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Srimat Swami Suhitananda ji Maharaj, who always gave me an upward push whenever I was failing down









Preface


The desire to succeed is inherent in every being. It makes them train their young in the art of grazing their grass, which includes food, survival and mating.


In the case of human beings, this grazing may also take subtler shapes like art, music and other forms of creativity. The more sublime minds may even leave everything in the world for God.


For this very reason, the elders train us to succeed in whatever we are doing. In this process, they also teach us about the pitfalls that are spread liberally along the path. Sometimes we are mindful of these landmines and, at other times, we become too careless to protect ourselves. The result, in all these cases, may range from embarrassment to disaster.


As we grow, the supply of these cautionary notes decreases. Our obsession with success, unchecked by caution, leaves us vulnerable to both internal and external dangers.


Just like any other young person, I treated passion, action, drive and orientation as the primary factors of life. After years of stumbles, falls, injuries, moments of feeling crushed and shedding tears, I came to realize the folly of this outlook. I discovered that the Indian way of life, set apart from both common sense and nonsensical outlooks, approaches life with a different attitude and with greater precaution.


According to it, life makes a person spiritually strong enough to realize their true self. So problems, failures and falls are integral parts of one’s existence; success and failures are merely exercises that build the spiritual muscles, enabling us to achieve anything, even God-realization. The world, thus, is a mere gymnasium where we build ourselves. It is neither for enjoyment nor for suffering.


However, not everyone can take failures in stride. Even worse, severe setbacks can cause mental health issues born out of a sense of hopelessness. At some point in life, some people develop a sense of meaninglessness and think of ending their lives. This fact is disturbing; nevertheless, it is true.


What to do to fix all this?


Away from the simplistic, quick-fix solutions to life’s upheavals, the Indian way looks at life on a broader canvas that accepts failures and stumbles as part of growth and so cautions that whining, complaining, lamenting and shedding tears are actually a waste of time. The enduring message from India is: when you fail because of your own folly or due to the mischief of others, gather yourself, pick up the pieces of life and move upward. In life, there is no full stop, not even a comma; you are eternally what you are: divine.


This work, Failing Upward, is about the essential aspects of life that most of us pass through in our pursuit of success and happiness. It is presented as a free flow of ideas, more like a collage than an organized mosaic. Also, it is neither comprehensive nor preachy.


Those interested solely in life-building may go through Carving a Sky, but when they feel battered by life, this book may be of great help.
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Failing and Failures


Whatever our outlook on life – Indian or Western, materialistic or spiritual – it takes us through the good and bad, which may drive us to plunge forward or shrink away. The common understanding of success is the ability to gather a large number of trophies in the activities that we consider good. However, we may fail repeatedly in the process. How do we handle setbacks when our sights are set afar? How do we go steady when the goalposts seem to recede as we proceed?


There are also occasions when all this appears inane and insipid; when life itself seems like a burden. What do we do then?


i


The world does not end here


I once happened to meet a devastated young lady, the mother of a baby girl. Her husband had died a year ago or so and soon after, she was forced into another marriage. The consequences were so devastating that she became suicidal. Her family members reached out to her, trying to calm her down.


When I tried talking to her, saying, ‘Life does not end here. You will be born again and will start your life journey from where you left it.’ She replied firmly, with tear-filled eyes, ‘It all ends once the eyes are shut.’


Pretty painful!


She was well-educated and seemed to have great potential for the future. Yet she stood there, wishing to give up on her struggle. Only the love for her baby held her back. Somehow, we persuaded her to return home with her parents.


The incident left a deep mark on me, since life always gives a second chance. It also gives a third, a fourth and many more chances till we grow to our full potential. If it does not work out in one lifetime, life extends itself until the goal is attained. And yet, people firmly believe that ‘it all ends once the eyes get closed.’


My favourite example is Dostoevsky, one of the greatest writers the world has ever seen. After reading his novels, The Brothers Karamazov and Crime and Punishment, I became curious about his life. As a young man, he was sentenced to death by the Tsarist government but his execution by firing squad was commuted at the last moment. The story goes that he vomited when he was released.


Imagine the loss to the world of literature had he died that day. Or even the loss to his own sense of fulfilment.


What was true for Dostoevsky is true for all of us. Those who think of self-execution should understand that life keeps giving new chances, if only you hold on to your capability. Even if you don’t have a special talent like Dostoevsky, this life itself is a great chance to work toward a goal and raise yourself to be special.


India does not view life as a game of Russian roulette, in which one is either successful or a failure. It sees life as a continuum that flows through death and rebirth, starting from where we left off. In this process, it offers people experiences and an infinite number of chances, with the caveat that lost opportunities are lost time in pain and suffering.


The best thing for us is to get up, maximize our qualities and keep moving upward.


ii


Failing and falling may not be bad


We are only as great as our suffering.


Enjoyment is our comfort zone, so we assume that happiness is the aim of our lives. But no, it is not. The real goal is to outgrow our limitations and be great, which requires hammering and suffering.


Happiness is a state of rest, while suffering is a kick to get out of the rut. The sacred books of India are full of instances where sufferings, caused by failures, made a person great. Three stories illustrate this truth.


Dhruva is remembered as one of the greatest devotees of Lord Vishnu. The Pole Star is named after him because of his great devotion. The ancient stories say the universe revolves around the Pole Star which is his abode.


As a child, Dhruva once wished to sit in the lap of his father, the king, but he was scolded and stopped by his stepmother from doing so. With his pride hurt, he left the palace to seek the grace of God. The divine sage Narada tried to dissuade him but he failed, then he taught the boy how to pray and meditate.


Having learnt the art of higher life, he plunged completely and was finally blessed by the Lord. He became the greatest of devotees but also gained the kingdom and after his death, he attained the sacred abode.


Imagine Dhruva’s life without him getting hurt for no fault of his!


On a different note, there is the story of Ahalya, who was the wife of the great sage Gautama. Her beauty drew the passions of Indra, the king of the gods. Ahalya too was tempted by his attention. When sage Gautama realized what had happened, he cursed both Indra and his wife: she would become disembodied and perform tapasya until Sri Rama, the incarnation of God, came and freed her.


After being in a state of suspended animation for years, she was released when Sri Rama visited her. She realized the nature of God, became a blessed soul and was reunited with sage Gautama.


If Ahalya had not committed this folly, she would have become a respected female sage. But because she fell and rose from the ashes, she is now adored.


Beyond ‘not my fault’ and ‘sorry, it was my fault’ is the story of sage Viswamitra. He was a king who quarrelled over a cow with sage Vasistha and got a major drubbing. Humiliated, he left his kingdom for tapasya just like Dhruva and Ahalya.


Due to the power of tapasya, he went on a spree of falls of different kinds, but he still persisted in his efforts. His final temptation was a divine apsara named Menaka, tempting him to his fall.


However, he never gave up. He persisted and became one of the greatest sages ever. One of his major contributions to humanity is the Gayatri mantra, along with his contribution of an entire section in the Veda.


His life shows how a person can grow to be great despite failures and obstacles. He was full of jealousy but became a great sage of peace, he was arrogant but acquired spiritual wisdom of inclusiveness and he fell into temptations but rose to become great in morality. The list goes on.


These three examples from the Indian tradition show that jolts and failures are often necessary to grow fully into one’s potential. Every fall is, in fact, a portal to something greater, whether it becomes visible in this life. Or, maybe the next.


Indeed, pain and adversity push people upward. One only needs to persist in the struggle. Fail a hundred times, yet one success can make you great.
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Cry not, another life awaits you


As a young boy, I was a great admirer of Somerset Maugham’s writings, whose works appeared to me to be above par. Charmed by his insights, I read all his stories and novels and some of them multiple times, which shaped my worldview. One of those stories is The Verger, about an illiterate verger (caretaker of a church) who had served a particular church for many years to everyone’s satisfaction.


A time came when a new Vicar (stop-gap priest) was appointed, who was mortified to find that the verger was illiterate. Despite all his weeping and pleading, the verger was asked to leave, even though he was liked by all in the neighbourhood. Naturally, he was devastated.


Unfortunately for him, he knew no other work. With starvation staring him in the face, he opened a tobacco shop and over time, his business grew well enough for him to deposit his earnings in a bank. Once, when he needed to sign some papers, he gave the honest reply that he was illiterate. When the bank manager came to know of this, he said, ‘And do you mean to say that you’ve built up this important business and amassed a fortune of thirty thousand pounds without being able to read or write? Good God, man, what would you be now if you had been able to?’


‘I can tell you that, sir,’ said Mr Foreman, a little smile on his still aristocratic features. ‘I’d be verger of St Peter’s, Neville Square.’


Indeed, we often don’t know what lies within us until we get kicked out by the world. It is then that other forces open new doors for us. The intervening period between the two paths may be excruciating but there is absolutely no reason to give up.


If we have it in us, new doors will surely open. If we don’t, then we need to ‘carve a sky’ for us.
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Act not foolishly during bad times to regret later


Balzac, the great French novelist and storyteller, has given us some fine pieces of literature. One of his novels that I loved hugely is The Wild Ass’s Skin (La Peau de chagrin), which depicts the plight of a young man who, in his despair, makes a bad choice only to regret it later, with no way out.


The story, set in Paris, is about a young man who is suicidal due to poverty. Recognizing his plight, an antique dealer gives him a magic piece, the skin from a wild ass, that would fulfill his every desire. But for each wish granted, the skin would shrink and consume a good portion of his physical energy, leading him to an early and painful death.


The story began with a sense of relief, humour and playfulness that soon turned into a mass of negativity, leading to imminent disaster that was impossible to ward off. Once the young man realized what was happening, he tried everything to get rid of that skin, which was rapidly losing its size, but he failed. The sheer terror and helplessness became too visible in his character every day and the folly of the escape route he had chosen turned into a deadly grave in no time.


It is not unusual for people to face desperate situations that turn their understanding into limp putty, leaving them open to bad judgements and disasters. That is how I have faced the suicide of a close friend and of a few other acquaintances. I have also seen people committing other kinds of follies that made them live with regrets for the rest of their lives.


Such incidents, bordering on stupidity born out of despair or loneliness, hit many. In one of his books, the celebrated physicist Richard Feynman describes how, after the untimely passing of his beloved first wife, he sent a marriage proposal to a lady whom he knew well. They were not at all compatible, which he knew all along. But the decision, born of loneliness, as described by him, led him to an unhappy marriage that soon ended in a divorce, leaving a deep scar on his psyche. It was all lost time and emotions.
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