowledge beyond time and space was exciting. What secrets awaited
me in this transcendental conversation?

Mahatma Gandhi’s words capture its glory: “When doubts haunt me,
when disappointments stare me in the face, and I see not one ray of hope on
the horizon, I turn to the Bhagavad-gita and find a verse to comfort me; and I
immediately begin to smile in the midst of overwhelming sorrow. Those who
meditate on the Gita will derive fresh joy and new meanings from it everyday.”

I rushed home, went to my room, locked the door, and eagerly prepared
myself to begin reading. In great anticipation, I was ready to be blown
away. After reading a few pages, however, I had a severe reality check!
I found the language complex and the concepts too difficult to grasp. I
struggled to connect with the text and understand its application in my
life. I was only four pages into this book and I was already completely
baffled. I didn’t consider it an anti-climax however, and neither was
I frustrated. I maintained the conviction that the Bhagavad-gita had
something amazing to offer me, but accepted that I would have to
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Home Game
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I always struggled to understand the notion of home advantage. You’re

In this way, he rests in a sacred space of consciousness, a temple of

playing against the same players, using the same ball, running on the

peace, the spiritual ‘home ground’ where it’s easier to remember who

same grass, and trying to score in the same-sized goalposts. What’s the

you are and what your purpose really is.

difference? Well, history shows that having a familiar environment and

Spirituality is also easier when you have the home advantage. ‘Home’

There is no possibility of one’s becoming
a yogi, O Arjuna, if one eats too much or
eats too little, sleeps too much or does not
sleep enough.

consists of the right habits, the right diet, the right atmosphere and the

Bhagavad-gita 6.16

encouraging crowd have a huge effect. Every football pundit will tell
you – when you play at home, even before you step onto the pitch it’s
as if your one goal up. No doubt, any team will grab the opportunity to
play on their own territory.

right company. To become completely selfless, humble, tolerant and
dedicated to pleasing God is a difficult task. We can, however, win that
huge internal battle by diligently (and seemingly mechanically) making
small external changes and lifestyle adjustments. Sometimes we brush
off these small details of spirituality as insignificant and unimportant
in the bigger picture. However, these details are there for a reason.
They are the small steps that help lead to the big change of heart we are
all searching for.
How clean is our environment? How regulated are we in habits of eating and
sleeping? How careful are we about the tone and content of our speech? Pure
action leads to pure mind which leads to pure consciousness. Gradually
the spiritualist readjusts his life little-by-little.
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It Could be You
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“I know I’m a sinner, but make me a winner!” That’s the weekly meditation

There is, however, a deeper reason why spiritualists avoid gambling.

for the millions who have a little flutter on the National Lottery. In the

When one gambles, a certain mentality is cultivated – the mindset

US, legal gambling totals more than $25 billion a year. If you include

of minimum work, maximum gain. One of more noble disposition

undocumented wagers it could double or even triple that. Gambling,

embraces the principle of duty – equal work, equal gain. The mentality

however, is something that spiritual practitioners avoid. It’s one of the

of the spiritualist, however, is in another dimension completely. They

restrictions that supports spiritual development. Many people I meet

are cultivating the mentality of maximum service, with no desire for

are often confused by that. Why is gambling so bad? Surely, a little wager

any personal gain or reward. Why? Because to selflessly serve is the

here and there can’t be harmful? What’s the problem with an afternoon at the

most rewarding and satisfying experience in life. Gambling, then, is

bookies?

diametrically opposed to this.

We all know the famous saying; money is the root of all evil. There are
now over 1 million compulsive gamblers in the US. For some, when
it comes to gambling, enough is never enough, and the risk of greed
and insatiable desires is dangerously high. When money is at stake,
perfectly respectable citizens seem to have a spell cast over them.
In Las Vegas, the nurses at one local hospital began to bet on how long
critically ill patients would live for. Some became so anxious about the

Thus the wise living entity’s pure
consciousness becomes covered by his
eternal enemy in the form of lust, which is
never satisﬁed and which burns like ﬁre.
Bhagavad-gita 3.39

bets that they actually switched off life support machines. One nurse in
particular, who styled herself as ‘the angel of Death,’ allegedly turned
off equipment on at least six critically ill patients. Since the advent of
gambling, per capital crime in the Atlantic City area has tripled. The ill
effects of gambling on society and the individual are well-documented
and strikingly clear.

130

131

Artificial Intelligence
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Every living being, human or animal, performs basic bodily activities.

may be considered wasteful and counterproductive to employ all our

They all eat, sleep, mate and engage in protecting their life situation in

refined intelligence in developing temporary arrangements to improve

some way or another. Of course, the intelligence of man has allowed

activities that even animals perform. According to the Bhagavad-gita

our civilised society to pursue these four fundamental activities in a

our intelligence is meant for finding fulfilment and happiness from

more refined manner. Animals eat and sleep quite modestly, whereas

activities which transcend these basic demands. That would be a wiser

man has created luxurious facilities to relish such activities. Animals

investment.

often engage in the sexual act in an unmannerly way, whereas humans
have innumerable social customs and subtleties which surround their
union. Animals use their claws and teeth to defend their homes,
whereas man has created weapons of destruction and social
arrangements like insurance policies.
However, we can’t ignore the problems. In today’s world, people have
to take drugs to cure insomnia and sleeping troubles. Eating disorders

He who is regulated in his habits of eating,
sleeping, recreation and work can mitigate
all material pains by practicing the yoga
system.
Bhagavad-gita 6.17

like anorexia and bulimia are widespread, sexually transmitted
diseases and related social problems are well documented, and threats
of terrorism, political instability and natural disaster thwart our sense
of security. For all the intelligence we have invested in making life more
pleasurable through these four fundamental activities, it actually looks
like we have created problems that even animals don’t experience!
Desires to derive pleasure from artificial sources create artificial
problems. We try to solve such problems with artificial solutions, which
ultimately escalates the problem. To improve our standard of living
and sense of comfort is not a sinful act to be denounced. However, it
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Casual Causes Casualty
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It’s been three weeks since a raging fire tore through Grenfell Tower and

but also break a waiting heart. Often, we lack appreciation and value

destroyed the 120 flats inside. With the official death toll currently at

for what we have, being too pre-occupied with other activities and

80, the tragic inferno has sparked widespread anger and a resounding

interests. Think about health. We sometimes treat our bodies as though

call for justice. Though fingers are being pointed, the investigation

we have a few more spare ones in the cupboard. Being casual in the

continues as to why this fire was so fatal. Reports suggest that safety

upkeep of the physical frame will render you a casualty for sure. Lack

concerns were raised and multiple issues were flagged up, though

of exercise, over exertion, irregulation, and reckless habits – it all comes

they seemingly fell on deaf ears. It appears that somewhere along the

back to haunt you.

line, neglect has some part to play in this tragedy. Sadiq Khan, London
Mayor, said: “Those who mock health and safety, regulations and red tape
need to take a hard look at the consequences of cutting these and ask themselves
whether Grenfell Tower is a price worth paying.”

And now think about spirituality. Most spiritual aspirants are not
bad practitioners, but just casual ones. Luke-warm, lets say. Strict on
a few things, and loose on a lot more. We take a bit of this, add bit of
that, ignore the rest, and blend it together with half-hearted attention,

The message runs through loud and clear – a casual approach will

and pray it’s the recipe for enlightenment. An attitude survey by the

inevitably cause casualties. We’ve witnessed it in catastrophes of the

thinktank Theos, revealed that about 70% of the British population is

past, we’re witnessing it now and if we look closely, we’ll witness this

neither strictly religious nor strictly non-religious, but rather moving

principle constantly playing out in our own life. While ‘casual’ can

in and out of the undesignated spaces in between. Casual spirituality,

refer to being relaxed and accommodating, it does also relate to being

however, won’t generate profound existential awakening nor deep

careless and unconcerned. When being ‘casual’ means we lack serious

spiritual experience. What’s more, casual spirituality leaves room

intention and withhold quality attention, we can predict we’re in for

for materialistic desires and illusory ideas to creep in, take root, and

trouble. Modern culture tends towards the casual, and as children of

eventually wreak havoc. The Grenfell blaze began with from a single

the age, it’s inevitable that we reflect that in our own approach to life.

Hotpoint fridge-freezer. Within a matter of minutes, that single fire

Think about relationships. When we fail to devote quality time, energy
and attention to the people around us, the natural consequence is that

spread to set the whole building ablaze. It’s quite conceivable that our
casual spirituality could suffer the same fate.

we disconnect and drift apart. Time, they say, can heal a broken heart,
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The Spirituality of Money
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I recently connected with a childhood friend who also became a monk.

embracing worldly things, and connecting them to a higher purpose

As you can imagine, we had lots in common and therefore much to talk

and noble cause. After all, it’s not money that’s the root of all evil, but

about. In his tradition, one of the monastic vows is to never touch

the love of it, and the subsequent greed and materialism that surfaces.

money. If he does, even by accident, he observes complete fasting for a

Thus, when we selflessly utilise money in a spirit of detachment,

day. Serious detachment. Admittedly, if I had adopted that vow I’d be

without misappropriating a dime, not only do we remain unaffected,

dead and cremated by now – financial transactions seem a staple part

we can also create powerful positive change in the world.

of my daily life! But money is dangerous, and time and time again we
see how it can attack our integrity. It’s so easy to sell out on principles
and purpose, in return for profit and pleasure.

Yet it must be exercised with care. In the 1800’s, Karl Marx described
money as the “universal agent of separation” – an enchanting elixir,
which could unpredictably and instantaneously divorce us from our

The Biblical reminder of money and evil, then, still stands strong

good intelligence, cherished principles and higher nature. Nowadays

today. Its destructive influence is all pervading. In the pursuance of

I’m more cautious. After all, nobody is rich enough to buy back that

profit, lawyers have destroyed justice, and the media has destroyed

which is lost through greed, mundane desire and selfishness.

information. Money has caused the medical industry to destroy health,
and triggered educational establishments to destroy real education. The
pursuance of wealth has even attacked spiritual institutions. It seems
that where financial gain is involved, all other rationale goes out of the
window! If the price is right, people will sell out on just about anything,
oblivious to the long-term ramifications of their acts.
But clearly we need money – to buy groceries, to pay rent, to travel

There are three gates leading to this hell—
lust, anger and greed. Every sane man
should give these up, for they lead to the
degradation of the soul.
Bhagavad-gita 16.21

the world… and to do good. Money is useful, and without it, you
can’t get much done in today’s world. The famous mendicants in the
Bhakti tradition, therefore, mastered the art of utilising ‘material’ in
the pursuance of ‘spiritual.’ In sanskrit, they called it yukta-vairagya –
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Moral Inconsistency
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Over the centuries, civilisation has discussed and debated on various

A spiritualist tries to live in the most harmonious, natural, healthy and

moral frontiers. Once upon a time, people thought it was perfectly okay

nonviolent way as possible. With World Vegetarian Week just gone, it

to brutalise certain tribes and races. Some groups once propounded the

may be worth considering our diet and the effect it has on the world,

philosophy that women had no souls and were therefore inherently

other living beings, and our own consciousness. George Bernard Shaw

inferior entities. Fortunately, we have now overcome such ludicrous

once commented, “While our bodies are the living graves of murdered

proposals and have recognised equality of humans, regardless of

animals, how can we expect any ideal conditions on earth?”

gender, ethnic background, age or economic status.
The next moral frontier, however, concerns another species. People
seem to think that because animals have a different type of body it’s
justifiable to indiscriminately kill and enjoy them for our own pleasure.
Brutal treatment of highly evolved mammals that experience complex
emotions has become a common practice in modern society. It seems
we are unable to link the cleanly packaged meat we purchase off the
supermarket shelves and fast food counters, with the bloody and
violent slaughterhouses from which they come.

That knowledge by which one undivided
spiritual nature is seen in all living
entities, though they are divided
into innumerable forms, you should
understand to be in the mode of goodness.
Bhagavad-gita 18.20

People treat their pets just like their friends and families – they dress
them, feed them, clothe them and even send them for manicures! If we
go out and brutalise someone’s pet dog, the law will come crashing
down on us for our inconsiderate and cruel behaviour. Side by side,
the vicious killing of millions of other animals is completely ignored.
After playing with their pet dog, someone just drives right over to the
restaurant and orders a steak without a second consideration! This is
the incredible moral inconsistency of the modern world.
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I’mmoral
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I’d like to make a confession (nothing major). While driving on the M25

spiritualists on the other hand, whose suspect character is on public

last week, I sped ahead on the main carriageway and then abruptly cut

view, may find that their lofty presentations fall on deaf ears.

into the junction exit road, conveniently avoiding the huge tailbacks so
I could reach my destination pronto. As you can imagine, I got quite a
few angry horns and unsavoury looks. It prompted me to think about
whether spiritualists need to worry themselves with worldly morality.
How important is it to follow social niceties? Is ‘good’ and ‘bad’ simply a
subjective and relative worldview based on the prevailing cultural milieu of
the day? Isn’t a spiritualist automatically moral? Does following such ethics
contribute anything to the divine journey?
I came to the conclusion that although following a transcendental path,

Yet is seems that this innate sense of morality, an inherent sense of right
and wrong, has a deeper spiritual drive behind it. We have an inbuilt
sensitivity and selflessness programmed into us, which instinctively
checks us from madly pursuing what we want and completely
disregarding others. It seems there is something within, prompting
that sensitivity and selflessness, reminding us that cultivating these
qualities will bring us to a higher state of consciousness and a deeper
sense of happiness. The message reverberates loud and clear – “we find
ourselves, by thinking of others.”

a healthy amount of down-to-earth morality may not go amiss:
It helps the world – morals, ethics and conventions govern human
interaction, creating a peaceful and progressive civilisation for
everyone. Spiritual or not, we’re all living in the world and it helps to
keep things in order.
It helps us – following moral codes fosters a more considerate
consciousness within ourselves. We develop a sense of respect,
empathy and thoughtfulness, which builds character and supports our
spiritual endeavours.
It helps our purpose – Though many people may not value deep
philosophy, they will most likely appreciate a ‘good’ person. Immoral
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The Best Policy
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According to the cosmic cycle described in the Vedas, we are living

spiritual growth. Let us, however, not underestimate some of the

in the most corrupted epoch. Four fundamental principles underpin

more ordinary disciplines and human qualities that can prove equally

any functional society, organisation, family or group; self-control,

valuable in this profound journey. Truthfulness is undoubtedly one of

cleanliness,

individuals

them. Every time we are untruthful we create an alternative reality.

wholeheartedly embrace these virtues, success is guaranteed on

We force ourselves to live in two worlds – the real and the apparent.

every level – physically, emotionally, socially, and most importantly,

When we choose honesty in all aspects of life, including our family,

spiritually. The analysis of the sages, however, reveals that today, three

our work, our spirituality, and all our relationships, we live the same

of the four are practically obliterated and society now delicately hinges

life wherever we are. Simple, stress-free and sublime. By living with

on the single principle of truthfulness. The irony – to conceal our frail

honesty, we create opportunities to become all the good things lying

character and avoid exposing those predictable deficiencies, we end up

helps us pretend we already are. Confronting our imperfections,

fabricating lies, lies, and more lies. The tendency towards deceit and

instead of dodging them, unmasks defects which we then have the

dishonesty then, is the proverbial nail in the coffin.

opportunity to change.

One of the biggest criteria for deepening our spirituality is the

I’ll never forget a saintly mentor who once said: “if I spent as much energy

strength to be open and honest. Instead, however, we are often

in truly becoming humble, as I do in portraying an image of humility, I may

closed and pretentious. In the name of saving our face, we kill our

well have developed some humility by now.” His honesty, in great humility,

soul. Sometimes we invent, sometimes we withhold, sometimes we

rang true as my reality.

compassion,

and

truthfulness.

When

exaggerate and sometimes we stay quiet and let the lies roll – a variety
of ingenious ways in which we compromise our integrity. When asked,
“What is a lie?” Augustine responded: “Any statement meant to deceive
another.” It’s scary to think how much of our day can be spent lying –
rehearsing future conversations, reconfiguring events of the past and
reconstructing inaccurate projections of the present.
We all know the value of meditation, yoga and wisdom study in our
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Dharma
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Recently, a common theme has been repeatedly surfacing in our spiritual

is about doing what you are truly meant for, however big or small,

circles: the need to find your purpose, your nature, your contribution

in whatever field or arena, regardless of pressure and public opinion.

and calling. Here’s an exercise: grab a piece of paper, pick up a pen, and

Everyone, without exception, has something unique to bring to the

quickly scribble down your name using your non-writing hand. Unless

table. We only have to find it and feed it.

you’re ambidextrous, the experience is pretty much universal – its slow
and tiring, requires excessive effort and attention, feels uncomfortable
and abnormal, and usually concludes in a lousy-looking attempt. This
is exactly what we experience when we operate outside of our ‘dharma’
– the Sanskrit word for nature, or unique function in life.

Dharmic living doesn’t mean boring or average living, or avoidance of
challenge and discomfort. In fact, it’s quite the opposite – to capitalise
on strengths, protect our weaknesses, develop naturally, and focus
all energy in a way which yields maximum impact. In the search
for dharma we should not become lazy or lethargic – it’s meant to be

We live in a noisy world, and, in the midst of it, struggle to hear the

a life which dynamically bends you, without breaking you. Dharmic

heart. Ironically, tuning into our inner calling is where the real journey

living also incorporates the willingness, flexibility and readiness to

begins, otherwise we may well be careering down a no-through road.

sometimes act outside of our dharma. The spirit of sacrifice is at the

Happy and fulfilled people utilise wisdom and guidance to accurately

heart of character development. In fact, being strongly situated in our

understand what makes them tick. It’s a simple but neglected principle

dharma, should render us more capable and qualified to respond to the

of life.

unpredictable needs of the day. Following your dharma should not be

The problem can, however, go beyond this. Just as difficult as finding
your dharma, is to wholeheartedly dedicate yourself to living your

an excuse to circumvent the essential mood of being an approachable,
selfless servant.

dharma. Even when we know what we are ‘hard-wired’ for, too many
things deviate us from the path we should be treading. The expectations
of others, the desire for praise and accolade, the restlessness and
intrigue of trying new things, and the perpetual delusion that the grass
is greener on the other side, are all factors which lure us towards the
unnatural, and set us up for disappointment and failure. Honest living
144

145

3

Closer Connections
The yoga of relationships

Free Speech
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We live in an over-communicated world. The prevailing culture insists

jump to the oppostite extreme of strictly regulating our every word.

we reply to all text messages within 10 minutes, be attentive to the

The Bhagavad-gita, though, offers an over-arching model to guide

mountain of emails building up in our inbox, and religiously return

speech. Words, Krishna recommends, should be truthful, pleasing

random ‘missed calls’ on our phones. Don’t forget to regularly post

and

something witty on Facebook, follow obscure acquaintances on twitter,

of

and utilise all the free airtime minutes on your mobile contract! It is,

communication would make it

after all, good to talk. But what is the net result of this web of exchange?

through this filter? Along with

Does it foster a greater sense of relationship and community? Or is it a case of

freedom of speech, it may be

more connected, but further apart?

worthwhile to remind people

Silence, it’s said, is the art of conversation. You may have noticed
how we struggle with a quiet moment. When it does arise, most will
instinctively grab their smartphone in a desperate attempt to engage
their mind. Think about the last time you saw someone, under the age
of 30, sitting down and doing absolutely nothing. Rare indeed! Even

beneficial.
our

written

How

much

and

verbal

of their longstanding right to
freedom of thought. Think once
before you act, twice before you
speak, and three times before you
post something on Facebook.

more unusual is to be with another person and not utter a word. It feels

“Wise men speak because they have

awkward and uneasy. Alien and unnerving. Yet silence is imperative

something to say; fools because they

– it forces us to understand, assimilate, reflect and think deeply about

have to say something” (Plato)

Austerity of speech
consists in speaking
words that are
truthful, pleasing,
beneficial, and not
agitating to others,
and also in regularly
reciting Vedic
literature.
Bhagavad-gita 17.15

what is actually going on. Often times, however, in order to frantically
fill those vacant moments, we end up generating substandard content
to share with the world: meaningless, inconsiderate and shoddy
communication.
Don’t get me wrong, there is definitely room for chitchat, niceties, and
light-hearted exchange between humans. It would be unnatural to
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Me to We
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A Rabbi was once asked to describe the difference between heaven and
hell. By a wave of the hand he manifested a vision of hell; a group of
hungry, emaciated men sitting at the dining table eagerly awaiting
their lunch. The bowls of soup appeared. Problem was, their hands
were shaped like unusually long spoons – as they attempted to eat they
just couldn’t get the food into their mouth. It was agony! Nobody could
eat. The rabbi then waved his other arm and manifested a vision of
heaven. Interestingly, it was the same dinner table, the same cuisine
and the same long spoon-shaped arms. In heaven, however, everyone
seemed happy and healthy. As they began their meal, the secret was
revealed. In heaven, everyone utilised their long spoons to feed the
person opposite, and they were being fed in return. Perfect cooperation!
The difference between heaven and hell: selflessness versus selfishness.

amongst everyone. Nowadays people make a small fortune from them.
Selflessness even makes sense on a practical level. If every person in a
community of 50 people is thinking about themselves, then everyone
has one person looking after them. If we selflessly focus on others,
however, then everyone has 49 caretakers! It may sound idealistic and
utopian, but it really does work
– for individual relationships,
families, organisations and entire
communities.

The

depth

and

quality of any interaction is based
on the degree of selflessness
employed.

Until

we

change

the ‘me’ to the ‘we,’ genuine

In the urban jungle, survival of the fittest is the name of the game. Our

relationships, inner fulfilment and

happiness is often founded upon the exploitation, mistreatment and

deep spiritual experiences will

detriment of others. If we are winning, it usually means someone else

remain elusive. At every moment

is losing. Spiritual communities of bygone ages, however, were based

we are challenged to chip away at

upon diametrically opposed ideals. Cooperation, respect and genuine

miserly selfishness, and become

concern for others were the cardinal principles underpinning social

kind, open-hearted and generous

interaction. Sharing, after all, is caring. Wisdom teachers explain one

souls.

way to decipher the degradation of society: first you will have to buy
food, then you will have to buy water, then you will have to buy air!
Previously, these commodities were freely and lovingly exchanged
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As fire is covered by
smoke, as a mirror
is covered by dust,
or as the embryo
is covered by the
womb, the living
entity is similarly
covered by different
degrees of this lust.
Bhagavad-gita 3.38

Mediate Then Meditate
Human relationships are riddled with the potential of quarrel and
conflict. It’s a symptom of the age. But that’s not a problem per se, since
every disagreement is pregnant with positive and negative potential.
Differences of opinion can bring enlightenment, transformation,
wisdom and growth – they can also be the cause of anger, frustration,
resentment, and fall-out. Developing progressive responses in
argumentative situations can be a liberating experience. Here are some

3 | Closer Connections

a case of different ‘angles of vision’ illuminating the same truth.
Importance – keep disagreements in perspective and calmly evaluate
their importance. Question whether the tenacious pursuance and
resolution of a conflict is absolutely necessary. Many issues can easily
be dropped or ignored, but often our emotional involvement keeps us
doggedly fighting till the last breath.
Transcendence – we love to prove ourselves, but the spiritual principle

tips:
Tolerance – the first moments of a conflict situation can determine the
entire conversation. Be tolerant and patient. The art of conversation is
not only to say the right thing at the right time but to leave unsaid
the wrong thing at the tempting moment. Adopting an adversarial
approach erects barriers which block the meeting of hearts.
Circumstance – beyond the perceived irrationality of actions and
words, try to understand why someone is doing what they do. Then
you hold the key to progress. In interpersonal relations the golden rule

is to transcend right and wrong. The real aim of an argument or
discussion should not be victory, but progress. If a concession of ‘defeat’
improves our relationships, helps us develop character, and opens up
opportunities for progressive solutions, then where is the loss? We
shouldn’t hesitate to back down if it genuinely helps to move forward.
Conflict and unsavoury confrontation can disturb our mental state and
make spiritual practice incredibly difficult. Learning to mediate our
conflicts can help us to meditate in peace.

is this: seek first to understand, then to be understood. To do that you
have to listen with an open heart and an open mind.
Acceptance – did you ever consider that there may not be a right or
wrong answer? Conflict comes from difference, but diversity is not
necessarily bad. Fear of difference is fear of life itself. By accepting that
we’re all individuals, we can more fully appreciate that conflict is often
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Humble Pie
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“Sorry” is a feared word. Though extremely difficult to utter, it’s

must stand up and ‘hold our ground.’ On balance, however, we tend

tremendously powerful when we do. In a recent disagreement with

to instinctively gravitate to this position, saving the humbling times

someone I reflected on my attitude and approach. Even if I was right,

for when we are outright wrong. Maybe we should take the humble

was it progressive to just fight my corner and maintain my doggedness?

position and reach compromise more often. Saying sorry is becoming

Sometimes, to take the humble position, to say sorry and accept the

a lost art.

arguments of another, to concede despite being convinced that you’re

do wonders to improve the depth of your interaction with others. You

He by whom no one is put into difﬁculty
and who is not disturbed by anyone, who
is equipoised in happiness and distress,
fear and anxiety, is very dear to Me.

demonstrate that you care more about the person than the issue, which

Bhagavad-gita 12.15

right, has an incredible effect.
On a personal level it can create a sense of detachment within you which
feels surprisingly liberating. You can move on in life without having the
issue constantly haunt your consciousness. On a relationship level it can

ultimately builds love and trust in the relationship. And interestingly,
even with regards to the issue itself, it takes the whole interaction to a
more spiritual level. ‘Opposing parties’ begin to appreciate that you’re
not simply out to defeat them but that you are actually interested in
the wellbeing of all involved. This removes ego and pride from the
situation, and opens the door for real solutions.
To take the humble position and say sorry is not mindless and
sentimental, opposed to rationale and intelligence. By taking that
position, you empower yourself to grow from a situation rather than
stagnate and frustrate, which ultimately leads to the degradation
of your own consciousness. No doubt, there are situations when we
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Special Treatment
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“Treat a man as he is and he will remain as he is. Treat a man as he can and

We have to stop taking things personally. We have to develop a

should be and he will become as he can and should be.” – Goethe (German

character of forgiveness and kindness. We have to be patient, and value

poet)

progress above perfection. We have to avoid overreacting in provoking

Each one of us has the potential to bring out the best or worst in others.
When we focus on people’s faults, stick labels on them, and then
subsequently treat them with suspicion and reservation, we actually
block their progress. By forcing people into a defensive mode, we

situations. We have to remain fixed in our values and principles despite
the irrationality of others. We have to avoid the temptation to ‘hit back’
and hurt others simply for immediate relief and gratification. It’s a tall
order indeed.

distract them from doing the deep internal work that can give birth

I hope that one day I’ll develop the spiritual depth to conduct myself in

to their divine and innate potential. It’s not that we are simply passive

this way. We may think that remaining sane, healthy and happy in our

and powerless victims of other people’s (mis)behaviour. We are often

own life is good enough. The principle of being genuinely concerned

party to it.

for the wellbeing of others, however, is innate to our own progress. By

Great saintly teachers have shown how an approach of encouragement,

bringing out the best in others, we bring out the best in ourselves.

appreciation, and loving discipline can create miraculous changes in
others. Srila Prabhupada was one such example. Having spent his entire
life amidst refined and immaculate spiritual culture, he arrived in New
York’s skid row and lived side-by-side with bohemians, acidheads and
hippies. He saw beyond their difficulties, frustrations and problems,
and detected the spark of genuine spiritual enthusiasm and sincerity.
He fanned that spark, and ignited a fire that could incinerate their inner
issues. Convinced that every soul is amazing, he worked overtime to
enliven that spirit.
Bringing out the best in others does require immense spiritual depth.
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Friendly Fire
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With genuine spiritual advancement comes the capacity and capability

us and thus prevent a meaningful connection. Deep-rooted issues of

to have friendly relationships with one and all. Equipped with spiritual

insecurity, chronic mistrust, envy and pride, naturally distance them

vision that penetrates beyond externals, one remains undisturbed

from others. Lesson: be patient and empathetic, and don’t take the negativity

by annoying idiosyncrasies, ideological differences, unpredictable

of others personally.

personalities, and sticky character traits. We’re able to see something
deeper, see the spirit, the underlying sincerity. We can see the heart.
At this stage, we have no enemies, even if others view us as such.
Indeed, the Bhagavad-gita explains that such friendly persons are
spontaneously engaged in beneficial acts towards all living beings

No Problem – sometimes, two people fall out simply because of
misunderstanding

and

miscommunication.

Random

unsavoury

incidents can block what would otherwise be a healthy friendship.
Lesson: don’t take disagreements too seriously, and learn to forgive and forget.

(sarva bhuta hite ratha). We could do with a few more people like that in

Natural Problem – since we are all unique individual characters, it is

the world.

de-humanising and utopian to expect that everyone will perfectly gel

Lofty, utopian and unattainable? Although we desire these friendly
connections with everyone around us, it does seem somewhat elusive in
real life. Fighting and friction seem an integral part of social intercourse.

with one another. Even pure souls have their differences, though it
doesn’t block their appreciation of each other. Lesson: celebrate diversity
and always find something of value in others.

Why can’t everyone be friends with everyone else? Is the fact that we don’t get

So, at the risk of sounding cheesy and clichéd, let’s make more friendly

on with everyone a sign of our spiritual deficiencies? What could be the reason

connections. It’s a short life after all. As Abraham Lincoln said, “the best

for people not liking us?

way to destroy an enemy is to make him a friend.”

Our Problem – often, the breakdown of friendships is due to underlying
selfishness within us. When people smell agendas, duplicity and
exploitation, to a greater or lesser degree, they keep their distance.
Lesson: examine yourself, develop more selflessness and avoid blaming others.
Their Problem – other times, people project their own struggles onto
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Ego Death
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Three big fears in life: exams, public speaking and death. Of them, the

ego lies in being a selfless servant of God. Everything we receive in

final is probably the most acute. As that fateful hour approaches,

the journey of life is simply a facility and detail in pursuance of this,

everything we worked so hard for is snatched away, throwing our

with any given situation always offering a unique opportunity for

entire sense of identity and purpose into question. On a subtle level,

selfless service. In such spiritual consciousness, all anxiety, fear and

however, we may well be regularly subjecting ourselves to this

dissatisfaction disappears. We all have the experience of coming home

disturbing experience. How so? The world teaches us to base our sense

in the evening after a day ‘in the

of identity and self-worth on transitory, external and artificial

world.’ Surrounded by our closest

considerations. When we identify with our abilities, facilities and

family and friends, we can kick

positions of responsibility, then we set ourselves up for crisis. Why?

back, relax and be ourselves - no

Because the undisputable nature of this world is that such things will

artificiality, no acting and no

almost always fade away over time.

masks. Here we feel completely

We pride ourselves in our ‘unique’ abilities but then we witness our

comfortable, safe and natural.

own ineptitude, or find someone far more qualified and competent

Imagine

supersedes us. Painful. We find comfort in karmic gifts like beauty,

and sense of fulfilment we can

physique, learning and wealth – but the waves of time callously cause

experience if we live each day

them to eventually crumble away. Painful. We feel valuable because

with the clear consciousness of

of our reputation, influence and position in society – but everyone has

who we really are... spirit souls

‘their day,’ after which we all have to make way. Painful. Constant

and selfless servants. That’s the

change is the underlying theme of the material phantasmagoria – its

ultimate in ‘being yourself.’

unstoppable, unpredictable and uncontrollable. Thus, we suffer a

the

satisfaction,

joy,

Some look on the
soul as amazing,
some describe him
as amazing, and
some hear of him
as amazing, while
others, even after
hearing about him,
cannot understand
him at all.
Bhagavad-gita 2.29

subtle ego death every time we falsely identify with the temporary.
Wisdom teachers, therefore, continually remind us to focus on our
eternal, unchanging, ontological identity. As spiritual beings, our true
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Comparative Religion
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It seems a natural instinct to measure success by comparing and

In actuality, there is no need to compare. Everyone has been divinely

competing with others. When Srila Prabhupada met a top Japanese

endowed with distinctive abilities. As we learn to complement each

manager at the Dai Nippon Press, he asked him what his goal in life

other’s unique personalities and cooperate to bring out the best in

was. Without saying a word, the corporate cat reached for the stack

people, then everyone can simultaneously achieve their full potential

of business cards of all his acquaintances, carefully removed his own

and find fulfilment.

card from the bottom of the pile, and triumphantly slammed it on the
top! He smiled at the Swami. The message was loud and clear. Often,
this competitive desire to ‘be the best’ can carry over into our divine
pursuit. We mentally create a spiritual CV and proceed to judge our
success based on the achievements, recognition and respect that we can
build up within our spiritual circle. Admittedly, we often find security,
reassurance and self-worth in convincing ourselves how much better
we are than others.

Everyone in an orchestra has an important part to play. The role that
each instrumentalist plays, however, is not as important as the final
musical composition. In the same way, the measure of our spiritual
success is not in the external achievements and the recognition that we
gain along the journey, but rather in the internal development of purity
and selflessness that we are ultimately striving for. Thus, instead of
comparing with others, let us compare within ourselves, so that we can
continually improve, develop and refine the content of our character.

The reality of this mentality, however, is that it stifles personal growth,
damages relationships and eventually leaves us feeling empty and
dissatisfied. When we measure ourselves as ‘better’ than others we
develop pride and complacency. We cement ourselves in an illusory
picture of progress far beyond where we’re really at. Furthermore,
when we see others excel and surpass us it can feel threatening and
discouraging. It dents our ego and we constantly live in fear. A wisdom
teacher once said: “it takes a great person to feel sorry in someone else’s
suffering, but an even greater person to feel genuinely happy in someone else’s
success.”
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Motherly Love
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It’s easy to take mothers for granted. In an attempt to estimate the

satisfaction and fulfilment which otherwise remains elusive. While

monetary value of ‘motherly love,’ some researchers spent a week

this may be hard to conceive of, the living example of magnanimous

following around one such mother. She took the kids to school, so they

mothers gives us an insight into what selflessness really is. Ask any

calculated how much a taxi driver would cost. She cooked breakfast,

mother and they know the satisfaction they feel.

lunch and dinner so they approximated the wage of a cook. The mother
also played the role of a cleaner, psychologist, accountant and nurse to
name but a few. They calculated the overtime the mother put in, and
how she would often go on for years without any time off (even on
family holidays she was fully on-call). After crunching the numbers,
they discovered that to employ such a mother would set you back in
the region of £150,000 a year!
That, however, doesn’t tell you the full story; the quality of the job is

Srila Prabhupada explained how the love between mother and child
is the purest form of love found in this world. How wonderful if we
could take some moments to remember this, foster a mood of gratitude,
and reproduce that selfless spirit in our relationship with God, and
all spiritual beings around us. It would change our life, and it would
surely change the world.
Disclaimer: I am sure many fathers also fit the above descriptions :)

what really stands out. The service of a mother is selfless and unceasing.
They don’ stipulate any expectation in return for their services, and
are delighted when offered the opportunity to go beyond the call of
duty. What to speak of receiving benefits, even when children act in
irrational and ungrateful ways, the mother happily continues to serve.
Their service unfailingly continues day after day, and even when the
child becomes a grown adult the outpouring of motherly love doesn’t
subside.
Ancient scriptures explain how our actions towards God and all living
beings should mirror this level of selflessness. By offering our lives
in service, unmotivated and uninterrupted, we experience profound
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Conflict Resolution
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Communal living with thirty monks isn’t easy. We may dress in a

there is conflict, instead of running away in frustration and creating

uniform way and don the same haircut, but you probably couldn’t find

emotional distance, I am forcing myself to communicate and actively

a more diverse group of people living in such close quarters. We have

try to resolve differences. It can be awkward and humbling, but it’s

monks from five different continents, all with distinct personality traits,

good to talk.

varied psychophysical natures and a unique approach to their spiritual
development. As you can imagine, there are sometimes differences of
opinion! But I guess relationships in any context come with their own
complexities. Husband and wife, manager and employee, teacher and
student, brothers and sisters, university house-mates – where there
are people, there is bound to be friction. Forming genuine and deep
relationships is thorny, complex and testing. But those relationships
stand as the most valuable assets in our lives.

I am coming to realise that the people around me, namely parents,
friends, critics, mentors, and others, are not simply there by chance.
Whatever the tensions, these are the people that providence has
arranged for me to relate with, and these are the relationships that
will help me develop into the person I want to become. I am trying to
appreciate how everyone around me is having a contribution in my life.
They all have the potential to create spiritual transformation within me,
knowingly or unknowingly. I hope I will work through the difficulties,

Recently, I have increased my meditation on developing tolerance,

invest in my relationships, and not frustratingly opt out and gravitate

humility and appreciation, knowing that such traits are the key to

towards impersonalism.

connecting with people on a higher level. I am trying to develop a
broader mind-set and approach in my day-to-day dealings. When
someone’s actions anger me, I am trying to understand what is causing
them to act in that way and what the hidden history is. Usually my
anger subsides, and I gain greater insight into human emotions and
responses. When someone falls short of my expectations, I am trying to
reassess the legitimacy of my demands, and simultaneously appreciate
whatever efforts and endeavours they have made. It helps put things in
perspective, and offers hope for improvement and progression. When
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Soul Mates
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We all need help on our spiritual journey. Without the encouragement,

anger, lust and envy. When we are with spiritualists we are constantly

support and good advice of spiritual friends how can one continue?

reminded of how much we are personally falling short. Feelings of guilt

It would be a case of one small loner trying to hold off a tidal wave!

and failure can make us leave our spiritual friendships. Instead, we opt

Unfortunately, however, I regularly encounter sincere spiritual

for the easier option of relationships where we cover these things up,

practitioners who have given up on their spiritual friendships. Many

brush them under the carpet, or not really give them a second thought.

have frankly told me that they found more integrity, morality, kindness,

Spiritual friends often act like a mirror that reveals what we are really

and love in their previous relationships with nonspiritual family and

like. That can be uncomfortable and uninspiring. But instead of being

friends. They hoped that their friendships in spiritual circles would

scared and disappointed by what we see, we should feel empowered

be deeper, warmer and more loving. Regrettably, they never really

by the fact that we can learn where we need to improve and how we

experienced that. Why would ‘material’ relationships seem more intimate

can advance on our spiritual journey.

than friendships amongst spiritualists?

Thirdly, spiritualists also have personalities. Even amongst those who

Firstly, in the material world the standard bar is ‘every man for himself.’

follow one path, there are a multitude of different approaches and

Anyone who rises a little above that stands out as a great friend. In

moods. After all, the spiritual world is full of variety. It may take some

spiritual circles, however, the standard bar is ‘selflessness, humility

time, but with sincere desire, determination and discrimination, one

and tolerance.’ Thus, it’s easy to see the faults in others, constantly

will be able to find like-minded spiritual friends to connect deeply with.

measuring how much they fall short of the standard, all the while
forgetting that they are amazing souls striving for an amazing standard.
Our expectations of others on the path may be too high, and thus we
feel frustrated, let down and cheated when we observe their character.
Patience is essential since spiritual friendships are formed over time.

Spiritual friendships are based around an eternal truth, an eternal world
and an eternal connection. No matter how intimate the relationships
of this world may seem, they will always be circumstantial and timebound. Real soul mates have to connect on the level of the soul.

We are all ‘works in progress’ and therefore we cannot expect utopia
amongst even sincere seekers of the truth.
Secondly, spiritual friendships force us to grow beyond our own pride,
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Organised Chaos
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When driving in India anything goes. No speed limits, no lane

learnt how to live a life of organised chaos. Bottling everything up, it’s

discipline, no right of way - do what you want, just make sure you horn

often a case of smiling faces but parched hearts.

so that everyone’s aware of you! Once, on a busy Indian carriageway,
I witnessed a head-on collision, causing both vehicles serious damage.
As the two drivers emerged unscathed, they came face-to-face and
began debating whose fault it was. There was a loud argument, fiery
gesticulation and a crowd of excited onlookers who shouted out their
‘two rupees’ worth. Within a few minutes, however, they came to some
resolution, headed for a tea stall, and sat down together for a good
old natter as though they were the best of friends! It was an incredible
sight! No animosity, no grudges, no bad feeling. It taught me something
about their culture: chaos on the outside, calm on the inside.

A self-development guru once held up a glass of water in front of her
audience. While everyone was expecting the usual ‘glass half empty,
glass half full’ exercise, she instead asked them how heavy the cup
was. The answers varied from 3 oz to 10 oz. She then explained that
the volume of the water is not what makes it heavy – rather it’s the
length of time for which we hold it. Similarly, everyone goes through
challenges, anger, frustration and unrest in their life (the water in the
cup). Everyone has their fair share, but the problem occurs when we
carry these things and fail to let go. Good social structures allow people
to ‘get things off their chest’ and get on with life. That freedom of

Modern urban culture is often the complete opposite: orderly on the

expression helps keep things in perspective. We need to get things out

outside, but chaotic on the inside! We have complex infrastructure,

in the open and free up some internal breathing space, lest we choke

documented rules for everything and refined social niceties that govern

our consciousness and become emotionally stifled.

day-to-day dealings. External social intercourse may be prim and
proper, but many individuals experience huge chaos within. People are
often reticent to reveal their hearts, and instead lock up things within,
causing destructive emotions to brew up and eventually surface in
unhealthy ways.
While modern urban culture may have succeeded in organising society
into a well-oiled machine, there are clear deficiencies in the areas of
community, relationships and meaningful human interaction. We’ve
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Get Rich Quick
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On recent travels, I’ve had quite a few interesting conversations with

material temptations, we end up ‘spending’ our wealth and stunting

the old and wise. Just last week I met an 82 year-old retired banker. We

our spiritual growth. Thus, by following the basic spiritual practices

conversed about his life journey, the ups and downs, the twists and

and remaining conscious and alert to avoid impulsive and imprudent

turns, and the pearls of wisdom that he had gathered in the process.

acts, we can become spiritually rich very quickly.

The conversation came to the topic of money. He looked at me and
exclaimed, “After all these years I have found the sure way to become rich!”
Intrigued, I gave him my full attention. “Most people think that you have
to earn a lot of money to become rich” he said, “but actually they’ve got it all
wrong!” “So what’s the secret?” I eagerly inquired. “The secret is that you
don’t have to earn lots of money to become rich, just be damn sure you don’t
spend any of it!” Interesting perspective indeed! While financial pundits
may dispute his miserly mentality, I instead reflected on the spiritual
significance of his words.

From another perspective, his statement reminded me that spiritual
and material successes depend on completely different parameters. In
the material field one has to be calculative, cunning and crude. One has
to be on guard and defend his position. The ancient wisdom traditions,
however, were based on completely different paradigms. A spiritual
life is a life of giving, a life of magnanimity, generosity, kindness and
goodwill. As we aim to help others solve their problems, our problems
become solved automatically. If we share knowledge and help to
educate others, we become genuinely wise and realised ourselves. If

From one perspective his statement made sense. On our life journey

we endeavour to bring out the best in others, then God surely brings

we gather so much spiritual wealth and credit through our meditation,

out the best in us. And ultimately, if we distribute spirituality in the

study of wisdom, service to others and ritual observances. When

world, our own internal stock exponentially grows. There is no harm

we live around spiritual people and associate within a devotional

at all in spending. In fact, spending and investing in others is the sure

community it’s inevitable that we are regularly drawn into spiritually

way to become rich!

significant acts. We can earn considerable spiritual credit without even
being aware of it. Unfortunately, however, we may be unknowingly
squandering that wealth through our negligence and insensitivity
in other areas. If we are critical and judgmental, speak harshly and
fail in our consideration of others, or fall prey to carnal desires and
172

173

Saintly Connections
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One of our monks recently made a transition back into the ‘real world.’

are sufficient. The good wishes, blessings and encouragement of the

After some years of monastic discipline he felt it was time to adopt a

saintly people, however, are a vital ingredient in spiritual success. Just

new lifestyle based around family, career and worldly responsibility.

as many lenses within a telescope bring an object within sight, similarly,

He recently went for an interview, convinced it was his big break.
Upon returning that very evening, he was entirely unimpressed, as he

the more spiritualists we can serve and please, the closer our cherished
goal will be.

exclaimed “in this world it’s not about what you know, it’s about who you

But who is a true saint? The Bhagavad-gita explains that such persons

know.” No prizes for guessing he didn’t get the job! We’ve seen it time

are not stereotyped. They may have an institutional position, or

and time again - even if one is incompetent, unreliable, temperamental,

maybe not. They may be recognised by many people and famed in

and all-in-all quite a weak candidate, they may still get the job if

spiritual circles, or maybe not. They may be erudite, scholarly and

they have the right connections. Those who have achieved a sense of

philosophically astute, or maybe not. They may be renounced, austere

competence or recognition in their field can use this power to make up

and free from worldly responsibility, or maybe not.

for someone else’s shortcomings.

The one essential quality of the truly saintly person is their enthusiastic,

You may be interested to know that there is a transcendental version

dedicated and unwavering conviction to selflessly serve. They exist to

of this corrupt system. In our endeavours for spiritual purity, the

give happiness to others. It is these great souls who we should seek to

blessings of saintly personalities can make up for our individual

please, for their spiritual prowess can overflow onto us, and their good

deficiencies and failings. The Catholics have their bishops, the Muslims

wishes can attract divine attention.

have their imams, the Hindus have their gurus, and the Jews have
their rabbis. We look to the saintly for inspiration, encouragement and
recommendation. Based on their intimate connection with God, we
trust in their ability to petition Him on our behalf. Through humble
words and acts we directly or indirectly implore them - “put in a good
word for me.” Many are suspicious of investing their faith in other
humans beings while others feel their own conviction and endeavours
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Soft Love
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At 7.30am every morning, the temple residents and community gather

philosopher bathes in the credit of insight, originality and wisdom. The

for philosophical discussion. This morning’s speaker was emphasising

celebrity enjoys the credit of fame, fortune and adoration. The politician

how insignificant we are. It seems to be a running theme through the

wants the credit of power and control. Even an ‘average Joe’ will clutch

scriptures, with innumerable stories and passages reminding us not to

onto something unique which, at least he thinks, makes him stand out

over-rate ourselves.

from the crowd. In a variety of ingenious ways, we try to experience the

A celebrated verse recommends we think ourselves lower than the

supremacy and distinction that God embodies.

straw in the street. We’re told to string that thought on a thread and

It is the meek and humble demeanour of an advanced spiritualist,

wear it constantly around our neck. A saintly monk’s natural humility

however, that opens the doors to experience the sweetness of love. The

causes him to genuinely believe himself more insignificant than an

heart, hardened by pride and ego, needs to be broken down. If not, it

insect rummaging within the excrement of an animal. Another passage

will block the flow of spontaneous love.

elucidates that the size of the soul is 1/10000th the tip of a hair! That’s
quite small! I don’t know of many spiritual traditions where this
vision of insignificance becomes such a predominant meditation and
cultivation. Isn’t it depressing? What’s the need?

One inspirational personality, who still lives in the holy village of
Vrindavana, would regularly observe the sugar cane being grounded
down to a juice extract in a big-wheeled machine. One day, while
seeing the vendor in action, he penned a beautiful prayer: “May the

Truth be told, we often think the world revolves around us. In my

hard, crushing wheel of life, extract some genuine humility from my offence

youth, I vividly remember thinking that I was the only one alive and

hardened heart. May the nectar of that sweet humility give rise to pure love of

that everyone else around me was simply a robot. I really believed it

Krishna.” The world and all its experiences are expertly engineered to

was true. Nowadays my head tells me different, but my heart still holds

soften our heart and mould our consciousness. There’s no escaping it;

on to that worldview. We’re easily convinced that there is something

love and humility go hand in hand.

extra special about ourselves.
Don’t be surprised to catch yourself playing ‘God’ even when you
know better. The scientist seeks the credit of universal explanation. The
176

177

Willing & Able
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Various leadership responsibilities, such as manager, mother or mentor,

Allen Ginsberg, the beat poet who was at the cutting edge of the

offer us the privileged opportunity to assist people to excel. Though the

counter culture, beautifully summarised Srila Prabhupada’s leadership

most rewarding role in life, they all come with a good dose of frustration

approach; patience, humour and regiment were the essential

and annoyance. How many times has your sincere and informed advice been

ingredients in cooking up the revolution: “Swami Bhaktivedanta came to

received with unresponsiveness and neglect? What to do when faced with

the USA and went swiftly to the archetype spiritual neighbourhood, the New

ingratitude and irrationality? How long should one persevere? At what point

York Lower East Side, and installed intact an ancient, perfectly preserved piece

should you just ’leave them to it’? Sensing the appropriate time to let go is

of street India. He adorned a storefront as his ashram and adored Krishna

one of the most important elements in any leader’s job description – it

therein and by patience and good humor, singing, chanting and expounding

should be neither premature, nor delayed.

Sanskrit terminology day by day established Krishna consciousness in the

While making that call, here’s something to consider: for someone to
change, they need to be willing and able. Sometimes people are able

psychedelic (mind manifesting) center of America East. To choose to attend to
the Lower East Side, what kindness and humility and intelligence!”

but not willing. This inertia is essentially a motivation issue since we’ve
failed to ‘sell’ the idea to them. Intimidation and criticism are neither
effective nor sustainable – we must generate genuine inspiration,
willingness and drive. Other times, people are willing but not able.
They want to do it, but they just don’t know how. The best leaders
don’t shy away from the hard work that goes into walking through an
experience with someone. It’s not just about charismatic speeches and
fantastic visions, but systematic empowerment, frontline mentoring,
and one-to-one face-time investment.
We must know what we’re dealing with – the key to progression is to
understand the block.
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Attention or Attachment
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Without giving attention to and genuinely caring about relationships,

that an attentive person is not passionate or emotionally involved, but

situations and aspirations, how can we achieve any real traction in life?

everything is tempered by wisdom and knowledge.

Where the attention goes, energy flows, and results invariably show.
Simultaneously, however, wisdom teachers constantly remind us to
remain detached and aloof; everything in this world is a fleeting reality
destined for destruction at the ruthless hands of time. We are building
castles in the sand. So what’s the balance? When does genuine concern and
responsibility evolve into an unhealthy attachment? How can we identify the
extremes of over-zealous endeavour and irresponsible aloofness? Is it possible

Eternal VS Temporary – An attentive person is always awake to
the backdrop of spiritual reality, though living and functioning in
the material world. An attached person, however, engrossed and
entangled in their vision of this temporary life, is rendered oblivious
to the ‘bigger picture.’ Attentive people are undoubtedly practical, but
simultaneously completely transcendental!

to cultivate a spiritually elevated consciousness, and simultaneously remain
completely down to earth?
There is a clear difference between being attentive and being attached.
Endeavour VS Result – An attentive person invests energy in crafting
a perfect endeavour, doing everything within their control to make the
best attempt possible. This is their measure of success. An attached
person, however, evaluates success based on the outcome and result.
An attentive person is not indifferent to the results, but simply uses
them to understand how they can refine and improve their endeavour.
Intelligence VS Emotion – An attentive person is driven to act by
spiritual intelligence, clearly understanding the need and purpose
behind their endeavour. An attached person, however, is driven by
fleeting emotions and is therefore flickering in determination. It’s not
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The Wrongs of Being Right
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We are surrounded by imperfection. Sages rubber-stamp the world as

internal upgrades that we require. Remember that correcting someone

an ocean of faults, where hypocrisy hits an all-time high. In this climate,

is a service and it should therefore facilitate the evolution of our own

you don’t have to look far to catch someone doing something amiss,

humility and progressive spiritual consciousness.

though they’re often completely oblivious to it! I guess it’s difficult to
see the picture when you are inside the frame. Thus, for someone who
has a little bit of knowledge and is somewhat observant, life is replete
with a plethora of opportunities to correct other people. And, truth be
told, we do like to be right. The urge to rightfully correct someone,
however, must be exercised with caution.

There you have the wrongs of being right – we neither helped the
individual, nor did we help ourselves. Life is not about being right,
it’s about doing right. It’s not simply an objective call, but an internal
mood. They look similar, but are oceans apart. Too many times, we fall
into the trap of being right, but doing wrong. It can break people, it can
break us and it can break relationships. When issues need addressing,

Will they digest it? Even if you are right, and even if your feedback is

we should consider the array of alternative ways to ‘get the message

beneficial, deeply consider whether the person will actually be able to

across.’ Question is, do we have the patience and sensitivity to employ

take it. When we know they can’t digest it, yet our overwhelming urge

them?

drives us to force-feed them, we actually do a disservice. It’s another
type of violence because our inconsiderate communication of the truth
cements them further in their illusion. People raise their defences and
become stubbornly unwilling to change. Remember that correcting
someone is a service – its ultimate aim is to assist and encourage that
person to grow.
Will you digest it? The process of correction can awaken our own
pride and ego. As soon as we offer some words of advice, even though
spot on, we automatically place ourselves in a superior position. We
assume the position of a teacher. This sense of superiority can easily
create an illusion and pride, which diverts our attention from the
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Split personality
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Many of us on the spiritual path lead double lives. While being careful to

and lament their illusory pursuits for pleasure, foreseeing the frustration

avoid the image of an uptight, conservative, religious nerd, there is the

that comes from seeking substance in the shadow. Everyone has their

danger that we end up hiding our spirituality and even compromising

own take on life. I guess the most important thing for a spiritualist is

our principles, just to fit into the crowd.

to come to terms with who they really are. There comes a point when

In the beginning, people may well appreciate the added spiritual
dimension to life, but when ones interest grows, commitment deepens
and priorities begin to change, that’s when the alarm bells start to

you realise that life is too short to put up false pretences and masks.
If you’re not comfortable with yourself, we can’t really expect anyone
else to be.

ring. Parents are happy with the morality and values that spirituality

Interestingly, as a spiritualist matures, he is not only unaffected by the

brings, but later they fear you may become too detached from the

scepticism of others, but by his conviction and inspiration he can often

world, lose your drive for success and renounce your duties towards

influence and transform those very same people. Going to a deeper

the family. Friends think it’s cool and funky to ’think deeper,’ but later

level, we realise we’re not that different to others after all. Everyone,

they complain that you’ve changed and how your company no longer

despite their desires, aspirations and goals in life, are all actually

stimulates them. How do we balance our spiritual journey with our worldly

looking for the same things – peace, love, achievement, relationships,

relationships? Is it possible to maintain your principles without becoming a

and security. The only difference is that we are all looking in different

social outcaste?

places. In this way, a spiritualist need not see himself as a black sheep,

In the second chapter of the Bhagavad-gita, Krishna explains: “what is
night for all beings is the time of awakening for the self-controlled; and the time
of awakening for all beings is night for the introspective sage.” Once, when
asked for an explanation of this verse, Srila Prabhupada replied: “they

standing out like a sore thumb in society. Rather they can be likened
to a drop of red ink thrown into a pool of water – by boldly taking the
plunge and confidently expressing themselves, they will colourfully
enrich the lives of everyone around them.

think you are crazy and you think they are crazy!”
Materialists look at spiritualists and pity what they see as a conservative
life of self-denial and childish fairy-tale. Spiritualists look at materialists
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Hear the Unheard
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Looks can be deceiving, and often far from the full story. It is said

listening. But he heard no sounds other than those he had already

that one who laughs too much, even at small and insignificant things,

heard. Then one morning, as the prince sat silently beneath the trees,

may well be harbouring dissatisfaction and sorrow within. A person

he started to discern faint sounds unlike those he had ever heard

who feels impelled to keep talking and communicating, could be

before. The more acutely he listened, the clearer the sounds became. A

experiencing loneliness and lack of meaningful camaraderie. The

feeling of enlightenment enveloped the boy. “These must be the sounds

insensitivity and harshness that individuals exhibit, is often connected

the master wished me to discern,” he reflected. When prince T’ai returned

to an internal weakness and existential insecurity. Some people seem to

to the temple, the master asked him what more he had heard. “Master,”

be compulsive critics and chronic faultfinders – there is a good chance

responded the prince reverently,” when I listened more intently, I could

that they are suffering from spiritual stagnation and a lack of personal

hear the unheard – the sound of flowers opening, the sound of the sun warming

growth. Interesting and revealing. Instead of reacting to people’s words

the earth, and the sound of the grass drinking the morning dew.” The master

and acts, it helps to invest some time and energy in understanding

nodded approvingly. “To hear the unheard,” remarked Pan Ku, “is a

what’s behind them. We must traverse the invisible world in order to

necessary discipline to be a good ruler.” Powerful and poignant.

hear the unheard.

Deepening our spiritual consciousness empowers us to read the hidden

Back in the third century A.D., King Ts’ao sent his son, Prince T’ai,

story. Otherwise, we hear but don’t really hear. The Bhagavata Purana

to learn leadership lessons under the great master Pan Ku. Upon

also talks of one who sees but doesn’t really see (pasyan api na pasyati).

arrival, the master sent him alone to the Ming-Li Forest, instructing

We must listen closely to people’s hearts, hearing their feelings un-

him to return and describe the sounds of the tropics. When Prince T’ai

communicated, pains unexpressed, and complaints not spoken of.

returned, he began his description. “Master,” said the prince, “I could

Relationships break down when we mechanically react to someone

hear the cuckoos sing, the leaves rustle, the hummingbirds hum, the crickets

else’s superficial words and instinctive actions. We must penetrate

chirp, the grass blow, the bees buzz, and the wind whisper and holler.” Wholly

beyond so we can ascertain the true opinions, feelings and desires of

unimpressed, the master sent him back to the forest and told him to

the people we relate to. Only then can we achieve substantial growth

stay there for a year!

and make real progress.

For days and nights on end, the young prince sat alone in the forest
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Free to Think
Exploring the big questions

Free Will
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We may wonder why it isn’t blatantly obvious that God exists. How can

one must progress beyond the intellectual. The higher dimensional

masses of people miss the most crucial aspect of existence? Why is there even a

methodology involves a transcendental exchange with God.

shadow of doubt? Wouldn’t such an astounding divine reality shine out above
and beyond everything else? The Vedic teachings offer an alternative
perspective. It’s actually an amazing exhibition of God’s ingenuity to
create the possibility of atheism. God designs the world in such a way
that people can argue Him out of the equation! He leaves room for
explanations that (at least externally) seem to coherently explain the
universe in purely mechanistic terms. In other words, He doesn’t make
it a completely ludicrous proposition to not believe in Him.

Great teachers have documented
a sensible process of devotional
practice

that

culminates

in

divine love. Scientific, calculated
spiritual practices (in Sanskrit,
sadhana-bhakti)

performed

with enthusiasm, patience and
determination, usher one towards

There is an element of force in intellectually cornering someone. If

the spiritual reality. Eventually,

you were obliged to believe in something it would be difficult to

we are able to relate to God, just as

simultaneously pour your heart into it. Thus, since God is ultimately

we would relate to anyone around

interested in pure and unmotivated loving relationships, He endows

us. That’s the real proof that we’re

us with independence and offers an array of options. That said, He

all looking for.

Thus I have
explained to you
knowledge still
more conﬁdential.
Deliberate on this
fully, and then do
what you wish to
do.
Bhagavad-gita 18.63

does also present a persistent spiritual philosophy, which cements
His ontological position as God in no uncertain terms. Ancient
scriptures provide an in-depth analysis of creation, consciousness and
the workings of Mother Nature. They clearly establish that belief in a
higher reality is scientifically credible and logically coherent.
While one remains on the intellectual platform, however, there will
always be a ping-pong of arguments to consider. There will still be some
lingering doubts. Hesitancy will remain. To become truly convinced
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Cosmic Management
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Whilst studying for my degree at UCL, I was obligated to read numerous

So the fact that we can’t see God creating and maintaining this

books on effective management. As I browsed some old notes an

universe may not be a disqualification, but rather credit to His expert

interesting quote caught my attention. “The best manager is one who

organisational proficiency. He manages the material universes

manages so well that you can’t even see him, and you don’t even know he is

remotely, whilst spending quality time in the spiritual realm intimately

there.” Krishna, the speaker of the Bhagavad-gita, explains in that

relating to His loving devotees.

ancient dialogue exactly how He manages the entire cosmos. Citing the
analogy of a necklace, He explains how the universal affairs are actually
resting upon Him, just as pearls are strung upon a thread. The thread is
the

essential

binding

factor,

maintaining

the

necklace

and

simultaneously giving it form and shape. Interestingly, however, the
thread remains entirely invisible to our eyes.

O conqueror of wealth, there is no truth
superior to Me. Everything rests upon Me,
as pearls are strung on a thread.
Bhagavad-gita 7.7

People yearn for a direct experience and perception of things. The
fact that we cannot see God at work, that He is not manifest in person
before our eyes, relating to us face-to-face, seems to be a big sticking
point. Show me God, and then I’ll believe in Him, the sceptics posit.
Even according to the management gurus of the 21st century, however,
God would be a pretty average manager if He was frantically running
around in front of us directing everything.
If you look at the top CEOs in the modern business world, they setup
a managerial hierarchy and then take a back seat, allowing things to
function effortlessly without their direct day-to-day involvement.
You’ll probably find them relaxing at the golf course with their friends.
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Google VS God
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Think of someone you go to when you need help, someone who is

While technology undoubtedly enhances aspects of our lives, solves

always available, someone who has all the answers, and someone who

certain problems and brings a sense of security, it cannot replace

never gets angry or frustrated. Yes, I’m sure you’ve guessed it... Google!

the deep yearning for spiritual connection. The discoveries and

Those of you who were thinking of God are just old fashioned and out-

innovations of modern science are definitely praiseworthy and notable.

of-touch! Google now logs two billion searches every day, which

That said, the notion that such

translates to around 300 million users. According to internet trends, the

advancements have replaced the

term ‘Google’ is searched for more than the terms ‘God’, ‘Jesus’, ‘Allah’,

need for spirituality is not only

‘Buddha’, ‘Christianity’, ‘Islam’, ‘Buddhism’ and ‘Judaism’ combined.

erroneous, but quite frankly a

There is now a ‘Church of Google’ and they even have a list of

little arrogant and big-headed.

commandments that they follow!

As spiritual beings, our number

Unfortunately, the reality is that Google does fall short in key areas. The
popular search engine undoubtedly provides access to a storehouse
of information collected through the study and research of millions
of people. Even the combination of a million human brains, however,
will struggle to grasp transcendental realities beyond the experience
of the mind and senses. Though Google has the ability to answer a
multitude of queries, when it comes to establishing a personal, loving
and meaningful relationship with its users, the search engine flunks.
Google may have backed up its servers and arranged emergency power
supplies, but it’s definitely not eternal, immortal or omnipresent; we

one priority is to reawaken our
true sense of self, inner happiness
and relationship with God. To the
extent that technology aids us in
our personal spiritual journey,
and simultaneously helps us to
communicate such knowledge to
the world, we gratefully accept
its utility. Otherwise, we are quite
happy to do without.

Bhagavad-gita 9.18

have all experienced the volatility of modern technology. Don’t get me
wrong, I’m a Google fan, but it clearly fails in key areas of God’s job
description.
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I am the goal, the
sustainer, the
master, the witness,
the abode, the
refuge, and the most
dear friend. I am
the creation and the
annihilation, the
basis of everything,
the resting place
and the eternal seed.
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Faithless
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Someone recently referred to me as a ‘man of faith.’ I detected the

safe and secure. Yet even that is a farce, since everyone, regardless of

condescending tone in his speech. It was, I’m pretty sure, a subtle put-

their ontological worldview, is impelled to put faith in something lest

down. Faith is often frowned upon in modern society – savvy people

we’re rendered entirely dysfunctional.

consider it unscientific, sentimental, primitive and a sign of weakness.
Believe in what you see, they say, and take charge of destiny by shaping
life on your own abilities and strength. It’s a psychological approach
developing from reductionist science, which aims to explain everything
within mechanistic and empirical parameters. It’s quite apt that the net
result of ‘reductionism’ is to severely limit and impair our experience
of life.

The great saint, Visvanatha Cakravarti, reminds his students where
they should begin: adau sraddha – “in the beginning there must be faith.”
Faith is the foundation of our spiritual life, and the Sanskrit word for
it literally means “to put your heart into something.” As we deepen our
faith, and endeavour with heartfelt conviction, an ordinary life morphs
into a transcendental drama of magic and miracles. Gradually, we
begin to realise how much we’ve limited ourselves over the years!

Faith is, without doubt, the most beautiful, extraordinary and
empowering quality in existence. Without it, the world would be

Time and time again, we see how faith opens doors to the unknown.

A faithful man who is dedicated to
transcendental knowledge and who
subdues his senses is eligible to achieve
such knowledge, and having achieved it
he quickly attains the supreme spiritual
peace.

Investment of faith is a part of our natural psychology, and in cultured

Bhagavad-gita 4.39

dull, dull, dull. Life would be restricted to the boundaries of our own
rationale and perception - pretty limited indeed. People say faith
doesn’t make sense, but that’s exactly why it makes miracles. Someone
believed there was something beyond ‘the odds.’ Someone knew there
was a power and inspiration more profound than his own. Someone
had the humility and wisdom to tap into a higher source of strength.

societies it grows organically. Unfortunately, regular exploitation and
abuse of faith has promoted scepticism and suspicion as the orders of
the day. To live by your own judgement and discrimination is seen as
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Problem of Rocks
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Over the years, a multitude of creative arguments have been formed to

limits. Therefore we tend to approach the divine with these same

undermine the existence of God. Dissecting the fundamental qualities

boxed conceptions, and thus fail to recognise that the spiritual reality

of the divine, namely omniscience, omnipotence and benevolence,

is beyond the dimensional limits that regulate our daily functioning. In

philosophers have attempted to demonstrate the logical impossibility

the spiritual strata, power is not static, it is ever increasing. Personality

of any being accommodating them. One argument, coined the ‘problem

is ever developing. The relationships are ever fresh, and the happiness

of rocks,’ supposedly exposes the paradoxicality of omnipotence, or the

derived from such interactions is like an expanding ocean. Thus, since

existence of an all-powerful entity.

there is nothing static about the spiritual paradigm, it will always prove

The theist is presented with a dilemma: Can God create a rock so heavy that
he cannot lift it? If God can create a rock that is so heavy that he cannot

problematic to try and box it within a material construct.

it!” That was the end of that conversation!

One should meditate upon the Supreme
Person as the one who knows everything,
as He who is the oldest, who is the
controller, who is smaller than the
smallest, who is the maintainer of
everything, who is beyond all material
conception, who is inconceivable, and who
is always a person. He is luminous like the
sun, and He is transcendental, beyond this
material nature.

The world we live in is characterised by boundaries, quantities and

Bhagavad-gita 8.9

lift it, then there is something that he cannot do, namely lift the rock in
question. If God cannot create a rock that is so heavy that he cannot lift
it, then there is something that he cannot do, namely create such a rock.
Therefore, either way, God falls short and if there is something that
He cannot do, then can He really be considered omnipotent? Clever
argument.
While many philosophers attempt to deconstruct the riddle with
linguistic arguments, Srila Prabhupada had his own original response.
When representatives from MENSA posed the same question to him in
the 1970’s, Prabhupada’s answer was simple, yet profound – “yes, He
can indeed create a rock so heavy that He cannot lift it... but then He can lift
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Absolute Knowledge
Life is hectic. Although I try to read spiritual literature on a daily basis,
quite often it’s just not possible. That investment, however, is absolutely
critical. In the Bhagavad-gita, Krishna uses a number of metaphors to
describe the power of transcendental knowledge (jnana).
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realm where unending and ever-increasing happiness is found.
Jnana-dipena – the lamp of knowledge. Walking in the dark is dangerous.
You struggle to reach your desired destination and in the process you
get a few painful knocks. The lamp of knowledge acts to warn us of the

Jnana-agni – the fire of knowledge. We enter this world with a karmic

possible obstacles and impediments that we may encounter in this dark

‘bank balance.’ Day-to-day experiences are not just random occurrences

realm. Amidst so many worldly demands, the lamp of knowledge also

or token challenges disposed by an insensitive God who wants His

keeps our consciousness awake to the ultimate goal of life, ensuring

subjects to suffer. Rather, the purpose of karma is educational. You

we reach the correct destination at the end of our sojourn in this world.

could call it cosmic sensitivity training. Experiences and events are
meant to teach us a better way to live and interact with the world.
If one, however, accrues such understanding by reading books, and
imbibes such knowledge within themselves, then such karma is not
required. Thus, knowledge is described as the fire that can burn up all
of one’s karmic reactions.

Jnana-asina – the sword of knowledge. Leave your garden unattended
for a year and weeds will start taking over. The longer you leave them,
the harder they are to uproot. After a while, you may just give up.
Similarly, the garden of spirituality will have its fair share of weeds
in the form of doubts and fears. Am I missing out on something? Have I
made the right decisions? Will I be able to continue on this path for the rest of

Jnana-plava – the boat of knowledge. The world we live in is compared to

my life? Leave those doubts unattended and they’ll become more and

an ocean. We may occasionally go for a dip, but eventually we need to

more deep-rooted. Thus, knowledge is compared to a sword which

return to our natural habitat - salt water and dangerous aquatics make

cuts through the doubts, and helps one remain determined and fixed

things a little uncomfortable. Similarly, although there is undoubtedly

on their spiritual journey.

some pleasure in this world, nobody can escape the harsh realities.
There are distresses caused by one’s own body and mind, distresses
caused by other living beings and distresses caused by nature. Spiritual
knowledge is the boat which protects one from the sufferings of this
oceanic world and simultaneously carries one towards the spiritual
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Good Humans
We recently returned from the annual pilgrimage to Glastonbury. The
iconic music festival has a remarkable history. What began 40 years ago
with one-pound tickets, free milk, and a few thousand people, has now
grown to a tented city of 180,000 people, high profile performances
and media coverage bringing an audience of tens of millions. What has
remained, however, is the sense of idealism, activism, counter culture
and an ‘outside the box’ approach. It’s a refreshing contrast to an
otherwise conformist world, and I did indeed have several interesting
conversations in my short weekend stay there.
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crescendo: “for me, humanity is divine, and divinity is redundant!”
I appreciated his heartfelt presentation, but, as you can imagine, I
wasn’t quite convinced. For many, the horrors of the world, constant
wars, injustice, crime and suffering through the centuries, can only
signal the supreme triumph of atheism. After all, who could believe in
God in the face of such horrifying acts of violence and brutality? Many
more, however, would argue that it is humanity, devoid of genuine
spirituality and metaphysical grounding, which creates such problems.
Indeed, humanity has been responsible for the most acute moral, social

At approximately 2.00am on Sunday morning a fairy entered our tent.

and political catastrophes in history. Sometimes it was humanity that

Well, he was actually an East Anglian insurance broker and father-

was supposedly inspired by God, and sometimes it was humanity that

of-three who was in costume for the weekend. We sat down and

was entirely and utterly atheistic. The common denominator, however,

spontaneously began exchanging our thoughts on life, the universe

in the problem: humanity, not divinity.

and everything. He appreciated our spiritual contribution, charitable
disposition and jolly approach, but confessed he wasn’t a ‘believer.’
He identified himself as humanist, suggesting that people could live
happy and meaningful lives through open communication, strong
morals, and healthy criticism, without any need for metaphysical or
spiritual belief.

We are innately good, but that goodness is only activated through
genuine spirituality. We are good, only when we know who we really
are. True goodness rests upon a profound and broad understanding of
ourselves, the universe, and its ultimate purpose. History repeatedly
shows that the net result of atheism (and superficial religious belief for
that matter) is that we inevitably sink into immorality and selfishness.

He found no grounds on which to believe in God or religion. Rather,

Attempts to foster goodness and purity on the material platform are

he said, “I believe in humanity – in man’s creative power, in man’s innate

neither universal nor sustainable.

goodness, in man’s endeavour to better the world through discovery, discussion,
honest hard work and love.” Passionately gesticulating he ended in a
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Double-Edged Sword
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The Bhagavad-gita likens knowledge to a sword (jnana-asina). Its sharp

It was Socrates who said that real education is not about filling up a

edge can lop off our doubts and give birth to firm conviction. Proceed

basket, but about rekindling a light from within. The sages who scribed

with caution, however, since the acquisition of knowledge comes

so many verses and offered the world so much knowledge, repeatedly

with great responsibility. If one neglects to cultivate the appropriate

warned us not to simply read the scriptures in a scholarly or academic

devotional disposition, the sword of knowledge can actually be misused

way, but understand the spirit and ‘call to action’ of the divine words.

in one’s spiritual journey. Ancient sages therefore placed immense
emphasis on the development of character, especially for those who
were receiving the gift of wise words.

A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada repeatedly stressed that real
education is character development. His name reminds us of the balance
we have to strike – ‘Bhaktivedanta’ means knowledge with devotion.

Knowledge without humility can cause one to falsely inflate their own

I’m seeking the company of those who have perfectly married these

spiritual status. Complacent and proud, their internal growth is stunted,

principles, for I fall short on both accounts. This is indeed the winning

leaving them highly susceptible to attacks of illusion. Knowledge

formula.

without compassion and empathy can render one insensitive,
condescending and judgmental. It can impair one’s vision of others,
and block them from having the necessary discernment to mediate
human relationships. Knowledge without a deep sense of selflessness
can lead to exploitation, manipulation and deviation, creating a crisis
of faith amongst unassuming followers. A leader is not ascertained
simply by how much he knows, but by who he is. Knowledge without
practical application can lead one into the deserts of dry philosophising
and mental gymnastics, falling way short of the incredible spiritual
experiences that come from walking the talk. Krishna stresses that one
who is actually in knowledge gives their heart and soul in the spirit of
service.
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Need of the Day
In his paper, ‘A theory of motivation,’ Abraham Maslow outlined the

of people, one may endeavour for spiritual perfection, and out of those who

famous ‘Hierarchy of Needs’ model. He explained that individuals are

have attained such perfection, only a rare few actually reawaken their personal

driven to pursue various things in life. Only when basic needs are met,

connection with the Supreme Truth.”

however, can one really begin to focus on higher pursuits. The climax
of one’s journey is ‘self-actualisation’ - the most satisfying and fulfilling
state of human existence. At that stage one recognises their purpose,
their meaning, their inner-calling and their true self.

We look for happiness on a variety of levels: through our bodily
faculties, through emotional gratification and through intelligence and
ego. Maslow’s first four levels deal with these external coverings. All
such attempts at happiness, however, do not touch the essence of our

The ‘Hierarchy of Needs’ starts with the most basic necessities of

being. Beyond the body, the mind, and the intelligence, is the spirit

human existence. We require food, clothing and shelter for our

soul. Only by identifying and ‘feeding’ the soul can we actually find

survival, and until we have them it’s difficult to consider anything

true fulfilment and happiness. To understand this, and realign our

else. Having acquired those items, we strive for security and safety

daily priorities accordingly, is real self-actualisation.

in that position. Thereafter, the individual begins to pursue emotional
fulfilment through relationships, family, community and a meaningful
bond with other people. They seek to share their life experiences with
others. Beyond that, one focuses on boosting their esteem through
achievements, distinction and recognition in society.
Having realised these four objectives, Maslow posited the final goal to
be ‘self-actualisation.’ At this stage, the individual seriously explores
the true meaning of life. They dig a little deeper, and search out the
profound meaning behind their existence. According to Maslow only
2% of the world’s population get anywhere near this stage.
In the Bhagavad-gita, Krishna tells Arjuna that “out of many thousands
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One but Different
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The Bhagavad-gita offers an interesting perspective on world religions.

Emphasis – different traditions and teachers may stress different things.

It explains that the various traditions all stem from a divine source, and

Our spiritual evolution requires complete refinement of character and

all offer the potential of spiritual elevation. The differences between

consciousness, and different traditions may well work on different

them are primarily in culture, ritual and expression, while the core

aspects of this. Thus, they may emphasise different points, but such

principles remain universal. Since the same message was taught

‘differences’ are a part of a broader harmony and master plan.

in different times, places and circumstances, the externals had to be
adapted – essentially, old wine in new bottles.

Interpretation – we understand the divine traditions through the
representatives of that faith. While this is perfectly natural, the teachers

While many can resonate with such an idea, there are also students

have to prove themselves as transparent and free from the propensity

and practitioners who would find such a stance difficult to digest. How

to insert their own ideas. ‘Differences’ may surface because we mistake

can we reconcile fundamental differences on philosophical points? How can

human opinions as gospel truths.

we overlook striking contradictions in the various accounts of history and
culture? Could this be a naive ‘new age’ attempt to avoid confrontation and
create peace, love and unity? Without a more detailed explanation, some may
say it’s a case of politically correct, but factually wrong.
How do we reconcile theological differences between paths that
supposedly stem from the same source
Context – religious scriptures and statements must be understood in

Authority – any religious claims must be traceable back to the original
texts. In today’s world, much confusion ensues due to a lack of reference
to authentic scripture. People claim to speak for a tradition yet offer no
reference point for their presentation. Thus, ‘differences’ may well be
due to inaccurate and erroneous presentations.
This may provide some insight into why religious traditions are one,
but simultaneously different.

relation to the entire body of teachings, and with due consideration of
the social context within which they were presented. ‘Differences’ may
be perceived because we adopt a one-dimensional approach i.e. taking
statements simplistically, without understanding the context, purpose
and background behind them.
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Psychological Atheism
Atheists come in a variety of shapes and sizes:
Default Atheists – those who disbelieve, even though they have never
really thought about it. The big questions don’t resonate with them,
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number of atheists may well come from an entirely different category.
I would hazard a guess, that a good few of the 70% of ‘believers’ are
also atheists:

and blindly accepting the absence of spiritual phenomena justifies their

Psychological atheists – those who profess belief in God, but repeatedly

lethargy in exploration. Ignorance is bliss.

demonstrate their inability to practically live in His presence. Dress

Philosophical Atheists - those who profess that belief in God is
intellectually immature and philosophically naïve. Although they
themselves lack empirical back-up, they present their explanations,
elaborately worded and stylishly packaged, as the rational alternative.
Emotional Atheists – those whose disbelief is driven by disenchantment.
Disgusted with hypocrisy, control and materialism in the name of
religion, they turn away. Maybe they experienced suffering, trauma
and personal challenges, puzzled at how a loving God could be so
cruel. Feeling let-down and livid, they emotionally disconnect.
Covered atheists – those who assert that, though temporarily deluded,
we are all ultimately God, part of the bigger oneness and universal
consciousness. Though appearing in theological garb, this existential

spiritual, talk spiritual, act spiritual… yet simultaneously maintain an
ego-centric mind-set. For such persons, God is in the picture, but they
are the stars of the show. It sounds crazy, but we can end up using God
in our attempt to usurp His position!
It’s painful to admit. I never thought of myself as an atheist, but
nowadays I wonder.

For one who sees Me everywhere and sees
everything in Me, I am never lost, nor is
he ever lost to Me.
Bhagavad-gita 6.30

position removes the distinction and relationship between human and
Supreme, and thus veers towards godlessness.
Statistical polls suggest that just over 30% of UK residents are selfproclaimed atheists. In terms of the above categories, I’m not quite sure
what the breakdown would be. My theory, however, is that the largest
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Bubble Bath

4 | Free to Think

Imagine being tucked up in a cosy bed on a cold winter morning. Your

It reminds us not to take the illusion too seriously. Aldous Huxley, the

alarm goes off at 6.00am, and after repeated snoozing you eventually

English writer found Bhagavad-gita to be “the most systematic statement

resign yourself to waking up. As you struggle out of bed, you head for

of spiritual evolution of endowing value to mankind.” He also found the

the bathroom. Turning the shower knob to deep red you expect hot

text to be “one of the most clear and comprehensive summaries of perennial

water, but the initial gush of freezing cold water gives you the shock of

philosophy ever revealed; hence its enduring value is subject not only to India

your life! Now you are well and truly awake. As the water continues

but to all of humanity.”

flowing, it slowly becomes warmer and soothing. Gradually your body
feels cleansed and completely refreshed. By now the experience has
become so pleasurable, that you don’t want to leave the shower! Five
minutes easily turns into fifteen. You could stay there all day!

The scriptures are not a spare wheel that we utilise in an emergency,
but are actually meant to be the steering wheel of our life.

unhealthy qualities. It’s absolutely essential for our spiritual health. In

This knowledge is the king of education,
the most secret of all secrets. It is the
purest knowledge, and because it gives
direct perception of the self by realization,
it is the perfection of religion. It is
everlasting, and it is joyfully performed.

the ultimate stage, it becomes a relishable and enlivening activity.

Bhagavad-gita 9.2

We don’t think twice about taking our daily bath. It’s just something you
do. If you didn’t, you wouldn’t really feel ready to face the day ahead.
Great sages explain that just as we bathe in water everyday to cleanse
the body, we should similarly bathe in the words of spiritual literatures
on a daily basis to cleanse our consciousness. That philosophical bath
wakes you up to reality, cleans out the negativity and washes away

We can all make excuses to avoid books like the Bhagavad-gita. It’s not
a question of time constraint, but rather a matter of priority. It’s not a
question of having the intelligence to grasp the knowledge, but simply
about having the desire. The book’s deep insights help to burst the
bubble of our mundane existence and give us an eternal perspective.
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Face Off
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Commonly, when members of different religions cross paths, the

Instead of scrupulously analysing someone else’s spiritual practices,

pleasant introductions and social niceties last for only a few minutes.

our time and energy may be better spent in doing some serious soul-

What inevitably ensues is a discussion on the subject of the Supreme. In

searching, and examining our own spiritual sincerity and depth.

subtle or sometimes quite blatant ways, the doubts, issues or concerns

situations, myself included.

Abandon all varieties of religion and just
surrender unto Me. I shall deliver you
from all sinful reactions. Do not fear.

Recently I heard a famous verse from one of our scriptures: “The

Bhagavad-gita 18.66

about the other person’s faith are expressed, and one or both parties
warm up for a full-swing confrontation. Of course, not all religious
practitioners are serial debaters, but many of us have been in these

supreme religion for all mankind is the process by which they can attain to the
stage of loving service to God. Such service must be completely unmotivated
and uninterrupted in order to satisfy the self.” What an amazing definition
of religion. After reading that, a friend commented, “what is there to
actually debate about?” Religion, its purpose, and the measure of its
efficacy are all clearly elucidated in that verse.
Every religious practitioner can do some soul-searching and question
their spiritual commitment. To what extent is my practice free from
material desires, and uninterrupted by the ups and downs of life?
To what extent have I developed love for God and genuine love for
everyone around me? Maybe this universal measure is the greatest test
of ones spirituality, much more than the philosophical arguments that
are thrown around in a passionate debate.
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One Life Game
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The notion of eternal damnation always baffled me. One shot to decide

the concepts of Karma and Reincarnation help one understand the

your destiny forever? What if you make a mistake? What if you get influenced

unlimited compassion of the Perfect Being, in the midst of whatever

by bad company? What if you die early trying to have a good time at university?

challenging life situations one may be currently experiencing.

I guess you could say in each of those situations you did have a choice,
but the punishment still feels extremely disproportionate. In this world
of unlimited distractions and temptations, every spiritual practitioner
knows it’s a minefield. Wouldn’t God be a bit more understanding?
It’s difficult to picture the Perfect Being, subjecting His own dear
creation to extreme torture and suffering for the entirety of eternity. The
most incredible thing about this persecution is that nothing positive
or progressive comes out of it – He just tortures you again and again
and again. Forever and ever. It doesn’t stop. You can understand why

The living entity in the material world
carries his different conceptions of life
from one body to another, as the air carries
aromas. Thus he takes one kind of body
and again quits it to take another.
Bhagavad-gita 15.8

people would be put off. Furthermore, there are so many unanswered
questions and loose ends: What happens to a baby who is born and then
dies without making any conscious decisions or actions - heaven or hell? What
about someone who is mentally ill and lacks proper discernment - heaven or
hell? If it’s a one-life game, it definitely looks as though God has stacked
the deck in favour of some.
The Bhagavad-gita explains that through the process of reincarnation,
the spiritual being is given repeated chances to evolve his consciousness
to perfection over time. Whatever good or bad the soul experiences in
this world is ultimately an educational program aimed at refining his
understanding about the self and the real purpose of life. In this way,
216

217

Are you Buddhist?
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For many people a shaved head plus orange robes equals a Buddhist.

from distress is an intermediate stage on the path, but that spirituality

At least that’s been my experience in my many travels as a monk. While

ultimately evolves into positive emotion and action. The Buddhist

the Buddhist and Vedic path are two distinct schools, they do share

path is likened to awakening from a bad nightmare and experiencing

many things in common. The teachings, culture and spiritual practices

relief and freedom. The Vedic path encourages one to get up from bed,

bear striking resemblance to each other, and the ways of thought and

and go on to experience life to its

action are equally intriguing. Interestingly, followers of the Vedic

fullest extent.

tradition accept Buddha as an incarnation of Krishna, the speaker of the
Bhagavad-gita. Buddha’s life and teachings are discussed in numerous
passages of the Vedic texts, where his mission, contribution and
spiritual achievements are predicted and elucidated.

As Buddhism focuses on escaping
this material world, the Bhagavadgita talks of entering the spiritual
world. That world is known as

Fundamental meditations in Buddhism awaken one to the unpleasant

Vaikuntha, the place of no distress,

facts of life, the nature of this world, and the reality of suffering. In the

but also the place of dynamic

Buddhist teachings we find particular emphasis on the development

loving exchange and spiritual

of saintly qualities such as nonviolence, compassion and truthfulness.

relationships. Its where we find

Buddhist texts describe how the root of suffering lies in the powerful

what we have been eternally

material desires embedded within our hearts. The Buddha talked of

searching for. As C.S Lewis once

karma, reincarnation, and transcending samsara (the cycle of birth and

said, “if I find within myself desires

death) through mind and sense control. The very same teachings are

which no experience of this world can

found within the Bhagavad-gita and other Vedic texts. Followers of

fulfil, I must conclude I was made for

both traditions work at quieting unnecessary passions or desires, and

another world.”

instead cultivating desires of the soul: pursuing the truth.

Bhagavad-gita 8.16

So is there any difference? For Buddhists, nirvana, or cessation of material
existence, is the goal. In the Bhagavad-gita, Krishna explains that relief
218

From the highest
planet in the
material world
down to the lowest,
all are places of
misery wherein
repeated birth and
death take place. But
one who attains to
My abode, O son of
Kunti, never takes
birth again.
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Instant Karma
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The concepts of Karma and Reincarnation are intimately connected.

3) General lessons - although we may not remember specific incidents,

Sometimes, when we discuss the law of karma being dispensed over

we can draw general lessons from our karmic reactions. For example,

multiple lifetimes, then invariable doubts arises. If I can’t link my

one experiencing suffering is often impelled to question their journey in

present reaction to a previous action, then how does Karma actually teach me

this world. In hard times people become introspective and inquisitive.

anything? What’s the point of suffering if I don’t know what I did to deserve

Karmic reactions can act as an alarm bell, helping us to see the futility

it? How can such a system actually educate and evolve me? Wouldn’t it be

and frustration of a material approach to life. Karma teaches us about

more appropriate to receive all reactions in the same lifetime?

the general nature of this world.

Some points to consider:

4) Educational Sensitivity – Karma is not administered in a

1) Cases of remembrance – some people are able to access past-life
memories. Individuals can be regressed into previous lives, but even
more striking are occurrences of spontaneous and vivid memories
of the distant past. Ian Stevenson, from the University of Virginia,
conducted numerous case studies on this phenomenon, finding a clear
connection between previous incidents and present situations.

mechanical, instantaneous and automatic way. For example, if we
see someone acting inappropriately, we may not immediately correct
them, especially if the time and place is inappropriate. We wait for an
opportune moment to offer relevant feedback in a constructive way,
giving the person the best chance of accepting and benefitting from
it. Similarly, to offer all ones karmic reaction in an instantaneous way
would not aid the educational purpose of karma. Thus, for the purpose

2) Sub-conscious Imprints - although we may not remember specific

of educational sensitivity, there is often a gap between the action and

details and experiences, the law of karma nevertheless creates sub-

reaction.

conscious impressions within us. For example, people often undergo
experiences in their childhood that lead to a specific phobia later in
their life, although they may never recall the actual incident which
caused it. Thus, we are constantly learning from past lives on a subconscious level since every experience evolves our deep psychology,
which ultimately evolves our actions and approach to life.
220

5) Changing hearts – the link between actions and reactions
is deliberately inexplicit, in order to create introspection and
inquisitiveness. Decoding life situations with the help of wisdom books
and saintly friends, creates a change which is natural and deep. God
doesn’t want our transformation to be caused by fear of repercussion.
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Contradiction and Paradox
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Someone recently pointed out two different statements in the

In another sense, however, we may not always be able to logically

Bhagavad-gita, indicating what they felt to be a contradiction and

reconcile truths that exist on a higher platform. One must accept that

inconsistency within the presentation. We discussed and debated the

aspects of the spiritual reality will remain inconceivable to the human

topic in depth, exploring the ‘discrepancy’ from numerous angles of

mind and intelligence. Those from ‘scientific’ backgrounds may point

vision. We considered the context and background to each statement,

this out as the downfall of the spiritual approach – to sheepishly concede

and carefully analysed each word. After a lengthy discussion, not

our inability to grasp something, and instead conveniently attribute it

only did we resolve many of the doubts, we actually felt a heightened

to some metaphysical reality beyond our comprehension. A cop-out

understanding and comprehension of the subject matter. It was actually

they may say. However, to recognise the limits of our intelligence

an incredibly refreshing conversation.

and perception may also be considered an exhibition of humility and

It reminded me of speed bumps (yes we all hate them!). As we

honesty.

cruise along in our car, we can easily slip into autopilot, and lose

Consider this. In this one universe there are many planets. On one planet

consciousness of our speed and surroundings. The speed bumps force

earth there are many countries. In one country, there are thousands of

us to slow down and become more conscious and aware. In the same

cities, and in one city there are hundreds of streets. On one particular

way, seeming contradictions and confusions in scriptural writings

street there may be a dwelling, inside which there are many rooms.

could be seen as literary speed bumps. Often, we superficially wiz

In one room, someone may be proudly sitting, thinking they have

through ancient texts and give minimal thought and consideration to

understood (or will understand) the essential truths behind the entirety

the words we’re reading. Encountering apparent contradictions can

of the cosmos. Now that’s a little ambitious, if not bordering on foolish,

force us to slow down and consider the concepts with greater attention

wouldn’t you say?

and depth. Through intensified contemplation and healthy discussion,
we realise that the ‘inconsistencies’ are actually paradoxes – concepts
which, on a superficial level, seem to clash, but on a higher level can
be reconciled. Thus, we mature our comprehension and advance our
spiritual understanding.
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Religious War
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Recent world events have compounded apprehensions about the social

conduct. Before drawing any parallels between the Battle of Kuruksetra

implications of religious belief. While governments grapple with the

and modern warfare, one must look into the historical, moral and social

problem of terrorism, the growing opposition to religion becomes

context of each situation.

strikingly apparent. As a traveling monk, I am often drawn into heated
debates over the link between religion and war. To complicate matters
further, the revered conversation of the Bhagavad-gita is spoken at the
onset of a fratricidal war, and Krishna is seemingly the one inciting
Arjuna to fight! Does the Vedic tradition promote bloodshed and violence?
Do spiritualists in this line secretly believe that war, hostility and the killing
of innocent people are necessary for ‘religious revolution’? Wouldn’t the world
be a more peaceful place without religion?
In ancient Vedic scriptures we find the famous aphorism, ahimsyat sarva
bhutanam – “one should not commit violence to any living being.” Since
nonviolence is a cardinal principle of the spiritualists, they are urged
to refrain from causing harm to even animals or plants. However, nonviolence can mean different things in different situations. As a guardian
of the people, the warrior Arjuna was required to take responsibility for
the upkeep of law and order in society. In this case, his non-violence

History shows that violence has touched every part of the world,
regardless of the theological beliefs of people. In fact the most destructive
wars, were fought for secular, political or economic reasons. Religion
is not the cause of conflict – on the contrary, it is the very neglect of
genuine spirituality that causes war, violence and unrest in this world.
Societies of genuine spiritualists hold great reverence for life. Qualities
of respect, contentment, humility and tolerance are the cornerstones of
their existence.
Saints who have delivered the Bhagavad-gita to the modern world
have affirmed that the real revolution in society is to transform people’s
hearts through selflessness and love. The real revolution is a revolution
of consciousness. To solve the problem of violence, the answer is not to
reject spirituality, but rather to restore and revive it in its true nature
and essence.

had to be expressed through confrontational means.
Such strong action is neither taken whimsically, nor for the sake of
material gain, and never with a mood of hatred or envy. It was the last
resort, and even when the battle commenced, it was fought between
consenting parties who followed strict moral and ethical codes of
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Conscious Revolution
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Corporate powerhouses continue to grow, media giants maintain their

Negligence – maybe the carriers of the message have neglected to

muscle, and political alliances clearly dominate the landscape. Society

present it in a pure and dynamic way. Every spiritual communicator

is advancing at breakneck speed toward deeper-rooted materialism,

is charged with the task of preserving their principles, while

and it seems unstoppable. Our humble efforts to penetrate this

simultaneously adapting to the modern world around them. You have

complex network and implant a spiritual message can sometimes feel

to be authentic, and simultaneously relevant.

futile and ineffectual. Ancient prophecies and saintly commentators,
however, beg to differ. They unequivocally state that the teachings of
the Bhagavad-gita will eventually revolutionise modern thinking and
activate a paradigm shift in the world.
It’s a hard one to stomach. In all honesty, we don’t really seem to be
having a significant impact on the world. People view the Krishna
movement in a kind-hearted way: happy and harmless folk who bring
some colour to the street. They may not, however, appreciate the
gravity and substance of our spiritual message.
If this theological canon encapsulates the comprehensive truth of life, the
universe and everything, why is it not prominently shining forth in the world?
Why isn’t this movement affecting mass numbers of people in a profound
way? Even though the teachings have been made available, why do most of the

Patience – maybe the spiritual revolution is brewing, but hasn’t yet
reached the tipping point. The greatest religious traditions took
decades and centuries before they were universally recognised and
widely adopted.
Influence – maybe the institution is small, but the influence is
widespread. Numerous philosophical tenets of the Bhagavad-gita
have been embraced by the millennial generation: anti-materialism,
meditation, reincarnation, the law of karma, and vegetarianism to
name but a few. These are the core beliefs of many people, who won’t
necessarily affiliate themselves with a particular spiritual movement.
My conclusion: sincere spiritualists are surely making a huge difference.
That said, there a lot more work to be done.

populace remain uninterested and apathetic?
Audience – maybe people are not ready. Widespread popularity is not
a reliable measure of the relevance, importance and long-term effect of
something. Just see what hits the headlines and you’ll catch my point.
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Dancing God
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Nowadays you have to use the word ‘God’ with great caution - it can
conjure up all kinds of images. Some think of God as a strict and
unforgiving judge; the old man who sits on a grand throne and hurls
down thunderbolts every time someone deviates. Others consider Him
a crutch for the weak, an imaginary being who brings peace, hope and
comfort, but has little to do with objective reality. Still others think of
God as a mythological tool of the power-hungry elite, used to keep the
masses in line and maintain the status quo. Yet for many, God is simply
the cosmic order-supplier; a convenient port of call in times of need and
want.
The Vedic canon paints a slightly different picture. Their extraordinary
revelation is not only that God exists, but that He is bursting with colour,

very much a part of the daily schedule.
Maybe Nietszche was searching for Krishna, the enchanting fluteplayer who dances with the cowherd maidens in the moonlight. Maybe
we all are.

O King, as I remember the wonderful form
of Lord Krishna, I am struck with wonder
more and more, and I rejoice again and
again.
Bhagavad-gita 18.77

character and bliss. God is ‘raso vai sah’ – the complete embodiment of
affectionate relationships and irresistable sweetness.
“I would only believe in a God that knows how to dance” - Fredrick Nietszche
Lord Krishna, the Supreme Personality, eternally resides in the
spiritual world. That realm is known as Vaikuntha, the place of no
anxiety, the place where every step is a dance, every word a song, and
where all relationships are infused with selfless love. In that abode the
spontaneous and natural relationships with Krishna transcend ritual,
formality and reverence, fully satisfying the heart’s yearning. Song and
dance, two of the most powerful forms of emotional expression, are
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Centre of Attention
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As a traveling monk you have to keep your philosophical boxing

Externally she rebukes him for not being on time to eat, but internally

gloves at the ready. Recently, someone quite bluntly told me he had

her heart is jumping for joy at the sight of her charming son. With

serious issues with Krishna’s personality! Though taken aback, I

overflowing motherly love she feeds Him a sumptuous meal till He

prepared myself to hear him out. “First God creates us for His enjoyment”

is completely full. As everyone tucks into bed, Krishna sneaks out to

he exclaimed, “then, when we decide to leave Him, He sends us to the

the forest for a secret rendezvous with the cowherd maidens. They

material world to cyclically suffer disease, old age and death. After repeated

excitedly leave their homes and husbands, readying themselves for

disappointment and frustration we are forced to surrender, at which time we

the amorous pastimes in the dark night. This is the moment they have

resume our position as an eternal slave in God’s life of pleasure.”

been waiting for all day. After hours of intimate exchange, they quietly

He then referred me to a famous Bhagavad-gita verse. There,
Krishna implores Arjuna thus: “Engage your mind in always

return in the early morning hours as if they had never left. As the sun
rises for another day, nobody suspects anything.

thinking of ME, become MY devotee, offer obeisances to ME and

Clearly, the pastimes of love in the spiritual world bring ecstatic

worship ME. And, being completely absorbed in ME, surely you will

pleasure to everyone involved. The nature of a loving relationship is

come to ME.” There were some serious doubts here. The person

that each side tries to please the other with no expectation of return.

had painted a picture of God as an attention-seeking ego-maniac!

Their happiness is in giving happiness to others.

I could have given a philosophical rebuttal, but I instead opted to take
him on a journey to the spiritual world.

A further twist in the tale - God actually wants to quit His occupation!
The cooperation of lover and beloved in the spiritual world doesn’t

As the sun rises, Krishna wakes up, frolics with the villagers, and plays

bring equal happiness to both parties, but rather the devotees of

a few cheeky tricks on his parents, giving them great delight. While the

Krishna actually experience more happiness than Him! Thus, Krishna

cows happily run around in the luscious pasturing grounds, Krishna

incarnates as Sri Caitanya - God in the form of His own devotee, who

has wrestling fights with His cowherd friends, drawing laughter, joy

wanders the land, relishing the transcendental taste of devotion to

and loving competition. Today Krishna loses the game, and the penalty

Krishna. Re-entering the spiritual dimension elevates one to an life of

is to carry His friend all the way home on His shoulders. Returning

pure consciousness where the heart is being melted by transcendental

home later than normal, His mother is waiting in eager anticipation.

emotions at every step. It’s not at all a dull one-sided affair.
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Idol Worship
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The shrine at our temple is a hub of devotion. In dialogues with those

Although made of the same substance, the bank notes have been

from Judeo-Christian or Islamic backgrounds, I regularly encounter

approved by a higher authority to carry significantly more value. Thus,

some uneasiness as to how God can appear in a ‘material’ form – idols

not only do we treat them with

made by the hands of man. It appears limiting, imaginary and almost

more respect, but also receive

childish to treat God like a play-doll by dressing Him, feeding Him and

tangible benefit by engaging them

putting Him to bed at night. Can God truly reveal His divine self through

appropriately. Similarly, we can

material elements? Can a factual and deep relationship with God be established

offer our worship to God through

via such rituals?

authorised physical media in the

While many see the material world as completely separate from the
supreme spirit, the ancient Vedic tradition defines God as the source of
everything, material and spiritual (janmadya asya yatah).

form of Deities. These forms are
not simply representations or
icons, but actual manifestations
of the divine personality, and one

Even physical elements have an intimate relationship with God. The

who enters into a transcendental

cause is present in the effect. Thus, God’s imminence in the material

exchange with Them can directly

world may be brought to the surface when material objects, such as

perceive that.

Fools deride Me
when I descend in
the human form.
They do not know
My transcendental
nature as the
Supreme Lord of all
that be.
Bhagavad-gita 9.11

marble, metal or wood, are directly engaged as vehicles of worship
according to authorised prescriptions. God, after all, is the ‘complete
whole’ and can simultaneously manifest Himself in everything within
and beyond our experience. To say He cannot appear in a certain way
would be to place a limitation on the Supreme.
I sometimes tear a piece of paper in front of people. Nobody blinks
an eyelid. I then request them to produce a £20 note from their wallet
and do the same. Understandably there is significant reservation.
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The ‘Real’ World
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The Vedic scriptures offer a variety of enchanting accounts describing

The Bhagavad-gita offers a revolutionary worldview; rather than the

the nature of the metaphysical world. Srila Prabhupada once explained:

spiritual world being a distraction, the actuality is that the material

“The material world is simply a shadow of the spiritual world. So real life, real

physical world is a distraction. To live in reality means to be fully

variety, real beauty, real knowledge, everything in reality is there in the

conscious and aware of one’s identity, purpose and ontological

spiritual world. This material world is only reflection. Just like if you create a

nature. As spiritual beings, we are not residents of London, Leicester

clay doll, a very nice beautiful girl. But it is imitation. It is shadow of the real

or Leeds, but rather residents

beautiful girl.”

of

Of course, sceptics may posit that only escapists desperately seeking
solace from the immediate aches and pains of life embrace such ideas.
Could such descriptions be ethereal concepts formulated to distract us from the
‘real’ world? Are they simply fairytale accounts that constitute nothing more
than childish, naïve and wishful thinking?

the

spiritual

world.

No

doubt, one must attend to the
immediate demands, pressures
and responsibilities of life, lest
we become dysfunctional nonentities in this world. However,
one would do well to avoid

Once, when asked whether the guru knows everything, Srila

becoming

Prabhupada replied to the affirmative. The reporter proceeded to

and captivated by the changing

question the swami on the number of windows in the Empire State

fashions, constant conflicts and

Building. Srila Prabhupada gravely looked back at the reporter and

temporal

countered, “how many drops of water in a mirage?” What a brilliant

life. As a wise spiritualist once

answer! Amidst constant change, can we identify anything in this

quipped “don’t take the illusion

world to be really real? Although not illusory, nobody can deny the

too seriously!”

overly

affairs

engrossed

of

worldly

After attaining Me,
the great souls, who
are yogis in devotion,
never return to
this temporary
world, which is
full of miseries,
because they have
attained the highest
perfection.
Bhagavad-gita 8.15

temporality of this realm. For this reason, Vedic scriptures describe this
physical world as unreal. Although it can be perceived by our human
senses, it is constantly changing and has no endurance in the context
of eternity.
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Multi-Level Spirituality
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People commonly misunderstand Hinduism to be a polytheistic

divorce themselves from worldly pursuits. Ultimately, they arrive at

tradition. This became quite apparent when I recently facilitated a

the point of desiring a relationship and reciprocation with the one

discussion at Leicester University entitled ‘Misconceptions of

Supreme God.

Hinduism’. Ironically, the word Hindu is itself a misnomer. It’s not
mentioned anywhere in the Bhagavad-gita (the principle scripture for
Hindus) or any other Vedic scripture for that matter. For conventional
usage (vyavaharika) we may employ the term, but in the ultimate sense
(paramarthika), followers of the Bhagavad-gita would avoid such an
identifier.

Therefore, although strictly monotheistic, the Vedic tradition does
recommend different types of worship. Unfortunately, people nowadays
misinterpret all such worship to be on an equal level, asserting, quite
erroneously, that all paths lead to the same destination. On the other
hand,

some

people

become

Back to the subject of God, the Vedic path is a strictly monotheistic

so many varied recommendations

tradition, though it offers a poly-cultural approach. Throughout the

of

teachings of the Bhagavad-gita, numerous passages affirm Krishna to

understand the various scriptures

be the one Supreme God, known by different names in different world

and their different injunctions

religions. The Vedic teachers, however, were aware that the majority

in context of the entire body

of people would not simply be searching for connection with the one

of knowledge. Only with such

Supreme God, but would also have many other ‘not-so-spiritual’

broad vision, can one can fully

desires during their sojourn in this world.

appreciate the ingenuity of the

As all surrender
unto Me, I reward
them accordingly.
Everyone follows
My path in all
respects, O son of
Prtha.

multi-level spirituality offered in

Bhagavad-gita 4.11

confused and frustrated by seeing

Thus, different types of worship are recommended so that one can step
onto the ‘spiritual ladder’ while simultaneously pursuing their material

worship.

Thus,

we

must

the Vedic path.

aspirations. For example, different scriptures recommend worship
of various ‘demigods’ to attain wealth, health and prosperity. Such
worship and practice, over a period of time, will bring the practitioner
to a more refined and pure sense of spirituality, where they completely
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Innerspace
Reflections on the road

The Inside Job
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The ungrateful, inappropriate and irrational ways in which people act

People are often unreasonable, illogical and self centered;

can infuriate us to no end. We often deal with our anger by letting it

Forgive them anyway.

loose (passionate and vengeful outbursts) or locking it up (emotionally

If you are honest and sincere, people may cheat you;

disconnecting). Both expressions, however, are indicative of our own

Be honest and sincere anyway.

shortcomings. If we allow someone else’s negativity to displace our

If you are kind, people may accuse you of selfish, ulterior motives;

own consciousness, it means there is still work to do.

Be kind anyway.

We seek emotional deposits from others because we haven’t become
full in ourselves. But isn’t that natural? Aren’t relationships based on
mutual emotional dependency? Surely it’s reasonable and legitimate to expect
some human decency in our social intercourse. Well, in one sense yes, but

The good you do today, people will often forget tomorrow;
Do good anyway.
You see, in the final analysis, it is between you and God;
It was never between you and them anyway.

if you understand the nature of this world, the volatility of material

History has documented a long list of saints, but what about now? The

psychology and the inherent weakness of each individual, then you

world could do with a few more spotless personalities, and we all have

won’t be surprised when people aren’t so forthcoming. Only when we

our part to play. If not me, then who? If not now, then when? Nobody

are internally nourished and solidly connected to the original spiritual

feels qualified, it won’t be easy, and there will never be an ideal time.

source, can we wholeheartedly give ourselves and remain unaffected

Along with dynamic projects to change the world, I’m increasingly

by the reciprocation (or lack of) that we receive.

thinking about the ‘Inside Job.’

Impractical, unattainable and utopian? Well, that is the saintly challenge

Our life contribution is not simply based on what we do, but also who

before us. Spiritualists are extraordinary, not simply because of

we are. To be more humble than a blade of grass, more tolerant than

their knowledge, faith or dedication but because of their unique and

a tree, perpetually offering respect to others, and expecting nothing in

outstanding character. Their conduct is entirely different from the

return. As I fall short of these exalted ideals, I pick myself up, dust

‘common’ person. They incessantly give the best of themselves, again

myself down, and continue to confront my inflated pride and ugly ego.

and again, because something deeper is impelling them to continue. It

The ‘Inside Job’ is testing but exciting. It’s a work in progress, and I’ll

reminds me of Mother Teresa’s famous poem:

have to start putting some overtime in.
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Advanced Insignificance
“For my personal sense gratification, I never reject any kind of sinful activity.
I am not at all merciful, and I see only to my personal interest. When others
are suffering I become very happy, I am always speaking lies, and if someone is
suffering, that is very pleasant to me. Now in my old age, with no alternative, I
have by force become very humble and meek. Thus Bhaktivinoda offers this sad
statement of his life’s activities at the lotus feet of the Supreme Lord” - Amar
Jivan (‘My Life’), By Thakur Bhaktivinoda
These are the spontaneous outpourings of a great saint, perfectly
recounting the debauched temperament of a wayward soul. Not
simply poetic words, mind you, but a genuine lamentation from the

5 | Innerspace

more insignificant.
This, however, does not depress them. Since their feelings of lowliness
are in relation to their realisation of God’s greatness, life is filled with
positivity, hope and incredible enthusiasm. Despite our shortcomings,
to know we are connected to an unlimitedly generous spiritual
powerhouse, is indeed an empowering and hope-giving thought. We
can survive for three weeks without food, for three days without water,
but not a moment without hope; it keeps our spiritual journey alive.
Thus, another great saint of the highest calibre prays as follows:

core of their heart. Their humility is our reality. Amazing as it sounds,

“O my Lord, I do not have any love for You, nor am I highly qualified in

the greatly advanced souls truly see themselves in this way. How is such

spiritual practices. I do not possess mystic powers, scriptural knowledge or

deep humility possible? Are they not aware of their spiritual stature? How can

pious activities. Nor do I belong to a very spiritually refined family. On the

they avoid becoming depressed by such feelings of lowliness?

whole, I do not possess anything at all. Still, because You generously bestow

From faraway, a mountain looks fairly large. As one draws closer,
however, its greatness and enormity becomes more and more apparent.
In relation to the mountain, one feels themselves smaller and smaller.

Your mercy on the most fallen, I have an unbreakable hope that is constantly
in my heart. That hope is always giving me pain.” - Asa Bandha (‘Hope
against Hope’), By Sanatana Goswami

Consider how tiny we feel when confronted with the vastness of an
ocean. In the same way, as one advances in their relationship with
God, their genuine appreciation and admiration of His character and
qualities grows exponentially. Thus, one feels increasingly inadequate
in their attempts to reciprocate with that greatness. As they actually
come closer to God, they simultaneously feel themselves more and
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Character or Capability?
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Scriptures are replete with long lists naming exalted personalities who

hearts, and that the deliberate effort to imbibe saintly qualities is neither

most have never heard of, but who are nevertheless immortalised in

genuine, effective nor sustainable.

the pages of history. In the material world people are remembered
for what they do – their ground-breaking achievements, their highranking positions of responsibility, and their impactful influence on
the world. In spiritual circles, however, people are remembered for

Maybe we are so busy with the external activities (material and
spiritual), that there is little time left for contemplation on the quality of
our interactions and the purity of our dealings.

who they are. In some cases these outstanding spiritualists also made

Maybe we tend to prioritise external achievements over internal

a visible mark on the world, but in many cases they were quiet, simple,

purification – after all, that’s what gets the claps and the nods from our

humble souls who went about their daily life with a deep sense of

social circle.

devotion, sensitivity and saintliness, their consciousness merged in
transcendence. They were unassuming, and quite often unnoticed.
The value system in spiritual circles, you see, is entirely different: its
character over capability.
The spotless and exemplary character of these saintly personalities is an
unending source of instruction and inspiration. They were never found
to be duplicitous or superficial, but ever-preaching the highest ideals

Maybe we’ve surrendered to our defective character, convinced that
nothing can change us – “I am who I am, and everyone just has to live with
it.”
Maybe we find it too depressing to deal with the internal issues, instead
choosing to brush our bad qualities under the carpet and hope nobody
will notice.

of human life and simultaneously walking the talk. A recent survey

Maybe something is blocking us from seeing defects that are strikingly

showed that over 70% of first-time attendants to a spiritual institution

obvious to others. Pride can convince anyone that they have nothing to

never return. Why? Because of the huge gap between the ideals of the

worry about.

philosophy and the behaviour of its adherents. How is that possible? Why
might the practitioners of a worldview that’s all about character development,
neglect to invest time in improving themselves?

Whatever it may be, the world is in desperate need of kind, generous
and broadminded saints. Let’s recognise, value and encourage character
over capability.

Maybe we think the spiritual regime will automatically clean up our
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Lost Baggage
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During the flight I had a recurring bad feeling. Then, after waiting at

detachment is the most liberating experience in the world. When we

the Delhi Airport Baggage Reclaim for one-hour, it was confirmed.

pin the picture of our human journey on the backdrop of spiritual

KLM Airlines had lost my luggage! I had no choice but to proceed

eternity, we gain incredible perspective.

towards the holy village of Vrindavana with the clothes I was wearing
and the few books I carried in my hand luggage. As the taxi pulled onto
the busy highway, the deeper meaning began to dawn on me. To truly
enter the spiritual reality, we must leave all of our attachments behind.
To receive spiritual gifts, we have to come forward with empty hands.
I wish that all my material attachments were in that piece of luggage,
and KLM never managed to find it! Unfortunately, it’s not as easy as
that.
When a learned sage was one asked to elucidate the meaning of
illusion, he responded by jumping off his dais and running out into
the courtyard. The bemused audience quickly followed him. He rushed
towards a tree, grabbed hold of it tightly, and proceeded to hysterically
exclaim, “let me go! Let me go! Let me go!” It was a graphic explanation.
We’re holding onto our cherished possessions and our craving for
security. We’re holding onto our image and our desire for reputation
and respect. We’re holding onto our hopes, aspirations and plans. We
want the spiritual reality to open up before us, but we’re still not quite

Real success, the Bhagavad-gita states, is demonstrated by determined,
dutiful and conscientious action. We carry out responsibilities with
the best of intentions, and simultaneously remain detached from the
temporary fortunes (or misfortunes) that we are dealt. By leaving
our heavy and burdensome bags of attachment behind, we find an
immediate relief and simultaneously prepare ourselves for eternal
peace.

In the minds of those who are too attached
to sense enjoyment and material opulence,
and who are bewildered by such things,
the resolute determination for devotional
service to the Supreme Lord does not take
place.
Bhagavad-gita 2.44

ready to let go of the material reality. How can a mind agitated and preoccupied with so many thoughts focus on more profound pursuits?
It may sound painful to ‘sever our attachments.’ In actuality, however,
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Simple Spirituality
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Vrindavana is special. I always question my qualification to even

In other words, when our frantic search for selfish happiness stops, and

approach the most sacred place in the universe. My commitment is

we absorb ourselves in selfless service to God and His parts, we perfect

weak, my character is flawed, and my mentality remains self-centred.

our spirituality and experience true satisfaction of the soul. Nothing

This deficiency of purity blocks my vision and appreciation of the holy

mystical, magical or esoteric about it: just the simple eagerness to

land I find myself in. Still, I have come here as a beggar. I hope I’ll meet

serve. It is that simple. So simple, Srila Prabhupada once said, that we

the saints, remind myself of what is really important in life, catch a

may just miss it.

glimpse of Krishna, and reconnect with the voice of inspiration within.
I’ll try and keep my eyes, ears and heart open, so I’ll receive what I have
come here to find.
A casual stroll through the village streets reveals a depth of wisdom.
Holy places are invaluable because they are a living theology. What’s
written about in pages of books and talked about in hours of discourses,
is lucidly revealed in the simple lifestyle of devotion that comes
so naturally to the people here. We often speak of how spirituality
becomes a part of our life, but here we can see how people’s lives

One whose happiness is within, who is
active and rejoices within, and whose aim
is inward is actually the perfect mystic. He
is liberated in the Supreme, and ultimately
he attains the Supreme.
Bhagavad-gita 5.24

have actually merged into the spiritual reality. It’s a different level of
devotion. Everything naturally revolves around Krishna.
It’s interesting to think of a worldview where we are not the centre.
How can I not think about myself first? It seems alien, unfulfilling and
even scary. Ironically, however, that utter selflessness brings one to the
most profound level of spirituality. Water the roots, and the whole tree
automatically becomes satisfied. Feed the stomach and the entire body
is nourished.
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Good Old Days
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I couldn’t imagine winter in India would be colder than London. I was

responsibilities and social interaction, they live as lone mendicants in

wrong. The misty chill of a Vrindavana morning penetrates your bones

this holy land, probably with a vow to never leave. They have realised

to the core. The stone floors and absence of heating systems mean there

this is the business end of life – this is where it’s make or break. After

is no respite – inside is usually colder than outside! Nevertheless, the

all, the Bhagavad-gita confirms that the consciousness with which we

devotional fervour and busyness of Vrindavana never diminishes.

leave this world determines our next destination.

Pilgrims stream in every day, each with a spiritual goal in mind: most
visit for personal inspiration, others come here and practice rigorous
vows of austerity, while the elderly usually come to live out their
final days in preparation for death. We’ve come for the first, we’re
involuntarily doing the second, and the third… well, that’s not in the
plan for the time being at least!

It prompted me to reflect on how our spirituality should intensify with
each passing year. We have to build momentum, increase the urgency
and eagerly look for more and more opportunities to genuinely go
deeper. Gradually, all the empty promises of the world that steal our
attention should fade into insignificance, allowing us to focus on the
essence of life. An elderly lady told me yesterday, “the good old days are

Every day I do my early morning chanting in the courtyard of our

not of the past, I’m experiencing them now, and I’m sure there are more to

temple. It was a 3.00am start today. Although it’s early for my

come!” A nice play on words, with a great meaning behind them.

standards, every day I’m blessed with the company of the same
elderly faces, who, tightly wrapped up in multiple shawls and scarfs,
wholeheartedly prostrate themselves, circumambulate the temple,
offer prayers and settle into rapt meditation. This is their life. Their
dedication is unwavering, steady as a rock and seemingly oblivious to
all the obstacles that come their way.

Though so many material limitations invariably arrive with age, the
spiritually enthused soul is free to move in the skies of devotion. The
later years of ones spirituality can open unlimited doors of experience
and opportunity. I’m witnessing the living proof, and it’s giving me
great hope.

Despite their ailing health, the severe lack of material conveniences,
and the seasonal climatic attacks, they are determined to end their
days in complete spiritual absorption, diligently preparing for their
imminent journey to the next world. After a lifetime of jobs, family,
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Don’t Look Back
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Yesterday I went on Parikrama, which literally means to ‘walk around.’

moving as fast as I’d like because I’m still looking back. Looking back

Circumambulation of holy places has a symbolic meaning – to always

to see if I’m missing out on something. Looking back and regretting

keep our spiritual aspirations central and close, regardless of where we

actions and decisions of the past. Looking back to see what people

are in life (whatever point on the circle, one is never further away from

think of me, preoccupied with public opinion, image, name and fame.

the centre). There is also a transcendental benefit: anyone who sincerely

Looking back to see how everyone else is doing, continually comparing

traverses these holy places accrues the conviction and devotion to

my progress to others and competing with the world. In this way we

escape the cosmic cycle of birth and death. Bare footed, and carrying

continually look back, and unknowingly slow down our progressive

the bare necessities, I set off, trying to keep a spiritual meditation in

march forward.

mind.

I resolved to not look back for the rest of my walk. It helped, and I

An hour into my journey, a local resident whizzed past me. Half my

prayed that ‘not looking back’ will become a deeper meditation in my

size and double my age, but somehow walking at twice my speed!

life. Oh, and I did indeed meet that mystical man again. A half hour

How was it possible? Not to be defeated (as if it were somehow a race),

down the road he was sitting on a wooden bench sipping coconut

I upped my tempo. At this point I was practically running, but he was

water. He had finished his circuit, while I still had a good few hours left.

effortlessly pulling away. As he floated ahead into the morning mist, I

He smiled, and I smiled back, folding my hands in respect. Gracefully

wanted a glance at his face. I was waiting, hoping and praying for him

and humbly, he returned the gesture. It was touching. I walked off and

to look back – who was this man? He eventually disappeared out of

wondered who he was… a small man, but likely a spiritual giant.

sight, and never looked back even once. He was totally focused on the
path ahead.
Residents of these holy places, we are told, are not ordinary souls.
They travel light, severing all attachments, speeding towards spiritual
perfection. They’ve closed all their chapters, tied up their worldly
concerns, and now invest everything in their cherished spiritual
aspirations. They don’t look back. Yes, I thought, maybe I’m not
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Living the Dream
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There seems to be a tension between comfort and aspiration in our

The Bhagavad-gita continually reminds us of a broader vision that

lives. We seek to explore, to grow, and to achieve, yet we also desire

needs to be etched into our consciousness. The inevitable laws of

security, safety and certainty. It’s clear, however, that we often have to

nature mean we come to this world empty-handed and we leave

sacrifice one to get the other. If we opt to remain in the comfort-zone,

empty-handed. Everyone, without exception, is guaranteed to lose

we may have to live with the inevitable feelings of being humdrum and

everything. Although our temporary constructed situations of life

unexciting. On the other hand, if we dive for our dreams we’ll have to

seem so real, they are all washed away by the ruthless waves of time.

ready ourselves to face the rocky road of uncertainty and opposition.

We’re building castles in the sand. I’m trying to invest quality time in

Every significant achievement has its price tag.

developing this ‘vision of eternity,’ hoping that it will make me a whole

In reality, we usually go for something in between. Decisions on where

lot more dynamic in this temporary phantasmagoria.

to pitch our life are largely based upon the prevailing social mood of the

As I wander around in the spiritual hub known as Vrindavana, I’m

day. What is everyone else doing? What are the expectations of society? What

reminded of a local saying which is beginning to make more and more

will keep everyone happy? Breaking free of such barriers and pursuing

sense to me: “All reality outside of Vrindavana is actually a dream, and all

our ‘inner calling’ is a tough job. As life responsibilities increase it’s

dreams in Vrindavana are actually a reality.”

easy to get boxed in and sealed tight. Shifting the daily routine becomes
more and more difficult. Doing something different may be seen as
unintelligent, rash and irresponsible. And even when there are no
grounds for such accusation, we conveniently accept those opinions
just to reinforce our comfortable life and maintain the status quo.
Life has its way of grounding us down. Very few people have a dream,
even fewer seriously consider how to fulfil it, and only a rare soul
actually has a decent shot. In an age where security, establishment and
prosperity have become the guiding beacons for our comfortable life, a
pause for thought may be worthwhile.
254

255

The Lone Mendicant
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I’m back at home base – the holy town of Vrindavana. Here we

Wife, relatives, friends, brothers, everyone.

periodically return to reassess, refine and refresh. This spiritual

This is misery, but it gives me a laugh. I sit alone and laugh.

hub, almost inconspicuously, helps one shed the illusory layers of

In this maya-samsara, whom do I really love? (Stanza 2)

lamentation and hankering, reminding us of the real business in life. In
1958, while residing as a lone, penniless mendicant in this remote town,
Srila Prabhupada wrote a beautiful poem. “In this mood,” he said, “I am
getting many realisations.”

Here we are in the cosmic transit lounge. According to karmic
configuration, we arrive here from the ten directions, catching planes to
different destinations, and rubbing shoulders in the meantime. We are
but temporary acquaintances. This transitory world of names, however,

Krishna has shown me the naked form of material nature,

conjures up a variety of ingenious strategies to distract us from our real

By his strength it has all become tasteless to me today.

purpose. The enticing drama of family, friendship, love and society,

“I gradually take away all the wealth of those upon whom I am merciful.”

providing an endless source of convenient excuses to dodge Krishna

How was I able to understand this mercy of the all-merciful? (Stanza 1)

life after life. We’ve done it all before. Now I can only hope I won’t lose

Somehow my life trajectory led me to the life of a monk. As the years
progress, I realise that the renounced order is not just a dress, an

my focus again. May the residents of Vrindavana inspire me to let go,
once and for all.

identity, role, position, or life situation. It must mature into a deep
internal conviction. Saffron signifies fire, the setting ablaze of all
material concern. Saffron is not just a statement, but the opportunity
and responsibility to embody genuine detachment. Not a dry, bitter,
heartless or forced detachment, but a natural indifference coming from
genuine spiritual inspiration. Without this higher taste, what is the
real substance of one’s so-called renunciation? I’m falling short, and
challenged to dig a little deeper.
Everyone has abandoned me, seeing me as penniless,
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Top Gear
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You may (or may not) be surprised to know that our monks don’t have
the best track record with maintaining vehicles. We seem to be in and
out of the mechanics every couple of weeks. As I patiently waited for a
change of break-pads on Monday, I began thinking of how a spiritual
movement is just like a car.

•

Good cars with able drivers can’t move without fuel.

•

Mechanically suspect cars will invariably breakdown.

•

Bad drivers crash even the best cars.

Fuel, machinery and steering: all three are essential to reach the top

Spiritual Inspiration (fuel) – just as cars need juice, the impetus for a

gear.

movement comes from vibrancy of spirituality. Only when members
are feeling inspired, nourished and happy, can the movement push
forward and impact the world. To give life, we ourselves have to be
alive.
Organisation & Structure (machinery) – if the mechanics are suspect,
the car will constantly stop-start creating lots of frustration and
very little progress. Similarly, a movement can only stride forward
when proper systems are in place to focus, channel and sustain the
momentum. Even spirit needs to be managed.
Culture & Ethos (steering) – cars need navigation through the
urban landscape. Inattentive steering will damage the car, injure the
passengers and wreak havoc for everyone surrounding. In the same
way, only when a movement is grounded in a culture of respect
and human dealings are conducted in a saintly manner, can we pass
through conflicts and obstacles without incurring permanent damage.
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Lessons on the Road
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High streets are intriguing places: a microcosm of modern life. It’s

That said, I’m also appreciating that the ‘not-so-inspirational’ activities

where people descend in their thousands, searching for something

in life are just as important:

extra to enrich their existence. These urban hubs are a melting pot
of entertainers, campaigners, shoppers, beggars and advertisers, a

•

keep us positive, enthused and fulfilled.

marketplace for the latest commodities and ideas, a space for meeting,
sharing and exploring. Here you’ll find people from every imaginable

•

Challenging activities (what we fear and shy away from) – they
cultivate our internal growth, help us become prayerful, and are

socio-economic background, swarming like bees around a hive.

often humbling and grounding.

Enter the monks. Yes, you read it right. Crazy as it may sound, this
is where we spend many a day, standing in town centres, speaking

Inspirational activities (what we have a natural affinity for) – they

•

Necessary activities (responding to the ‘need of the day’) - they fuel

to random people, and showing them spiritual books. It’s quite a task

the priceless spirit of sacrifice, selflessness and genuine concern for

to stop someone in their tracks, cut through the myriad of thoughts,

others.

penetrate the bubble of their life and begin a dialogue about deeper
subject matter. Some people naturally tune in to the concept of
spirituality and wisdom, while others are sceptical, uninterested or
otherwise-engaged. Either way we always have a laugh, a smile and

Each activity brings an indispensable ingredient to the table. It’s
imperative to balance the three elements together, for wholesome
spiritual progress.

learn something from each other!
Amongst whatever else I do in life, this simple and sublime activity
is what I relish most. It reconnects me with my calling and is a
humble attempt to positively contribute to the world. Sometimes it’s
agonisingly difficult, and other times it feels like a mystical drama
being orchestrated by higher powers. Either way, it’s where I feel at
home. My most memorable, magical and moving experiences in life
have been in bustling high streets, sharing spirituality with people.
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Your Next Destination
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Many people choose to reserve judgement when it comes to the cosmic

want the answer to just jump out at us without any kind of personal

questions of life. Does God exist? Is life a one-shot game or is there more after

endeavour.

death? Different religions, different theories, and different directives – it
can all be a bit confusing. Some people think it’s dangerous to put ‘all
your eggs in one basket’ by making a firm decision to follow a certain
spiritual path. “Maybe I should keep all my options open and focus on being
a good person instead,” one may think. Spread the bet.
In the ultimate sense, everyone, without exception, is forced to make a
choice. You may reserve judgement on God, but you still decide to live
in the world in a certain way, and underpinning your lifestyle choices
are certain worldviews. Everyone places their faith in something,
even if they don’t believe in God. So while we may be afraid of the
repercussions of making the wrong decision, we do have to make a
decision. By making a choice not to do one thing, you’re making a
decision to do something else.
In my experience, the problem may not be that we have too many

Rather than allowing worldly trends to sweep us onto the default
path in life, we may do well to investigate classical literatures like
the Bhagavad-gita, which give profound insights into the perennial
mysteries of our existence. A little research goes a long way.

Being freed from attachment, fear and
anger, being fully absorbed in Me and
taking refuge in Me, many, many persons
in the past became purified by knowledge
of Me—and thus they all attained
transcendental love for Me.
Bhagavad-gita 4.10

options, but rather that we are simply too lazy (or disinterested) to
investigate the matter. I was recently walking down Oxford Street when
I saw a man exit the travel agents with about 20 holiday brochures. I’m
sure he’s not planning 20 holidays, but rather wants to invest his yearly
budget wisely. After all, it’s a lot of money and there is a lot at stake!
When it comes to questions of the ultimate destination, however, we
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Upping the Game
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Three months into 2013 and my new year’s resolution remains intact –

In worldly spheres, as people grow in age they tend to slow down and

30 minutes of exercise every day. Coupled with a slight improvement

do less. Work now and retire later is the adage. The youthful years are

in diet, I definitely feel much better. Krishna assures that “one who

considered the most fruitful. In spiritual spheres, however, the older

is regulated in habits of eating, sleeping, recreation and work can mitigate

years may well be considered the ‘business end.’ As time ticks on, our

all material pains by practicing the yoga system” (Bhagavad-gita 6.17).

urgency should increase, our spiritual realisations should mature, and

A vibrant spiritual life should go hand-in-hand with physical and

our enthusiasm should grow. Ignore the contentious cliché about old

emotional wellbeing. Good health, vigour and vitality can help spur on

dogs and new tricks! Srila Prabhupada was the ideal example.

our spiritual endeavours. Coming from someone who previously paid
little attention to such matters, I’m happy to say I’ve been won over!
Although the body is simply a machine, it pays to keep it road-worthy.
While exercising, I’ve noted an interesting phenomenon. As the body
becomes fitter, the same amount of physical exertion no longer creates
growth. Over time, you have to intensify and step up your exercise to
keep developing. Even weight trainers will tell you that muscles are
developed by squeezing out an extra few push ups, sit ups or weight
lifts beyond what you can comfortably do. Building our spiritual
muscles is no different.

When CNN documented 10 wildly successful people who started their
careers after 50 years-old, they included him in that elite list:
The founder of the Hare Krishna movement was 69 years old before he started
the International Society for Krishna Consciousness. In his native India,
Prabhupada had been a chemist and a Sanskrit scholar in Calcutta, but in 1965
he came to New York City with just fifty bucks, a pair of cymbals, and a desire
to spread the teachings of Lord Krishna. Prabhupada got off to a modest start
by sitting on a sidewalk in the East Village and chanting, but by the time of his
death in 1977 his legions of followers were rumoured to be thousands strong.
(Ethan Trex, May 2010, CNN News)

As the years go by, we have to ‘up the tempo’ and offer more selfless
service, extend ourselves in greater ways, develop our humility and
tolerance, and deepen our determination and enthusiasm. Spiritual life
is dynamic, so if we aren’t pushing forward, we can easily slip back
into laziness, complacency and bad habits.
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Sacred Space
Yesterday, 416 billion emails were sent by 2.4 billion Internet users.
Yesterday, 786,000 television sets were sold, $196 million was spent on
video games, and 576 million newspapers were circulated. Yesterday,
$9.4 billion was spent on public healthcare, $8.5 billion on public
education, and $6.3 billion on military and defence. There was nothing
special about yesterday - it was just another day.
The complexity of modern civilisation is truly astounding, but
simultaneously worrying, since we are all impelled to complicate our
own lives in order to survive in this climate. To a greater or lesser
extent, everyone is forced to move with the times, monks included! It’s
a far cry from the rural villages of bygone ages, where people moved
much slower and spiritual culture was woven into the fabric of day-today life.
In a recent discussion with the Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan
Williams, we reflected on the intrinsic worth of simple living. He shared
an interesting story, which I’ll attempt to paraphrase. Once, a young
boy approached a local Bishop asking if he could be taught how to
pray. The Bishop smiled and told the boy to sit down for five minutes
while he finished other duties. When the Bishop returned he found the
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boy was left with some food for thought.
Truth be told, to sit silently for 10 minutes would be an uncomfortable
and unnatural experience for many of us. However, that quietness is
essential – we all live, but do we live consciously?
Stillness, serenity and simplicity were the key messages of the Bishop.
Noisy and boisterous environments, opulent and excessively luxurious
habits, stressful and demanding lifestyles – such things can clutter
our consciousness and block us from accessing higher wisdom and
spiritual ideals. Unfortunately, the reality is that modern spiritualists
are faced with such things on a daily basis. They’re inescapable. Thus,
great teachers instead recommend that everyone create a sacred space
in their life: a place of retreat, a place of clarity, a place of inspiration.
Every day, the spiritualist can make a concerted effort to spend quality
time in that physical space to reflect, refocus and rejuvenate. The sacred
space facilitates their meditation on the deeper meaning. This space
provides the necessary quietness in an otherwise madly passionate
society. It’s the place from where we prepare to face the world, and it’s
the place where we return for sanctuary.

boy walking around the room and peering out of the window. Seeing
the Bishop, the boy repeated his request. The Bishop compassionately
looked at the boy and said, “I can teach you how to pray, but first you have
to learn to sit quietly, speak quietly and eat quietly.” The Bishop left, and the
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Blind Eye

5 | Innerspace

I’ve just returned from a two-week tour of Bangladesh. Crowned the

In my youth, I always found it uncomfortable and awkward to witness

happiest nation in the world by social researchers at LSE, one can sense

images of suffering. Change the channel, skip the newspaper article, or

the contentment that comes from simple living and high thinking. On a

close your eyes – out of sight out of mind. Nevertheless, hard as I tried,

second-class overnight train from Chittagong to Dhaka, however, I was

I couldn’t seem to forget. Some of it was compassion, but a lot of it was

confronted with the flip side of the story. A constant stream of desperate

guilt. I had everything, while other kids had next to nothing. I’m sure

beggars petitioned passengers to lend a hand – they were frail, hungry

these striking images left a deep impression that perhaps propelled

and completely at the mercy of others.

me into a life of renunciation and spiritual welfare work, where I felt I

As we pulled into the dingy station, the platform was lined with a row

could do my bit to help the world.

of homeless bodies, struggling to catch some rest on the smelly, stone-

Seeing the desperately needy

cold floor. Past the ticket counters a leper boy perched on the shoulders

people on this trip rekindled those

of his blind friend investigated the rubbish bins for any useful scraps

same emotions and reminded me

that may help them get through the day. It was a sorry sight.

of my deeper calling. The life of a

Here we come face-to-face with acute poverty - graphic reminders that
you don’t witness back home. It was gut-wrenching and it definitely
made me think. As I studied the reactions of many people around me
however, I couldn’t help but feel they were cold and uninterested. Its
possible that after years of daily exposure, one becomes desensitised and
emotionally indifferent to the struggles of such people. It could just be
practical measures – after all, who has the capability to give every beggar
a dime, or even the time to politely decline? Either way, it would seem
wrong to completely ignore the torment, suffering, pain and desperation

spiritualist is a life of giving, a life
of compassion and a life of sacrifice
for the up-liftment of others.
Selfless service in consciousness of
God, is the essence of spirituality.
We find ourselves by forgetting
about ourselves. Turning a blind

Acts of sacrifice,
charity and penance
are not to be given
up; they must be
performed. Indeed,
sacrifice, charity and
penance purify even
the great souls.
Bhagavad-gita 18.5

eye to the pain of others is not
really an option.

that is a daily reality for millions of people worldwide. When you see
that, your own life problems don’t really seem very significant anymore.
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X-Ray Vision

5 | Innerspace

We arrived in Dublin yesterday. We’ll be in jolly Ireland for the next

Only when individuals find inner peace, can there be world peace.

few weeks sharing books of wisdom with everyone we meet. That

When people are experiencing a vacuum within, they will invariably

means I’ll most likely be ‘off the grid’ with regards to the e-world, but

exploit the external world to fill that void. When there is conflict and

very much ‘on the grid’ in terms of the physical world. The plan is to

agitation within, people will recreate the same in their relationships

visit Waterford, Cork, Galway, Limerick, Belfast and Londonderry,

and communities. Thus, to nurture a spiritual heart, we try to become

arriving back in Dublin for Christmas!

ambassadors of goodwill and share the spiritual message with others.

These priceless books are like x-ray machines. While everything on the
surface may seem fine, the x-ray machine reveals a deeper cause for
concern. Similarly, beyond the slick and smooth exterior of the urban
jungle, the modern metropolis faces a long list of pressing problems:
the time bomb of environmental issues, territorial conflicts, struggling
economies, natural disasters, rising crime and widespread poverty. On
an individual level, stress, depression and suicide rates are also rising.
Smiling faces, crying hearts.
The political, economic and social problems we witness today, are
essentially caused by a neglect and disregard of spiritual values.
Although modern philanthropists, social workers and political leaders

It’s welfare work with a difference. By accessing the wisdom of the
Bhagavad-gita, people can flourish on all levels: physically, emotionally,
socially and spiritually.

A person who has given up all desires for
sense gratification, who lives free from
desires, who has given up all sense of
proprietorship and is devoid of false ego—
he alone can attain real peace.
Bhagavad-gita 2.71

may have good intentions, they fail to identify the root of the problem
and instead simply address the immediate symptoms. Often their
solutions are not as universal, beneficial or permanent as we would
like.
For that, we have to incorporate spiritual wisdom into the equation.
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What’s in a Word
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Someone recently questioned why I post and publish my own writings.

arrived in New York, he published his magazine ‘Back to Godhead’

Haven’t ancient texts like the Bhagavad-gita already distilled the essential

and repeatedly insisted that every issue contain articles written by

truths for mankind? Can our insights and understandings significantly add

his students. He was concerned that ancient truths be carried into

anything to that? Could this extra information simply divert people from

the modern context in a suitable language and with references to the

going to the original source? Is it not a little proud and presumptuous to think

contemporary needs, interests and concerns of the world.

our explanations could be clearer than the divine word?

Bhaktivinoda Thakur, another prolific writer, explained how many

I felt my defences going up, and a thousand arguments began to

people simply study books, collect information and then store those

circulate in my head, but I resisted confrontation and patiently listened.

facts, like a magistrate imprisons a criminal in jail. He labelled it

It was an opportunity to reassess. After all, it is a grave responsibility to

“fruitless retention.” Rather, he said, one should take such knowledge,

re-present the teachings of great spiritualists and distinguished saints.

apply it in one’s life, and then creatively share it according to personal

One requires genuine purity and freedom from worldly ambition.  

experience and taste. Thus, our writings are not a challenge to the great

Writing may be seen as an exercise in self-development. It’s an
opportunity to crystallize thoughts and test comprehension since
explaining a subject matter necessitates that one have a good

teachers, but rather a humble attempt to fulfil their wishes, and in some
insignificant way encourage people to excavate the ancient writings for
their own transcendental gems.

understanding of it first. While communicating universal spiritual
truths, our own weaknesses, faults and deficiencies become strikingly
apparent. Scribing our thoughts can reveal the mysteries within. It
also helps one to become more conscious of the world around them.
Everyday occurrences and interactions are pregnant with insightful
life lessons. Being in writing mode helps one to tune in. We may read
wisdom in a book, but we see it in action in the real world.
Okay, but why publish such writings? When Srila Prabhupada first
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Learning to be Natural
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A friend recently came to our early morning spiritual programme at the

Our spirituality is completely natural, spontaneous and personal.

temple. At 4.30am every day, about fifty individuals from all walks of

However, certain processes and patterns of behaviour help uncover

life come together for their daily spiritual workout - four hours of

that dormant consciousness. Great spiritualists have documented and

personal meditation, heartfelt singing, philosophical contemplation,

outlined a sensible process of devotional practice that culminates in

and prayers of gratitude. While our guest appreciated the energy and

divine love. Scientific, calculated procedures, (in Sanskrit, sadhana-

the enthusiasm of every individual, they struggled with the structure

bhakti) lead to mystical, individual spontaneity (in Sanskrit, raganuga-

and organisation of the programme: singing the same songs, chanting

bhakti). Thus, though regimented practices, traditions and rituals may

the same mantras, at the same time, while dancing in the same

seem like components of a spiritual boot camp, we can rest assured that

formations, and bowing down at the set intervals… seven days a week,

they lead one to pure spiritual individuality.

365 days a year? You could call it a holy boot camp!
Shouldn’t spirituality be a little more spontaneous and natural? Why have
such an instituted and rigid programme? Where is the room for personal
expression and individuality? Why not allow one’s spiritual journey to take a
natural course according to inspiration?
An initial regiment of basic learning is required in order to achieve the
proficiency that facilitates natural expression. Suppose you sit down at
a keyboard to pour out your heart. Without some basic musical training
(which is extremely tedious and monotonous) one will struggle to
express themselves in that medium. Suppose you wanted to write your
deepest feelings in a letter, but you never learnt grammar, sentence

One should engage oneself in the practice
of yoga with determination and faith and
not be deviated from the path. One should
abandon, without exception, all material
desires born of mental speculation and
thus control all the senses on all sides by
the mind.
Bhagavad-gita 6.24

formation, spelling or vocabulary – how would you communicate
those inner feelings? So it’s not a contradiction to say that one must
practice (often mechanically) to achieve naturalness.
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Resolutions to Revolutions
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It’s been a one-month break from computers, emails, skype conferences

establish my supremacy? Is it to expand my fame and influence? Is it to cover

and the e-world at large. I’m not complaining. Taking full advantage of

up my own sense of insecurity? How many deliver their message out of a true

the festive season, our trio of monks travelled to towns up and down

sense of concern and love for another? That is what is ultimately required.

the country, with the aim of sharing spiritual wisdom in the form of

Spirituality travels from heart to heart.

thousands of books: ancient writings which are food for thought in a
fast paced world.

A famous Christian leader once reminisced about his desire to change
the entire world. After years of hard work he gave up, and instead

One evening, as we drove over the River Tyne and advanced

shifted his focus to changing his country. Even that proved difficult,

toward Newcastle City Centre, the enormity of modern civilisation

so he reverted to changing his town. When that failed, he thought he

dawned on me; a complex web of flashing lights, billboards,

would at least try to change his family. Surprise, surprise, they weren’t

rushing cars, tall buildings and amusement facilities. It made me

having any of it either!

wonder whether the few hundred books in our car boot would
change anything in this bustling city. Was the five-hour journey from
London even worth it? Would we do anything of significance whilst here?
I like to be efficient and effective so these thoughts troubled me, but I
nevertheless continued on with enthusiasm.

In his old age he realised his fatal mistake: “First and foremost I should
have changed myself. Inspired by the transformation within me, maybe my
family would have changed. With their help I could have changed the town,
and then we could have done something for our country. Who knows, maybe
that could have led to global change!” It’s interesting how much we think of

One morning, however, a reflection offered me some perspective. This

changing the world, but how little we contemplate the transformation

endeavor to share wisdom with the world is largely about my own

of ourselves. The global revolution begins with a personal resolution.

transformation. Extending our hands and reaching out to others is an

It was Gandhi who reminded us: “Be the change you want to see in the

opportunity to develop compassion, tolerance, empathy, and sincerity.

world”.

Only after developing such qualities can I think of significantly
changing the world, or touching someone else’s life.
I contemplate my motivations while delivering my message. Is it to
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Politically Correct
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Last week my parents handed me my polling card for the upcoming

and thus fully free to give unbiased advice for the benefit of all. There

local election. I do, however, have a confession to make. In the last 15

was respect and reverence for these spiritual guides and their words of

years I have failed to cast a single vote in any government election. That

wisdom were considered invaluable in the universal quest for peace and

may alarm you, but its the truth, and a phenomenon that is becoming

happiness. Unfortunately, the modern political world seems starved of

extremely widespread.

such spiritual direction. Scandals, irregularity and hypocrisy are rife,

As elections approach, politicians may intensify their campaigns to

invariably causing suspicion and frustration amongst the electorate.

win over public opinion, but people are becoming more and more

That said, I am definitely not advocating political apathy. Politics and

indifferent. Many feel that the link between their vote and public policy

government is an extremely influential area that significantly impacts

is tenuous at best. Furthermore, the link between public policy and their

the world we live in. If we want to promote spirituality within society,

own sense of wellbeing is even vaguer. Voting, many may consider, is

significant change will have to come from political circles. While

simply not worth the effort.

government candidates often express some kind of God consciousness,

When Mahatma Gandhi visited England for the ‘Round Table
Discussions’, his British hosts gave him an impressive tour of London

observers often see this as no more than political choreography in the
quest for votes. Something more substantial is needed.

— Westminster Abbey, Buckingham Palace, Big Ben, Whitehall, etc.

Though trends towards secularism seem to be growing, there is a

At the end, they asked him “So, Gandhi-ji, what do you think of Western

simultaneous recognition in the corporate, educational and political

civilization?” Gandhi replied, “I think it would be a good idea!” In other

world, of the need for genuine spirituality, free from the stains of

words, it was not simply technological and economic infrastructure

dogmatism and sectarianism. Let’s hope that politicians will embrace

that made one cultured and guaranteed wellbeing and prosperity for

the opportunity to consult genuine spiritualists who can inject some

all. The real measure of a civilisation is the character of the people, and

substantial wisdom into the equation. Undoubtedly, this would be the

the ethos and aspirations of the society.

politically correct thing to do.

In Vedic culture, the governors of society were guided by saints and
sages, who were uninvolved in matters of power, prestige and profit,
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Spirit + Ritual = Spiritual
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Some 4,000 miles away from London, I am currently in the ancient

but does not work to alleviate the sufferings of others is a neophyte

and holy town of Vrindavana. Krishna, the speaker of Bhagavad-gita,

and elementary practitioner. That does not, however, deem ritual

roamed these lands over 5000 years ago. From the external point of

worship void. Performed in the proper spirit, such rituals invoke a

view there seems to be widespread poverty and decrepit infrastructure,

deep spiritual vision, where one becomes sensitive to everything in the

but from the spiritual point of view this town is thriving. Crowds of

universe, seeing different creations as part of the Divine. On that level,

pilgrims, bustling temples, lavish worship and constant devotional

the spiritualist feels the sufferings of others as his own suffering, and

chanting fills the air at all hours. Yesterday, however, someone

dedicates his life for their upliftment.

challenged me with a thought-provoking inquiry.

The ultimate welfare work is to reconnect people with their spiritual

Why spend so much money on flowers, dresses and golden ornaments for

nature. It is this disconnect which is the root problem in our modern

elaborate temple worship? Wouldn’t God be happier if we spent that money on

civilisation. A spiritually ‘connected’ individual can effectively benefit

helping the poverty stricken? Is God pleased when we offer Him sumptuous

humanity by simultaneously serving the needs of the body, mind and

feasts while thousands of malnutritioned individuals lie on the temple doorstep?

soul. We may serve others without seeing any need for a God in the

Are we satisfied in building huge ornate marble temples while orphaned

picture, but such efforts may not be as comprehensive and lasting as

children suffer in makeshift shanty towns? Have we become so interested in

we would like. Time, energy and resource spent in strengthening our

our own spiritual wellbeing that we’ve lost touch with the ‘real’ world?

personal connection with the Divine will ultimately benefit the entire

Religious worship is aimed at reviving our dormant relationship with

world in a very tangible and practical way.

the Divine. These acts of worship are not simply token deeds, but
thoughtful activities meant to invoke a sense of awareness and personal
relationship with God. While we are impersonal and insensitive toward
the Divine, it is very difficult to be personal and sensitive toward the
multitude of living beings around us.
Scriptures do state that one who simply performs ritual worship,
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Doctor Who
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“Why don’t you get a job?” – that was the immediate question an elderly

All occupations have a unique function and importance, and a mature

Indian man in Loughborough asked me last week as I hurried through

person can recognise and appreciate that. And ultimately, the real

the town centre clad in my saffron robes. I could sense a feeling of

success of life is when we develop the spiritual understanding that all

disapproval mixed with amazement, but I tried to empathise with him

the roles and occupations we are currently playing are temporary and

instead of becoming defensive. Anyone from an Indian background

insignificant, and our real identity is a spiritual one. In the words of

will know about the family pressures to graduate and become a doctor,

Shakespeare: “All the world’s a stage and all the men and women merely

accountant, or at the very least settled in some professional career.

players: They have their exits and their entrances, and one man in his time

After all, the good name of the family rests upon it.

plays many parts”.

The Bhagavad-gita explains how every civilisation functions around
four powers: labour, economic, military and intellectual. Although
divisions and classes have become synonymous with discrimination
and exploitation, practically every society exists with such classification
in one form or another. In reality, an organised society needs different
people to do different things. If they interact in appreciation and
cooperation, then society will flourish, but if there is competition,
exploitation and criticism, then there will be chaos.
No doubt, every society needs doctors, lawyers and accountants.
However, a healthy society also needs spiritual teachers - people who

It is far better to discharge one’s prescribed
duties, even though faultily, than
another’s duties perfectly. Destruction in
the course of performing one’s own duty is
better than engaging in another’s duties,
for to follow another’s path is dangerous.
Bhagavad-gita 3.35

will sacrifice their time, energy and personal comfort, to remind people
that in the midst of their worldly duties and responsibilities, there is
a deeper purpose that shouldn’t be neglected. That is also a valid and
important contribution to society.
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Intensive Care
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Time is ticking and I’m reflecting on what I’ve actually contributed

To maintain your enthusiasm, despite an absence of results and

to the world. Though trying to avoid the egotistical desire to ‘make a

reciprocation

mark,’ we are impelled to share the ‘fruits’ we have received. Spiritually,

To engage all your physical and mental capacities

morally, and even legally, knowledge brings a certain responsibility.

To harbour no hidden agendas or personal motivations

In certain circumstances, to withhold information that can greatly

To go that ‘extra mile’ that nobody else would consider

assist others would be considered violent and unethical. Thus, I often

To be so immersed in the goal, that ‘getting the credit’ pales into

consider how to develop myself into a better instrument to proliferate

insignificance

spiritual understanding.

Now I’m wondering how many of my ‘dreams’ and ‘aspirations’ I

Projects have come and gone, ideas have worked and then fallen apart
and some initiatives were thriving and then slowed down. Sometimes
I think, what will I really have to show after all is said and done?
Everything I’m trying is a ‘work-in-progress’ and slow progress at that!

genuinely care about.
Achievements demand blood, sweat and tears. The classic syndrome
of a lazy mind is to wishfully desire to emulate something or someone,
oblivious to the endless hours of painstaking effort that’s been invested.

I was contemplating these thoughts yesterday, attempting to hone in

The easier they make it look, the harder they’ve been working. Today

on what is actually required to build strong, sustainable, successful,

I’m remembering the incredible sacrifices, unending compassion and

spiritual projects. My conclusion: intensive care. If we don’t intensively

resolute determination of Srila Prabhupada. He tried everything, went

care for projects, in no time you’ll find those projects will end up in the

everywhere and approached everyone, leaving no stone unturned. No

ICU, nearing death. How much do I deeply, genuinely, sincerely care

amount of social commentary, historical analysis or academic reasoning

about what I’m trying to achieve? To care means:

can account for the miracle of his life. He genuinely cared, and that
touched hearts and moved mountains.

To never give up
To be ready and willing to do whatever it takes

Throughout life, people always reminded me to “put my heart into it.”

To give your quality time and undivided attention

Now I’m beginning to appreciate the profundity of that simple wisdom.

To be constantly meditating on your goal
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Spiritual Health Check
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Arrived in Sweden yesterday. The silence is deafening and the stillness

all the records, scans the system, analyses the progress, draws on

makes me restless, but it’s the ideal setting to hear the unheard. Though

his medical experience, and ascertains whether an overall change of

we live in times of chronic movement, we must pause for thought,

direction is needed. He may adjust the treatment, call for an operation,

reflect, and carefully examine our desires and motivations. In a society

or issue a discharge – whatever helps the patient to stay (or get back)

where life’s success factors tend to be external and visible ones, such

on track.

‘soul-searching’ doesn’t come naturally. Nevertheless, however alien
and awkward it may feel, we must make that investment.
Walks in nature, personal journals, meaningful exchanges with trusted
confidants, and regular sessions in sacred space are all tried and tested
ways to begin exploring the inner world. That said, take heed not to
veer to the other extreme. Internal development and practical activity
go hand-in-hand. Introspection that does not factor in rigorous practice
and spiritual discipline can end up being sentimental and emotional.
So what’s the balance? How often should we introspect? What should we be

It’s clear that both types of monitoring are essential.
In the spiritual journey, our day-to-day reflection is primarily based
upon tangible and quantifiable aspects of spiritual discipline. Is
my environment supportive to spiritual development? Have I factored in
appropriate time for my daily practices? How distracted am I during my
meditation? Daily reflection focuses on the quantity and quality of our
external activities, checking that they are being conducted with due
care and attention.

observing? How do we measure progress? The process of introspection, it

Then, at regular intervals, we delve a little deeper. Is my character

seems, also needs some structure.

improving? Am I growing in my devotion and sincerity? What is the quality

Imagine a patient who is being guided back to good health. The ward
nurses dutifully do the daily routine checks. They ensure the diet is
followed, the medication is taken, the bodily faculties are functioning
appropriately and cleanliness is maintained. Their daily checks are
tangible and quantifiable, often a tick-box exercise. Its simple and

of my relationships? Such questions have to be asked after a period of
break, allowing time for the spiritual practices to work their magic.
There are good days and bad days so daily reflection on these things
may not give us an accurate picture of where we’re at. Such things are
only perceptible over a longer period of time.

straightforward, but nevertheless essential. Then, once a week, the

So a quiet week in Sweden is ideal to kick-start the internal dialogue. It

consultant doctor comes in and conducts a deeper analysis. He checks

pays to slow down, so we can eventually go further and faster.
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As Sure As
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Life is like a game of chess – whether you’re the king, queen or pawn,

While addressing thousands of Stamford graduates, he commented:

at the end of the game everyone ends up in the box. Unless, of course,

“Remembering that you are going to die is the best way I know to avoid the

you get cremated. Morbid? Depressing? Dark? Though discussions

trap of thinking you have something to lose. You are already naked. There is no

on death are not usually number one on our conversation list, I was

reason not to follow your heart.” Yet we avoid such inconvenient truths,

invited to the Southbank Centre a few weeks ago to speak on the topic

living in a society where death is sterilised, sanitised and carefully

‘What Happens Next?’ In a sombrely-lit auditorium filled with coffins, I

sealed off from public view. They say 72% of people die without writing

shared some thoughts on the logic of life after death.

a will. Maybe they thought it would never happen to them. Maybe they

Living in a community of spiritualists, such concepts are seamlessly
woven into daily life; birthdays are “appearance days,” my room-mate

just didn’t want to think about it. Despite our resistance and defiance,
time and tide wait for no man.

from Slovenia is “western bodied,” death is the “disappearance day,” and

Death, however, need not be seen as an inconvenient truth, but rather

when someone expires we say they have “left their body.” Atma (the

the ultimate meditation to reinstate clarity and perspective into every

soul), samsara (its journey through material bodies), karma (the law

aspect of our life. Death reminds us of our priorities – those critical

which governs that transmigration) and yoga (the means of escape), are

things we have to pursue before time runs out. Death brings gratitude.

the four pillars of the Vedic worldview. Comprehensive, consistent,

Through the lens of temporality, we perceive everything and everyone

and entirely logical.

we complain about in a new light. Death counters laziness. No point

As a young monk, I remember enthusiastically volunteering to attend
funeral programmes whenever the opportunity arose. For me they
were a reality check, a confirmation, and an impetus to dig deeper.

in killing time once you realise that time is actually killing you. Death
brings fearlessness. In the face of permanent expiry, all of our worries
and anxieties pale in into insignificance.

Even today, sages in the East cover themselves in ashes and meditate

The problem is, death hasn’t quite registered. For me, that deep-rooted,

in front of flower-decked funeral pyres as a means to bolster their

stubborn obliviousness to the inevitability of death is the inconvenient

spiritual urgency. As I prepared for the Southbank presentation, I read

reality. Once the certainty of death actually sinks in, only then will I be

about Steve Jobs, who appreciated that death was life’s most effective

able to break out and really live life unbound.

change-agent.
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Dedication
Srila Prabhupada’s life is truly incredible. When I reflect
on his determination, devotion and sacrifice, it leaves no
room for any more excuses. His life is the inspiration,
the driving force and the guiding light. In the following
letters I offer some humble words of appreciation and
gratitude for everything I have received from him.

Falling Short
Dear Srila Prabhupada,
Please accept my humble obeisances, all glories to your divine grace.
Time moves on, and lots left to do – need to dig deeper, sacrifice more, extend
further and work harder. Not a second to lose. I’m standing at the threshold
of immortality, but still dragging my feet. Holding onto my miserly and
calculative disposition, I stubbornly refuse to open-heartedly give myself to
your mission. So close, yet so far. After all you’ve done for us, anything less
than out-and-out dedication falls embarrassingly short.
Why is it so hard? Aside from this most important mission, what else is worthy
of our energies? In this transitory world of names, the pressing demands of
the urban jungle expertly distract us from the real purpose of life. Family,
friendship, love and society; providing a plethora of convenient excuses to
dodge Krishna life after life. I hope I won’t make the same mistake again.
Give me the strength to let go of this world, so I can fully clasp your lotus feet.
Bless me to wear away this body in your preaching mission. Unqualified as I
am, I look forward to the day when I’ll truly become a ‘Prabhupada man.’
Begging to remain, in your transcendental service,
Sutapa Das
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Vision of Eternity
Dear Srila Prabhupada,
I often look at your photos and wonder what you were seeing. What does
the world look like through the lens of a pure devotee? What is the vision of
someone whose eyes are anointed with the salve of love? What must it be like
to perceive the presence of Krishna at every moment? Every aspect of your deep
spiritual vision captures my imagination.
You arrived in a foreign land as an elderly and penniless mendicant, to
compassionately offer people a message completely contrary to the sex, drugs
and rock-n-roll they were accustomed to. You never saw impossibility or
impracticality, but saw an undeniable order from your spiritual master. Thus,
you came.
You wandered into a New York park, sat cross-legged and closed-eyed,
chanting from the core of your heart, as bemused onlookers stood on in
complete amazement. You never saw danger, awkwardness or rejection, but
saw the irresistible power of the holy name that would penetrate their hearts.
Thus, you chanted.
You triumphantly founded an International Society with a worldwide
manifesto, though living in a decrepit storefront in the Lower East Side, in
the company of a handful of fledgling followers. You never saw obstacles or
limits, but saw the inevitable and unstoppable prediction of providence. Thus,
you thought big.
You made your disciples into pioneering preachers, gurus, renunciates
294

and powerful leaders, sending them in all directions, despite their troubled
backgrounds and internal struggles. You never saw weakness or shortcomings,
but saw sincerity, devotion and a spark of potential to fan. Thus, you empowered
and encouraged.
You met with colossal success, making ‘Hare Krishna’ a household word,
while thousands waited on your every instruction, ready to surrender their
life to please you. You never saw it as your ability, purity or power, but saw
everything as a product of Krishna’s divine grace and mystic potency. Thus,
your glory expanded.
I don’t have such vision, and can’t imagine that I ever will. Nevertheless, by
meditating on you, I hope I’ll get a glimpse of what you see. I often stop and
consider, “what would Prabhupada do?” I’ll keep that mantra central to my
life, as I navigate the chaos of the world and try to do my little bit for your
glorious mission. Thanks for displaying the vision of eternity. Thanks for
making my life a purposeful, exciting, transcendental adventure. I can never
repay you.
Begging to remain, in your transcendental service,
Sutapa Das
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Transcendental Expert
Dear Srila Prabhupada
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unimaginable revenues. You sincerely glorified Krishna, and then completely

The Vaisnava is known as daksa – expert in all activities. Every aspect of your
transcendental character captures my mind and reaffirms your position as the
supremely empowered general within Lord Caitanya’s army.
Prabhupada, you were the best Project Manager. After your departure, some
disciples visited a high-flying industrialist, asking for tips and techniques on
how to manage ISKCON. Astounded that they had approached him, he said,
“Swami Prabhupada is the best manager I have ever seen! You should study
his life - he managed a worldwide society, and never even had a diary in front
of him!” You managed on the basis of spiritual purity and nothing could stop
you.

depended on His mercy. Wherever there is Krishna, and wherever there is
the surrendered soul, there will certainly be opulence, victory, extraordinary
power, and morality.
Prabhupada, you were the best Human Resource Manager. You empowered all
devotees, and further inspired them to cooperate together in a mood of selfless
service. When a disciple asked you why it was that everybody loved you, you
replied “because I love them.” You mediated conflicts, tolerated spiritual
weakness, overlooked bad habits and fanned the spark in each individual to
ignite the fire of Krishna Consciousness all over the globe.
Prabhupada, you were the best Forensic Scientist. Once, on a morning walk,

Prabhupada, you were the best Public Relations Officer. When a snazzy
reported inquired why monks shaved their heads, you replied by asking her
why she shaved her legs. Bamboozled by your response, you clarified your
position: “we prefer a cool head and warm legs!” Despite your cutting words,
your purity of intention meant that you could smash the false ego yet touch
people’s hearts at the same time. The Vaisnava is harder than the thunderbolt
and softer than the rose.
Prabhupada, you were the best Investment Banker. When you arrived in
America, you carried only 40 rupees – what you called a few hours spending
money in New York City. By the time you departed from this world ISKCON
had grown to a worldwide organization boasting hundreds of properties and
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you came by some bird droppings and asked the devotees what the meaning of
this was. While everyone racked their brains to understand the philosophical
conclusion and esoteric meaning behind this sight, you offered the answer –
“this means that even the birds get attached to their nest!” How expertly you
saw Krishna everywhere and drew life lessons from everything. As Krishna
says, “for one who sees Me everywhere and sees everything in Me, I am never
lost, nor is he ever lost to Me.”
Prabhupada, you were the best Property Developer. In 1971, you stayed in a
simple mud hut in Mayapur. In those austere and simple surroundings you
were completely at home. However, one day you revealed to the devotees - “I
am happy in this simple mud hut, but then none of you will come.” Thus,
299

you developed amazing projects and temples simply to attract the world to
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participate in the worship Radha Krishna. These properties stand as embassies
of the spiritual world, and represent the oasis in the desert of this material
world.

in his instructions, and the follower lives with him. As another year passes,
it becomes strikingly obvious that I am falling short. I rededicate myself to

Prabhupada, you were the best Psychotherapist. Once, a multinational tycoon,

serving with more enthusiasm, more selflessness, more determination and

endowed with fame, fortune and power, came to you and complained, “I have

more dynamism. Your entire character oozes with purity, and I know that if

so much money, but I also have so many anxieties.” You offered him the simple

can stay close to your lotus feet, maybe some of that overflowing mercy will

solution – “Give all that money to us. We will use it in devotional service, and

spill onto this struggling jiva.

in that way Krishna will be happy, you will be happy, and we will be happy!”
He was taken aback and hesitant, but you insisted your disciple take his name

If I had one wish in the world, it would be the chance to see you in action, live
and exclusive, face-to-face. Maybe one day that dream will come true.

and address. “Don’t worry” you told him, “we’ll be in touch.” You knew the
art of adding the one to all the zeros. You reminded everyone you met that
without Krishna, nobody can be happy.

Begging to remain, in your transcendental service,
Sutapa Das

Prabhupada, you were the best Medical Consultant. One day, OBL Kapoor
asked what tonic you were using that made you such an advanced and special
Vaisnava. You replied, “Oh I have not been able to manufacture that tonic,
but I do know the formula – trnad api sunicena, taror api sahisnuna [to
be more humble than a blade of grass, and more tolerant than a tree].” In
your unassuming way you assured him “this is not a secret, and one day I
will preach it all over the world.” You stand as the shining example of an
empowered general endowed with incredible humility, tolerance and respect.
You were the personification of kirtaniyah sada harih [one who constantly
chants God’s names].
Prabhupada, above and beyond everything you were the best friend. Actually,
let me correct that, you are the best friend. The spiritual master lives forever
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Who Can Understand?
Dear Srila Prabhupada,
You were the local sadhu, the unassuming resident of Vrindavana, humbly
residing at your simple but tranquil quarters at Radha Damodara Temple.
Then you travelled to the Lower East Side and lived alongside the bums of
the Bowery. People were shocked that you had relocated to the skid row of
New York, but in those alien surroundings you were completely at peace. You
were always living with Krishna, living with the order of Guru, and therefore
everywhere was home for you. Who can understand your consciousness?
You were a streetwise manager, practical and bold, one step ahead, and as
sharp as a saw. “In two things never be shy” you told your disciples, “business
and prasadam!” Yet you were simultaneously a complete saint, generous and
kind, fanning the spark without calculation and compassionately bringing
out the best in others. You were willing to extend yourself beyond the call of
duty regardless of mistakes, weakness or fall down of your disciples. Who can
understand your heart?
You unflinchingly called miserly industrialists “thieves,” proud scientists
“rascals,” and corrupt politicians “demoniac.” Your speech was often harder
than a thunderbolt. Yet you embodied deep humility, offered all credit to your
guru, and shed tears of gratitude while thanking your disciples for their sincere
endeavours to help. You were, without a doubt, softer than a rose. Who can
understand your character?
You lived such a public life – thousands of lectures, hours of meetings,
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streams of interviews and endless conversations. You were followed, recorded
and videoed for most hours of the day. In the glaring spotlight, and found
to be completely spotless. Simultaneously, your internal life was profound
beyond comprehension. In the solitude of the morning hours you bathed in the
scriptures, availed of the saintly association of our predecessors, and connected
so deeply with the holy names of Krishna. You were in constant communion
with God. Who can understand your devotion?
You were grave and serious, chaste and uncompromising. You never fell
short of conveying the absolute truth, exposing the material phantasmagoria
time and time again. Yet at the same time you knew how to laugh, a sense
of humour which had an appreciation for Charlie Chaplain sketches and the
amusing stories of Akbar and Birbal. Full of joy, you showed how to practice
spiritual life with a smile. Who can understand your shining personality?
The list goes on… forever and ever. The typing stops here, but my mind is still
churning the paradoxical facets of your remarkable personality.
Where there is substantial service, sacrifice, seriousness and sincerity… that’s
where we meet you. The spiritual master lives forever in his instructions, and
the follower lives with him. I’m praying for the day when I’ll wholeheartedly
serve you without hesitancy or resistance. No holding back. Then I have
the firm conviction you will call me, and I will see you… face to face – the
perfection of life. When oh when.
Begging to remain, in your transcendental service, Sutapa Das
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Undefeatable
Dear Srila Prabhupada,
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When your body was dwindling in the final days, the doctor said that any

When your entire Bhagavad-gita manuscript was stolen, all that hard work and
intricate explanation was lost. But you were never defeated. You simply took it
as Krishna’s arrangement and began translating it again. That translation is
now the biggest selling version in the world.
When you reached America, the ‘nice boy’ you stayed with in the Bowery
ended up flipping out from his LSD trip and threatened to kill you. But you
were never defeated. Instead, you picked up your bags, left that place and
arranged somewhere else to stay. You eventually moved into the Matchless
Gifts Storefront, 26 Second Avenue, and that tirtha continues to sustain
countless souls to this day.
When a lawsuit was filed against ISKCON for brainwashing, and
deprogrammers were kidnapping devotees, the movement seemed in jeopardy.
But you were never defeated. Instead, you instructed your disciples to bring 84
volumes of books to the judge so he could see the authenticity of this tradition.
They finally submitted that the Hare Krishna movement is authorised, and
today leaders of our movement are meeting the top dignitaries in the world.
When you went to Russia, they stopped you from bringing books into the
country, the KGB vigilantly followed you, there were practically no vegetables
to eat, and all you could do was meet a handful of contacts. But you were never

other person in this condition would be crying out in absolute agony. But you
were never defeated. In that situation you were translating the purports to the
10th canto of Srimad Bhagavatam in deep contemplation. That ripened fruit
from the tree of Vedic knowledge now gives light to people in all corners of the
world, as your devotees profusely distribute your books.
How can we ever understand what you went through and how you dealt with
it? How can we ever understand your unbreakable determination and deep
absorption in the order of you spiritual master? Defeat was not a word in your
dictionary, for wherever there is Krishna and His pure devotee there is always
victory.
On the other hand Srila Prabhupada, I unfortunately have to admit I am a
loser. My senses are pulling me, my mind is out of control and my intelligence
is extremely weak. Time and time again, I am defeated by the material energy
and all its allurements to pursue my own enjoyment and glorification. Falling
down again and again at your lotus feet, I am begging for an ounce of your
determination, courage and absorption so I can get my life together and render
some service for your pleasure.
Begging to remain, in your transcendental service,
Sutapa Das

defeated. You were confident that the seed was planted and now the Russian
yatra is the biggest community of Hare Krishna devotees outside of India.
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For the past twenty years, Sutapa has studied ancient Sanskrit texts
in depth, particularly the Bhagavad-gita, and has a passion to share
the insights and worldviews contained therein. Himself from London
suburbs, Sutapa was always attracted to the idea of ’simple living, high
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share these timeless principles with the wider society.
Email: sutapa.kks@hotmail.com / Blog: www.tattva.co.uk

Whether you consider yourself a pro or just a newbie in spirituality,
or even if you just have a question to ask, t here is a lot for you at

Websites
Main website of Bhaktivedanta Manor:
www.krishnatemple.com
ISKCON around the world:
www.krishna.com

www.krishnawisdom.com!
Krishna Wisdom is an initiative dedicated to supporting the spiritual
interests of people, and providing direction and inspiration for those
who understand the value of adding a spiritual dimension to their life.
Consisting of a friendly team of monks, yoga teachers, and bhakti yoga
practitioners from all walks of life, we organise events and retreats
for yoga and meditation , and courses which explore the timeless
philosophy of the Bhagavad Gita.
The philosophy described in the ancient books of the east is practical,
simple, enlightening, a nd yet enjoyable and enlivening. It has been
practiced by people for centuries and you too will be able to see the
benefits almost instantly. So do get in touch with us!
www.krishnawisdom.com
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