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Reverend Dada J. P. Vaswani (2 August 1918–12 July 2018) is the spiritual head of the non-sectarian and internationally renowned Sadhu Vaswani Mission. He led a life of selfless service and is acclaimed for relentlessly spreading the message of peace, love, brotherhood and reverence all over the world. Under his inspiring leadership the Sadhu Vaswani Mission has built hospitals, schools and colleges and undertaken rehabilitation and relief programmes to uplift the society.


Being a visionary saint Dada J. P. Vaswani’s illustrious life helped millions to understand the meaning of life. He has spoken on several global platforms on subjects including vegetarianism, animal rights, forgiveness, women empowerment, new education and many more. He is also widely acclaimed as an author and poet, and has written over 150 self-help and inspirational books, some of which have been translated into seventeen world languages. His timeless wisdom and wit and humour have illumined the lives of many.







[image: images]






PREFACE


You can choose to be what you wish to be!


Your life, future, dreams, and your destiny are in your own safe and capable hands. To shape your life and destiny, all you need to do is make the right choice to bring about the positive transformation you seek.


Yes! You have the power (shakti) within you, that can transform your life. You have the ability to uncover the potential in yourself; to rewrite the story of your life; to take charge of your own life; to discover the joy that is your birthright; to live life like a prince or a princess, as you are a child of God, who is the King of kings.


God endowed each one of us with Free Will, and all of us have the freedom to change our destiny at every point in life. In other words, we have the freedom of choice to act; to choose between right and wrong. At every step of life, we can make the effort to improve our condition. Through our actions, we can actually succeed in changing our own karma and thus altering our own destiny.




We should not ignore the darker side of this power of choice: even as I write this, and while you read this, thousands of people have chosen to drink and drive, and are involved in fatal road accidents. And without offending the delicate sensibilities of my readers, I must also point out that rape, murder, and assault statistics are so horrifying when we consider how many individuals choose violent crimes every minute, every moment, here on this good earth.


This little book is all about the choices we make, every living moment.


Don’t you believe me when I say you are making a choice every moment? Right now, at this very moment, you could have been surfing the internet idly; you might even have chosen to smoke a cigarette or order a pizza, instead, you have chosen to read this book.


You may be familiar with that remarkable young man, Nachiketas, whose story is told in the Kathopanishad. Nachiketas’ father is performing a yajna that will enable him to go to heaven. That is surely the greatest gift a man can ask for in this life, don’t you think? As part of the requirements of the yajna, gifts have to be given away to brahmins and poor folk. When he sees his father giving away old and ailing cows as daan (alms) in the yajna, Nachiketas protests that he must be true to the spirit of the scriptural injunctions, and insists that his father should give away more worthwhile gifts; indeed, the best he can offer. The father is so incensed by the lad’s criticism, that he gives away Nachiketas to Yama, the Lord of Death, as a gift. Undeterred by this, Nachiketas waits without food and water for three whole days and three nights to see Yama. Yama is contrite that he has kept a young brahmachari waiting so long, and offers him riches and gifts in compensation.


However, the determined young man was not ready to settle for anything other than enlightenment. ‘I have come from the mortal realm,’ he tells Yama, ‘why then would I choose material gifts and be content with something mortal? I desire only that which is immortal and eternal.’


Yama is pleased with the young man. He has effortlessly rejected worldly gifts and pleasures and chosen truth and wisdom over everything else. In every round of the game called life, Yama explains, man is confronted by two choices: the pleasant, and the righteous. The former leads us to worldly pleasures, the latter leads us Godward. Nachiketas is indeed wise, for he has chosen wisdom over wealth, truth over ephemeral pleasures.


Yama, the wise counsellor, tells Nachiketas that our body is like a chariot drawn by five horses – the five senses. When we are in the driver’s seat, we are good and capable charioteers, we keep the horses safely under our control; else, the wild horses will go after what they want. ‘The senses,’ Yama tells Nachiketas, ‘always choose preya, the pleasurable path, that leads only to death and ruin.’


Is this not true? When we run after the pleasures of this world, our happiness is only momentary. We think we are drinking life to the dregs, but, in reality, we are just indulging the senses. Excessive indulgence in pleasures can only lead to pain and disillusion, and we end up at death’s door, spiritually bankrupt.


Do we have an alternative? ‘Yes, indeed,’ Yama assures Nachiketas. We can avoid the pleasurable path called preya and choose the path of shreya. The tough and thorny path that begins in the awareness that we are not the bodies we wear and there is more to us than just the senses and mind; it begins in the awareness that we are immortal souls and our home is in the eternal.


The choice is ours. We have to choose between preya and shreya. But a question arises: how many of us can really distinguish between preya and shreya?


‘Wait a minute, Dada,’ I can hear my young readers protest. ‘I don’t think I’ve met these young ladies whom you just mentioned. Who are preya and shreya?’


Preya and shreya are paths we choose to walk this life through. These are choices we make as ways of living. Preya offers us instant pleasure and gratification, but its consequences are far-reaching and almost always negative. Shreya, on the other hand, involves controlling the senses and their desires, it entails self-discipline and self-control and denying oneself the gratification that the lower impulses crave. But the rewards of such self-denial are almost wholly beneficial and positive in the long run.


There is a young lady I know, who often proclaims, ‘If the reward for all this is in heaven, forget it, I’m not interested.’ She refers, of course, to the tough choices she has had to make, and rues the fact that she has had to deny herself the soft and easy options. But she is right; she will have to wait for those rewards.


It must be pointed out that sometimes preya can also lead to instant ruin. Take the case of a young man driving an expensive, powerful, fast bike that his rich father has just gifted him; choosing preya in his case means driving at high speed, pushing the powerful and sophisticated machine to its limit, unmindful of speed limits and other traffic on the road. Choosing shreya means keeping to the rules and traffic regulations, resisting the temptation to ride ‘fast and furious’, as the expression goes.


We are confronted by the necessity of making right choices almost every waking moment of our lives. What do we choose: rash driving or sober speed? anger or forgiveness? indulgence or restraint? falsehood or truth? screaming and shouting or patient explanation? corrupt practices or upright behaviour? And, in the broader context, dharma or adharma? righteousness or wrongdoing?


On the face of it, the choice is simple and straightforward; but putting it into practice is challenging for some of us. But practice it we must, if we are to avoid the pitfalls, the negative outcomes that preya will inevitably lead us to.


You have to choose between two paths: the easy, tempting, alluring worldly path, which will lead you to unhappiness; or the difficult, thorny and painful spiritual path, which will lead you to ultimate bliss. It will lead you to the realm of light.




For this, first, you have to make a choice. You have to make the decision yourself – which path to follow and what goal to achieve.


You will receive in relation to what you choose! For this too is a secret law of nature. The law of ‘ask and you shall be given’ operates on certain principles. You have to ask, when the mind is integrated and focussed. Normally, we ask for worldly things. We ask when the mind is turbulent. We ask continuously; we are not sure what we really want from the Universe. The Universe is there to give us help, and reciprocate our thoughts and emotions. These secrets of the Universe are not hidden, but are open to everyone.


One thing is for sure, you cannot divide your heart into two. You cannot partition it, and say, ‘Okay, on one side, I will have the luxuries of the world, and on the other side, I will have the Almighty, the Illumined One.’ Lord Jesus, more than two thousand years ago, had said the same thing, ‘You cannot serve two masters at the same time.’ Hence, choose your path, choose what or whom you will give your heart to, choose your master, and the choice is most certainly yours.


I pray to the Almighty that you may always make the right choice.





CHAPTER 1


YOU HAVE A CHOICE


A new day dawns . . .


The alarm goes off: you have the choice to spring out of bed or snooze.


You wake up: you have the choice to think of God or think of the world.


You decide to get up from your bed: you have the choice to be grateful for a brand new day or feel oppressed by all the work that awaits you.


Every moment of life offers us a choice. A behavioural scientist tells us that on any given day we make around 600 to 3000 choices consciously or unconsciously. Tea or coffee; sandwich or a hot meal; walk or drive; blue dress or green dress; formals or casuals, the list goes on.


There are many people in this world who do not have the luxury of standing in front of a wardrobe, wondering what they are going to wear that day. But even such people have the choice to pick their attitude to face the day: to complain, whine, or be cheerful and positive.


How often do you choose to smile? It’s one of the best choices open to us all.


How often do you choose to be thankful? Ingratitude is also a deliberate choice.


We take immense trouble to choose the clothes we wish to wear, the food we want to eat, the courses we wish to pursue in college, the job we would choose, and the locality to live in. But we must not fall into the habit of making choices based on sheer force of habit or superficial awareness. This only makes us similar to blinkered horses.


The most important choice we must all make is to choose Life, with a capital L; not just living, as a routine existence.


What is it to live truly? It is to make a choice of the values, ideals, and aspirations that truly matter to us. To determine how we live from day to day, what beliefs and core values we cherish, and how best we may fulfil the purpose for which we came upon this earth. If we fail to make this fundamental choice, what difference can there be between us and those beings we regard as ‘lesser’ than us, namely animals, which live by their primitive instincts and basic senses?


Let me share with you this story that a friend told me. In this fable, God creates a cow first. ‘I give you fifty years of life,’ He tells the cow. ‘You will stay out in the sun and do as the farmer tells you. You will beget calves and yield milk to the farmer.’




The cow is not very happy. ‘I don’t need fifty years for this kind of life,’ the cow tells her Creator. ‘Take forty years back. Ten years are enough for me.’


God then creates the monkey. ‘You have twenty years to live,’ He tells the monkey. ‘You will swing from tree to tree, and make people laugh making faces and doing your monkey tricks.’


‘Twenty years to make faces and make people laugh? Ten years are more than enough,’ says the monkey. ‘I give you back the rest.’


God next creates the dog. ‘I give you twenty years of life. You will sit all day outside your master’s house,’ He tells the dog. ‘You will wag your tail whenever your master looks at you. You will bark at strangers and guard his property with your life.’


‘What?’ grimaces the dog. ‘Twenty years to sit outside someone’s house and bark at strangers? Ten years are good enough for me. Take the rest away.’


Finally God creates man. ‘You will eat, sleep, play, and enjoy yourself in the world which I made for you,’ He tells man. ‘I give you twenty years of life.’


‘No, that’s not fair!’ man objects. ‘Twenty years are not enough for a life like that. Give me all the years that the cow, the dog and the monkey gave back to you. That will make my life span seventy years at least.’ God agrees.


Therefore, the story concludes, man eats, sleeps and plays and enjoys himself for twenty years of his life. Then he works all day long for the next thirty years and feeds his family. For the next ten years he makes monkey faces and entertains his grandchildren. And finally, he sits outside his house and barks at people who pass by.


What have we done with our precious lives? What are the choices that we have made during our lives?


‘The self is not something ready-made, but something in continuous formation, through choice of action,’ wrote John Dewey, the American philosopher and educational reformer. Not many of us know that Dewey was hailed as a ‘second Confucius’ by Chinese students and intellectuals, when he stayed in China for two years between 1919 and 1921, and lectured extensively to enthusiastic audiences. Dewey argued with passionate conviction that the Chinese people should focus on social transformation and educational reform, rather than on a political revolution. But, as history tells us, China, as a nation, made a different choice


‘The whole notion of you-have-a-choice is illusory, Dada,’ a friend said to me some time ago. ‘We don’t choose our parents or our relatives; we don’t choose when to be born or when to die; we can’t get into institutions or courses of our choice due to eligibility constraints; if we accept the notion of marriages being made in heaven, we don’t have the freedom to choose our life partners (in any case arranged marriages are the choice of parents and not the couple themselves); and whether one lives in Communist China, affluent America, or in emerging India, you don’t get to choose on how much of your earnings you can keep for yourself. So where exactly is this mythical thing called choice that people so eloquently talk of? It seems to me all we have is Hobson’s choice.’




This is a fallacious argument! We have created our character and our destiny by choices we have made in the past. But we have the present now, and it is never too late to make the right decisions and choices so that our future is of our own making and liking.


Maharishi Valmiki was a dacoit. But he rose above his destiny to become a great sage and an immortal composer, whose name was attached to Lord Sri Rama.


Siddhartha was born a prince, but he chose the road less travelled; he renounced his wealth and luxury and left his father’s kingdom and sought enlightenment. He became the Buddha, hailed as master and guide by millions of people even today.


Every day, every moment, we face crucial choices. Junk food, junk thoughts, junk feelings, or nutritious food, positive thoughts, good feelings; shall I eat a packet of wafers or shall I bite into an apple? Shall I lose my temper or shall I be patient? Shall I be jealous of my neighbour’s new car or feel happy for his happiness?


Every choice we make and every action we perform becomes a chain reaction. If only we have the wisdom and foresight to stop and ask ourselves, ‘What consequences will my choice bring on me and my loved ones? How will it affect the lives of others around me?’


Don’t think this is a far-fetched notion: think of a man who is drinking; think of a youngster who is about to try drugs; think of someone who is planning to cheat or defraud others. Why, you know as well as I do, even crossing the road carelessly or driving your car too fast can have dire consequences! Only, we are not aware of these consequences when we do as we please!


Some of the highest and best attributes of human beings, such as wisdom, insight, discrimination, and detachment are called into action when we make a choice.


Think of a thoughtless tourist who keeps throwing plastic bags, cans, and chocolate wrappers on the beach, near shrines and temples, and on mountain slopes; think of the wise man who picks up the rubbish of others and deposits it all carefully in the trash can. Now, do you realize what I mean?


May I share with you the story of Hobson’s choice. Today, we take it to mean ‘no choice at all’ or just a false illusion of choice. Thomas Hobson was the owner of a livery stable near Cambridge in sixteenth-century England. He had a stable of around forty horses, which were hired by the travellers. But if a traveller saw the extensive stable and paid the money to hire a horse imagining that he could choose any horse that he fancied, well, the poor man was mistaken. Hobson simply would not let his customers choose a horse of their liking. He would point to the one in the first stall and say, ‘Take this or leave it. The others are not available now.’ Only the worst kept horses were on offer; the best one’s were protected for special customers only and prevented from being overused by all and sundry. So you see, Hobson’s choice was originally a business strategy.


Do we really have a choice? I think we do. Do we all really have the chance to exercise our choice, assert our free will while we make that choice? The answer again is yes, I think we do.




Let me warn you straight away. There are factors that influence our choice. There is a very strong case to be made out for environmental influences (family, social background, a whole range of social stimuli that influences us); equally powerful is our basic nature or mental / physical makeup (what people call genetics); in short, the whole issue of ‘Nature versus Nurture’. But that is not what this book is all about. This is about the choices we make at every moment of our lives, the choices which determine what sort of a person you or I will eventually become.


I believe we always have a choice!


Then there are philosophical arguments made against man’s power to choose. One of the key concepts of Taoism is wu wei, meaning, ‘non-action’ or ‘not acting’. The concept of wu wei is complex and reflected in multiple interpretations of the phrase: it may mean ‘not doing anything’, ‘not forcing’, ‘not acting’ in the theatrical sense, ‘creating nothingness’, ‘acting spontaneously’, or even ‘flowing with the moment’.


Let me tell you that ‘flowing with the moment’ or ‘going with the flow’ is not passive determinism or procrastination. Wu wei is a choice that demands right thinking and right action. First and foremost, we need to get in the flow; we need to focus our attention on the present. This means clearing our minds from the clutter of the past, and from the worries and anxieties of the future. It is making the choice to become truly aware and conscious of who we are and what we are doing.


Are these not some of the conscious and difficult choices we must make?




Another Chinese philosopher and thinker, Mencius, narrated this parable about a farmer who returned home late one evening after an exhausting day in his fields. His sons asked him anxiously, ‘Papa, what have you been doing?’
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