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A humble offering to 
Lord Sri Krishna
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has been the light for humanity
for thousands of years










PRELUDE
Before the Beginning



Each soul is potentially divine. The goal is to manifest this divinity by controlling nature, external and internal. Do this either by work, or worship, or psychic control, or philosophy – by one, or more, or all of these – and be free. This is the whole of religion.


– Swami Vivekananda


My conscious journey into understanding the dynamics of life underwent a trajectory change when I was in my early twenties. An unusual situation arose at our centre that demanded an urgent and unconventional solution – I, a novice monk, had to break into the house of a bank manager to get the keys of the bank locker right away. The manager, whose responsibility it was to open the locker to deliver the question papers for the Board examination scheduled for that day, had absented from duty.


Upon reaching the manager’s flat, I found the door locked. Looking for clues, I jumped up to the ventilator and saw that the keys were on the table with a note, implying that he wanted them to be taken by whatever means.


I contacted the administrative authorities, took some policemen with me, and at the suggestion of the neighbours, tried entering from the backdoor, which had been left unlocked.


The gentleman, who was leading the way, entered the living room, screamed, held his hand tightly on his mouth and ran back.


I was next in line. When I entered the room, I saw a sight which I have never forgotten. How do you react when you enter someone’s house whom you knew well and who was more than successful in life, and are welcomed not by him but by his body hanging from the ceiling with a rope round his neck?


I felt numb.


I also felt compelled to question the dynamics of life – what made the chain run and what made it snap.


My journey through life continued, bringing in its wake more unnatural deaths, break-ups and breakdowns, lows and despondency, and other such impediments. But that scene has continued to occupy the most space among my bad memories.


Over the years, I have found that there are numerous books that teach us how to manage one’s life, and masters from every age have illuminated the way to blessedness. However, in a changing world that spews new minds, new situations and new problems continually, it is impossible to have one fit-all solution for everything.


A closer look at life shows that the problems and demands of humanity have remained unchanged over ages; they only get clothed differently. We all seek comfort, security, material pleasures, inner happiness, long life of our dear ones, good health, wonderful family, supportive friends and likewise. And so, the solutions to life’s problems also have been the same, only packaged differently.


Of all the books that explore life as a complete whole in the Hindu spiritual tradition, Gita is the most respected and popular work, primarily because it teaches the philosophy of life at all levels and shows that if you do not fight your war now, your demons will soon catch up with you and cause much more harm. It also guides the way to self-seclusion and realizing one’s true self to those who have no inner or external war to fight.


Gita is like the mirror of life. If you shut your eyes to it, you will see nothing, and if you gaze deep into it, then your true nature will come tumbling out to give you a reality check. So, with its help, one can understand what they are and what they need to do with life. It can also help sense the way out of the morass in which they might be to attain anything – beatitude, wealth, fame, peace, liberation – just anything!


People often ask whether Gita is relevant in the present times. The answer is a big YES. It is just as relevant today and will continue to be so in the future, as it was when it was first delivered millennia ago. Until a person becomes spiritually illumined and realizes their true divine nature, they will remain bound by the polarities of success and failure, making them aggressive and depressive by turn. Feeling imprisoned, they may yearn for the strength to break free from the bonds, which Gita provides through its life-saving message of freedom and oneness: the two essential pillars of strength.


Looking back, I believe that the unfortunate bank manager, mentioned earlier, would not have taken the extreme step if he had understood life better with the help of Gita.


This work, Arohan: Ascent with Gita, approaches the sacred scripture in a manner that a common person can understand and relate with. Presented as a discussion between a young man and a monk, the purpose of this work is to bring before the readers the realities of life on a larger canvas, avoiding the polemics and philosophical wrangling often found in scholarly commentary.


This work does not translate or explain all the verses, since the purpose is to arouse an interest in the minds of those who find it challenging to navigate the philosophical complexities of Gita. The selection of the verses is mostly random to show that Gita is like a bowl of nectar – drink from anywhere and you will be blessed. Indeed, Arohan may well prepare you for a deeper dive into the sublime waters of this eternal divine song.


The work is also my tribute to Gita, which is the first scripture I studied seriously, and to my great teachers who took special care of me while explaining its depth in detail. I also profusely thank Gita Press, whose publications have been the guiding light in my spiritual journey. Even this work owes greatly to Gita Press.


I also offer my most sincere pranams to Swami Nikhilananda ji of the Ramakrishna Mission whose translations of Gita and the Upanishads have been the main frame of my understanding of scriptures. Help has also been taken from the work of Swami Swarupananda’s translation of Gita, which was overseen by Swami Vivekananda himself.


The English translation of the verses in this work is not literal but free-flowing, to align with its theme. Except for some verses from The Song Celestial by the great poet Sir Edwin Arnold, the entire work is from my memory.


To make the reading of Sanskrit verses easier, words have at times been separated from their conjunction form.










GITA
Word of Bhagavan



In Whom is the Universe, Who is in the Universe, Who is the Universe; in Whom is the Soul, Who is in the Soul, Who is the Soul of Man; knowing Him – and therefore the Universe – as our Self, alone extinguishes all fear, brings an end to misery and leads to Infinite Freedom.


– Swami Vivekananda


Importance of Gita


This chapter may appear difficult and technical to some readers, and it may even require more than one reading. Those not interested in it may skip it, but to understand the ideas that abound in Gita, it is advisable to grasp the essentials of this chapter.


Gita belongs to the tradition of living scriptures, meaning that it has inspired people for thousands of years. Composed in mere seven hundred verses in eighteen chapters, it is spiritually deep, philosophically broad and intensely practical. Each of its chapters is named as yoga, implying that one can improve their life, and become increasingly aware of their indwelling Divinity, by following any of the chapters, in part or whole.


Gita is considered sacred for the Hindus, many of whom memorize it in childhood, while others recite it daily, contemplate upon it, and strive to realize the spiritual truths that it contains. It is also customary for a Hindu to recite it when they begin their journey beyond the physical universe.


Highlighting the importance of Gita, Sri Ramakrishna had said that a monk may give up everything, but he must keep a copy of Gita with him. Swami Vivekananda, during his wandering days in India in the 1880s–90s, always kept a copy with him.


It is not known for sure how old Gita is, but it is a sacrosanct belief that it was delivered in the battlefield of Kurukshetra by a tranquil Sri Krishna to his friend-disciple Arjuna, who, overwhelmed with sorrow, horror and confusion at the thought of killing his own kith and kin in the impending war, laid down his arms and refused to fight, citing many ‘compelling’ reasons for his decision. It was the kind of conflict where his duty demanded that he go ahead with the war, while his emotions and sense of virtue dictated the opposite.


What Sri Krishna then spoke to him by way of teaching came to be known as Gita, which alleviated Arjuna from his confusion and mental mess – something that we always face in the world. In the process, Sri Krishna also revealed to him the spiritual reality behind existence.


Bhagavan, a spiritual reality


What is this spiritual reality that Gita discusses?


The idea that ‘I’ exists separately from the distinct ‘world’ is universal among all beings. This sense of duality, drives all beings to live ‘individual’ lives in the world, and to leave the likes of their own for the future.


Of all living beings, it has been the privilege of human beings to ponder over the meaning of ‘I’ and to wonder if there is an underlying unity in the vastness before them.


‘Yes’, say the spiritual masters.


‘But how?’ comes the next question. That is when the quest for spirituality begins. It is then that the noble minds start probing into the deeper layers of existence. (Here, ‘noble’ is used in its original meaning, implying ‘rare, inclined towards purity’, without any reference to hereditary or titular status in society.)


The first step in that direction is when one realizes that the conscious reality of a person is known as ‘self’, and of the universe is ‘God’ or ‘Universal Self’. To realize this truth, one has to get down to silencing the mind through purity and meditation. Those who strive to do this consciously and sincerely are known as yogis or spiritual persons, very few of whom succeed fully. These blessed ones can be from any age, race, continent or gender.


In the depths of meditation, they realize that the world, created by the senses and mind, has consciousness as its substratum, the way the ocean is to its waves. This consciousness is real, infinite and forever, and is not bound by anything of this world, nor does it have any characteristics of matter whatsoever, like creation-destruction, good-bad, etc. The only thing that can be said about it is that ‘It is’. This universal and eternal substratum is known variously as God, Atman, Brahman, etc. No name, form, quality or action can describe it, since It is Infinite; not merely big or huge, but that which can neither be defined nor be comprehended by anything that is finite.


The existence or non-existence of this infinite consciousness, Brahman, can neither be experienced by the mind, nor can be proved through reasoning. The mind and senses, by their very constitution are finite and hence they deal only with the limited. Thus, no science, poetry or art can ever capture the essence or majesty of the Divine. As Sri Ramakrishna put it beautifully, ‘one cannot put three litres of milk in a one-litre jar’.


God, being the reality of all, creates, sustains and dissolves the universe. Why and how this is done, cannot be answered, since there was nothing at the point of creation other than God, the pure consciousness. The sages say that the act of creation is achieved by His divine power, called variously as Prakriti, Shakti or Maya. These three names, and many other such names for the power of God, are often used interchangeably, although they may have subtle differences in connotation.


We have used the word ‘Bhagavan’ for God in the title of this section in consonance with the term used for God in Gita. The term ‘Bhagavan’ literally means God, the entity who always has the divine qualities of knowledge, strength, vigour, etc.


The power of God has been described by the sages of yore to be trigunatmika, meaning, it is composed of three gunas (qualities): sattva, rajas and tamas (approximate translation could be stability, kinesis and inertness). These qualities, like a heap of marble, stay in perfect balance when there is no creation. Human language is incapable of defining this timeless and attribute-free state. But they become active and try to overpower each other once the balance is disturbed. This state of disturbed balance is known as creation, which is a product and derivative of the three gunas only. It is then that the cosmic mind, worlds, beings and the individual mind is created. And yes, it now becomes the domain of language!


God, being the master of His power, is beyond the gunas. Whenever there is creation, He appears as various deities with form and qualities, who are worshipped by devotees, and who fulfil their desires in various ways. When there is no creation, there being no subject or object, God remains what He truly is – indescribable. Due to this He is often referred to as being formless and beyond qualities.


God, the teacher


Once creation is set in process, beings of infinite varieties populate the universe and lead their lives according to their inherent tendencies across indefinite cycles of birth and death. The only way to break this vicious rut is to gain the higher knowledge of spirituality, which cannot be attained through ordinary means. So, God Himself gives this knowledge to contemplative minds or to His chosen ones.


However, spiritual truths, although profound, tend to become mere dry information for their upholders and practitioners as time passes, like a palace that turns into a heap of bricks and stones due to neglect. It is then that an incarnation, known as avatara, comes and sets dharma, the spiritual path, right once again by presenting the eternal spiritual truths afresh, and ridding the garden of Creation of various weeds and pests that have sprung up in the meanwhile.


Even though God is beyond everything that makes this universe, He can, by His own power, appear as an avatara in the universe. Whenever He chooses to incarnate, His birth and deeds are not impelled by natural forces like Karma. He thus remains desireless, ever free, all-powerful, ever-present, all-knowing and merciful all the time. In the Hindu spiritual tradition, the Divine is never perceived to act out of vengeance, akin to a gardener plucking out unwanted growths without any animus.


It is through the words of the avatara that the scriptures get validated once again, spirituality gets infused among noble minds, and the evolutionary process gets an upward push, away from the stagnation in which they had been stuck for a long time through their never-ending cycle of ignorance – desire – action – birth – death. Spirituality breaks this cycle by cutting at the root of ignorance. To be spiritual means to know that you are one with God – desireless. There can be no duty for you, no bondage, neither birth nor death. You are free, eternally free; master of all; beyond pleasure and pain – bondage was never anything beyond your own imagination, a product of your mind.


The Divine Lord of all once incarnated as Sri Krishna and was born to Devaki and Vasudeva. During the Mahabharata war, he became the charioteer of his friend-disciple Arjuna, who got immersed in guilt and sorrow at the sight of his near and dear ones ready to kill each other. He presented this as a conflict situation between his duty as soldier and his obligation of non-violence towards his own kin, and refused to take part in the war.


Sri Krishna then reminded Arjuna of his duty, known as svadharma, that has to be performed by all without any emotional involvement, which can be accomplished through complete surrender to God, or by being dispassionate in one’s attitude towards life and the world. Once a person becomes dispassionately committed towards duty, they become fit for spiritual practices that ultimately elevate them to the realization of oneness with God.


The fact is that the situation of Arjuna was not at all a conflict situation, dharma sankat, which arises when two choices are equally right, as we find in the many instances in the life of Sri Rama. In this particular case, it was more a case of mental mess created by emotions – the eternal enemy of intelligence. The decision to fight the war was unanimous, and both the armies had assembled there by their own choice and by way of Kshatriya dharma – the duty that demanded an able-bodied Kshatriya take part in a war when invited or challenged. So, how could there be a case of conflict for anyone?


In fact, there is no mention in Vyasa’s Mahabharata of any other warrior going through that kind of despondency as Arjuna had. More importantly, towards the end of Gita, we find Arjuna himself expressing his gratitude to Sri Krishna for dispelling his initial delusions, which then allowed him to become conscious of his duty once again.


What Sri Krishna told Arjuna was later composed as Gita by the great sage Vyasa, who incorporated it in his monumental work, Mahabharata, in the section named Bhishma Parva.


All this may be true or may be a story to set the stage for conveying Gita’s spiritual message. The fact, however, remains that the world is scorched by pain caused by the materialistic outlook born of ignorance, and resulting in greed, emotional imbalance, transgression of duty, failure to honour one’s own word, selfishness, cruelty, jealousy, hatred and other such feelings, which continue to cause immense sorrow all over. This is where the importance of Gita comes in. It shows how the reality behind the universe is not what it appears to be; the Divine alone is real while everything else is transitory. The goal of life should be to know this truth; to strive through legitimate means to excel in worldly affairs; and also strive to realize one’s unity with God.


Identification with matter will cause suffering, while being with the spirit of God will liberate – this is what Gita says.


Indian spiritual traditions talk of dimensions of existence as the physical, the subtle, the causal and the infinite. The physical universe is characterized by action; the subtle universe is of deities and other divine beings where enjoyment is in abundance; the causal universe is where one can be face to face with God who appears as with some form; and the ultimate one, the infinite, is the state of pure consciousness, known as Brahman. It cannot be known by the mind since the mind has to be completely stilled for that state to be revealed. A person can only become one with It and regain freedom forever from all cycles of existence; at this point, the individuality created by the mind-ego complex merges into the Divine permanently, like ice melting into the ocean.


Gita accepts these states of existence and presents all of them on a single canvas, with a particular focus on the physical, causal and the infinite. The realm of the subtle universe, inhabited by the gods and other such beings, does not find importance here. Philosophically, Gita aligns more with the Upanishads than the main body of the Vedas.


It is also important to note here that Gita presents a complete picture of existence, and hence to claim that Gita talks only about this aspect or that, as insinuated by many commentators and writers, is a great injustice to this majestic work. Gita is as infinite in its outlook as God is. To try to put limits on it is a futile exercise.


Lord Krishna, in his message to humankind through Gita, says that there is no difference between the Personal God, that is, God with form, and formless Reality; every path leads only to Him; and every act of worship done to whomsoever, reaches Him only, since Consciousness, God, incarnation – are one and the same. The goal for all is to let go of their identification with the petty ‘I’ and be what they truly are – YOU, the Divine.


It is then that one realizes that all struggle in life, extending aeons in the past, and all actions performed were ultimately aimed at letting go of our limited ‘I’-ness so that the higher ‘I’ of the Lord may take over and play through us.


A work of sublime greatness invites many adaptations and interpretations. Gita is no exception. For thousands of years, it has been explained and commented upon by innumerable saints, philosophers, thinkers and scholars to elucidate its content, to make it relatable for the prevalent age and times. Every one of these was no doubt valid for its time. Of these, the commentary by Adi Shankaracharya is considered to be the most rational and comprehensive, although this too is not accepted by all, since different minds are at different levels of evolution and hence require different interpretations of the work.


Swami Vivekananda wanted scriptures, including Gita, to be interpreted in light of the life and teachings of Sri Ramakrishna, who showed through his spiritual experiences how spiritual truths are universal, ever-present and must be realized to make one’s life blessed. To use an analogy, spirituality is not to be used like a fashionable garment that is only worn on special occasions; rather, it should be used as a daily wear garment.


So, it is in the fitness of things that Gita be presented to today’s dynamic generation, that they too may identify the relevance of these timeless and ancient spiritual truths to the challenges of the digital age. It is with this idea that this book has been written.


We hope that this work, which is a presentation of the words of Bhagavan, will serve as a handbook for understanding Gita, the Hindu religion, spirituality and how to handle one’s problems in life.










I


THE SORROW


Parikrama at Omkareswar


Omkareshwar. A small temple town with the famous jyotirlinga of Lord Shiva, where the great Shankaracharya (c. 8th AD), whose words are the ultimate in explaining Hindu scriptures including Gita, met his guru Govindapada and received sannyasa from him. It is quite near the financially rich and industrially vibrant city of Indore, where I had come to plant money to grow a tree of money in the form of industrial plants.


Unfortunately for me, there were some unsavoury developments, so I visited the temple town to soothe my frayed nerves. Our newfound opulence in the hands of the untrained has led to unexpected fragility, a reality that we rarely admit but which can be easily felt in the proliferation of ‘pop Gurus’. The saying ‘as the Guru, so the chela’ used to be popular, but now it is, ‘as the chela, so the Guru’. I personally never went to any of those tamashas, even though I was hit seriously.


There was a large crowd at Omkareswar, comprised of both devotees and religious tourism. Years ago, my parents used to come here on pilgrimage, but nowadays life has become all about making money and spending it, mostly to show that you have arrived.


With my thoughts racing to catch each other, I sat on the bank of Narmada amidst pebbles and rocks, observing the temple in the dying light of the day. Until a few years ago, one could find a Shivalinga all around the place, but now, due to the all-consuming project of making life comfortable, only stones remain. Earlier it was God as stone, and now stones have become the new God for the builders who know how to make money by placing the right stones in the right place.


I glanced around. A monk sat at a distance lost in his own thoughts, looking at the flowing waters.


To the world, said I, and threw a pebble into the river.


To power and pelf! Another pebble.


If there were fish in the river – though I am not sure if there were any left after the dam construction some years ago – they would have wondered at the rain of stones. Rain! A marvellous occurrence. Water, which is supposed to be under the ground, starts falling from above, and we marvel at the phenomenon.


Would the fish, living amidst the pebbles of the rivers, think likewise? I thought and threw another one into the river.


To life, I muttered ferociously. This time the resonating splash from the water was loud, which probably rocked the contemplative mind of the nearby monk. He looked at me, got up, walked some paces and sat by my side.


Angry? said he.


These monks! They tend to untap their wisdom, conjured up through sense, nonsense and common sense, at the first opportunity. To my credit, I had made fair donations to various religious organizations at the prodding of my family members and so knew some of them. Money for words! Nice exchange.


Not at all, Swamiji.


There was no need for me to tell him that right then, I was in the mood to murder someone for the chaos that surrounded me.


Private person, aren’t you?


What did he mean by that? We are all private persons. Only the emotionally hollow parade their stories in public. No, I wasn’t hollow.


To be polite, which is the business of all businessmen, I asked about him. He had come to deliver talks on ‘Ethics in Business Management’ at a management institute whose graduates I often employed. Going by their behaviour, I was not sure if they would be interested in the subject on which he had come to speak.


Oxymoron, isn’t it? Business and ethics do not go hand in hand. Most businesses are a zero-sum game, with the policy of ‘your money, my pocket’, so scruple is not our strength, you know, said I.


He looked at me with a deep, piercing look, unlocking some of my deeper knots. I felt uncomfortable.


Much later, I chanced to read an incident when John D. Rockefeller, the filthy rich man of America, had met Swami Vivekananda. The great Swami had measured his hidden weaknesses at a mere glance and narrated them to him, rattling the tycoon. After a few days he made a large donation to some charity, and challenged Swamiji with, ‘Now you can thank me.’ And Swamiji had famously replied, ‘It is for you to thank me.’


I don’t think that the monk sitting by my side had gauged me that much. He said, Ethics and spirituality are everywhere, bhai. There is no act of life or thought of the mind that is not permeated by spirituality. The problem lies in your perception, and that is why you suffer.


It was a bit confusing. If I were to be so confused in my business, my bank balance would have shrunk by some zeroes, causing mayhem in the stock market.


There is more to life than making money and surrounding oneself with minds and gadgets to stay intoxicated, said he.


He was surely perceptive. Judging someone is not very difficult, you know. Not only the clothes, but the way a person speaks, sits, looks and gestures speaks volumes about them. You don’t have to be a yogi or a shrink with a questionnaire to know about a person. We, in our business, too, measure people by a mere look. However, he appeared deeper than us.


We continued to conversate as the bloom of the evening darkened the flowing water. Like the increasing darkness all around, my confidence about myself and my success ebbed, as his words flowed.


Have you overcome your fears? Are you immune to sorrow? Do you have the strength to be happy with nothing to give you company? Have you mastered rejection? Do you stay steady even amidst your failures? Have you overcome the urge to be the winner at all times? Don’t you ever feel loneliness at a party?


I wanted to ask him if he was a master of his life but out of politeness, I kept quiet. Nevertheless, these were powerful blows. I did not even know that so many problems could assail a person. He, however, had saved the choicest for the last.


How well can you bear the loss of your loved ones, and how good will you be when you have to face rejection from the love of your life?


Stop! I kind of screamed. Some raw pain had been stepped upon.


Well, we don’t teach you how to make money, but we do save you from becoming human monsters, or human animals – confined to foraging, fighting and mating. Do you even realize how you people are dismantling the society that has been built brick-by-brick for thousands of years by our sagely ancestors? From sages to savages – what a journey!


What do you mean? How am I responsible for the chaos that you are hinting at?


Not you directly but your ilk, the money monsters, for whom the body is the only temple and beauty the only deity.


I could not take that lying down. With due respect to you, Swamiji, when so much of blood has been shed in the name of religion, why should anyone give a fig about it?


To be honest, said he, I don’t understand how anyone can shed blood in the name of God who is the creator and sustainer of all. It beats rationality to see how any religion can permit such a thing. If you look back at history, do you find Hindus fighting in the name of religion or shedding blood of others? No, never. A true religion makes a person surrender to his divine nature, which is gentleness and inner peace. If these two are lacking from a religion, then there is something seriously wrong with it.


However, do please remember that there are two reasons for this bloodbath – political ambitions camouflaged under the mask of religion, and fanaticism born of ignorance. That way, non-religious violence has been worse: Changez Khan’s army killed more than four crore people; the Communists under Lenin, Stalin and Mao, the arch enemies of religion, are responsible for the death of more than ten crore people only in the twentieth century. You can check the stats on internet.


And, if you want to ban religion for the mayhem caused by the vicious, you have to ban Science, too, since it is much more directly connected with the devastating atomic explosion on Hiroshima and Nagasaki! Bhai, violence is in the nature of humans. If you do not control it through religious values of peace, then the thunder of guns and the blaze of swords is bound to annihilate lives.


God! Swamiji could indeed silence his opponents.


Even then, do you think that we should believe in God instead of taking care of the present?


To know about God and spirituality, said he, one has to silence their mind through purity and meditation. Those who strive towards that are known as spiritual persons. Silence your mind and you will know the truth.


Just one small question, Swamiji: why are there different ideas about God, and why do most religions not accept the idea of incarnation? I was finally awake to the talk.


The knowledge of God depends on how He chooses to reveal Himself to a person, which again depends on the purity of one’s mind and the longing for Him. He may appear to someone as formless and to others with, say, thousand arms – He may appear in any form that He chooses. After all, He is infinite, and He is the Lord and master of all. No one can claim exclusive knowledge about God. The crucial line is ‘a defined God is no God’.


I really loved the statement, ‘a defined God is no God’. Over the years, after I first heard it, I have used it many times to silence overactive zealots.


I persisted, If God is for real, then why is there so much disparity, and why so much suffering? If God is just, then why do bad people not get punished while good people suffer so much?


The idea that God is just comes from religions with a tribal mindset that demand quick justice, said he. Even the definition of good and bad in those religions comes from their books, which are heavily loaded in the favour of the believers. The whole concept looks more like mob justice. And why should God have a bias towards good people?


Contrary to all this, in the Hindu religion, there is no absolute good or bad, nor is our God a despotic one – favouring some and wrathful towards others. Moreover, it is a misconception that bad people do not suffer. In fact, they suffer much. Only we do not notice that. And sometimes, their good Karma protects them in this life. After all, we, the Hindus, do not go by the childish theory of one birth to explain universe and creation.


Speaking spiritually, do not transpose your own ideas and understanding on God, since He is beyond mind and beyond any law of cause and effect.


And so, the conversation continued further. Towards the end, he said that the way I was throwing pebbles into the river showed some kind of deep agitation, and so he had come to talk to me. Impressive, I thought.


He then invited me to join him for a morning walk the next day at the Parikrama known as the Mandhata Parikrama, the circumambulating path around the Mandhata mountain on which devotees walk. It is about eight kilometres long around the island formed by the rivers Narmada and Kaveri. The island is imagined to look like ॐ, Om, and is dotted with ancient temples and monasteries.


He then added, we, the poor, have to move according to the timings of trains and buses. But you being rich, must be the master of your own time. So, manage your time and join me.


Swamiji was persuasive. Willing or not, I joined him the next day on the parikrama.


Gita begins


The next morning, I crossed the footbridge on the Narmada and reached the point where the Swamiji had asked me to meet him. He was waiting. We wished each other and started our walk.


Before we could exchange anything meaningful, I was startled to see a Sanskrit verse and its Hindi translation inscribed on a stone slab erected on the side of the road of the parikrama path. It was the famous first verse of Gita, which I knew partly:




धर्मक्षेत्रे कुरुक्षेत्रे समवेता युयुत्सवः | मामकाः पाण्डवाश्चैव किमकुर्वत सञ्जय





Dhritarashtra asked: Sanjay, what did my children and those of Pandu do when they assembled in the sacred land of Kurukshetra for the war?


Here, too, O Lord! I exclaimed. I had read somewhere that God is the biggest land grabber in India.


Why? What is your problem if Lord is present here, too? You can go anywhere, convert religious places into money mines, and you think God has no right to be here? And why? You think a person is bereft of God? Wherever there is anything, God is there.


One interesting thing about these monks is that they are always arsenal ready. Give them half a chance, and the firing begins. He was probably right, so I kept mum.


He asked if I knew what Gita is.


Of course, Swamiji. We, in India grow up with these stories, and I also know a lot about it from other sources.


Like?


Gita is all about war, war and war. Get up and fight! Tell me, Swamiji, why preach about war and bloodshed in an already blood-baying world? To be fair, it also has some noble words, though they became outdated long ago. But India, the worshipper of the past, continues to chant it, and the gullible listen to the sermons by the babajis on its verses, even though whatever these verses have to convey are removed from the present-day reality.


Really! exclaimed he, with amusement in abundance.


What’s more, it puts women and the deprived in a bad light while praising the caste system. It talks about detached work. Now tell me, whosoever has heard of such a preposterous thing like detached work! The little success that I have today is because I worked passionately all my life. Passion, Swamiji, passion. Passion drives the world!


The climb, my words and emotions made me pant.


Swamiji looked mighty amused, as if he would burst out laughing any minute. It was pretty insulting. With that look he broke out in a soft, melodious chant of the first few verses, and then asked me if I had ever felt chaos in life.


Of course, I said.


How bad was it?


Bad, I said.


Was it anything like this? Saying so, he read out, My limbs fail me, my mouth is parched, I tremble all over ... I am not able to stand upright, and my mind is in a whirl.


The emotion conveyed by Swamiji was too powerful to miss. He said, you have not even faced such life devastating emotions, how can you then understand how life-saving Gita can be? Let me tell you that Gita has solutions to all human problems. You only have to look for them in the right place. It is set in the battlefield to show that howsoever bad your plight in life, you can always lift yourself up by its words.


He was not even looking at me now. Talking to himself, as it were, he walked, stopped, sat, spoke, looked at the horizon, and stressed on the importance of Gita in everyone’s life. I tried to stay with his thoughts, but I realized how difficult it was to be in sync with the thoughts of a mind that is teaching greater things.


Walking with him and listening to his animated words, I felt an urge to spend a few days with him, listening to his explanation of how Gita is related to life. Probably the time had come for me to learn something new.


In the beginning itself I realized that I needed to record all that he was saying, so I started recording his words without letting him know. It was probably unethical but at that time, I wanted to save him from being self-conscious. How wrong I was in assessing him that way! I am sure he would never have remained totally conscious of his words.


What I learnt from him every day, I noted down on my tab at night before I went to sleep. It has been years since that riverside conversation took place. Finally, at the ceaseless prodding of my friends, I have organized it to present before you what I understood of the life-saving message of Gita, as learnt from Swamiji at Omkareswar.


He did not explain every verse to me. Initially, when I pointed out the missed verses to him, he said, I am not giving you a new commentary on Gita. To learn it traditionally, you should find a suitable translation of Shankaracharya’s commentary. Personally, I do not trust anyone else.


Background of Gita


We proceeded – Swamiji with his words, and I with my thoughts – looking at the beauty of Narmada and letting a few words slip inside my consciousness.


I was thinking about how looking at something from a height is such a wonderful experience – you take the whole thing in one single panoramic shot – when my musing was interrupted by Swamiji’s. Do you know how it all started?


Startled, I asked what he meant and then realized that he wanted to know if I knew the background of Gita. I did, but I remained silent.


A long time ago, said Swamiji, maybe 5,000 years ago according to some, there was a famous kingdom, Hastinapur, near present-day Meerut, whose king was the blind Dhritarashtra. He had one hundred sons, who came to be known as the Kauravas. The eldest of them was Duryodhana, who was the crown prince and the de facto king.


The cousins of the Kauravas were the five Pandavas, and the chief warrior among them was Arjuna. Due to various reasons, the Kauravas and the Pandavas were constantly at odds. A large sequence of unfortunate events (my grandmother had narrated the Mahabharata to me in childhood, so I had an idea what these events were) finally led to a terrible war, in which a huge number of soldiers, warriors and kings assembled at Kurukshetra to show their solidarity and valour in the battlefield. Soon, both parties had huge armies of elephants, chariots, horses and warriors.


Lord Krishna was friendly with both the Kauravas and Pandavas, and so he had tried to stop the war through negotiations but failed. Now in the war, he was the charioteer of Arjuna who was his friend-disciple, while his own army was with the Kauravas. Imagine this! Sri Krishna’s own soldiers, on his payroll, trying to kill him in the war simply because they were on the opposing side. This is what is known as dharma yuddha – the righteous war. In it, you may choose any side, but once the choice is made, you have to be true to your side even if that means killing your own. It is more like a game in which the highest stake is life itself.


When the battle bugle was sounded, Arjuna wanted to have a look at the chief warriors arrayed on both sides. The sight disturbed him hugely. Teachers, disciples, elders, relatives and other close ones ready to kill each other. He became inconsolable with grief at the possible loss of life. Grief-stricken and confused, he refused to take part in the war.


What Arjuna was experiencing was actually self-delusion, since he and all other warriors had come prepared for the war, knowing well their duty and its consequences. What happened with Arjuna is not a one-off incident. Such cases of delusion are often described with high-sounding terms in the present times, like ‘conflict situation’. But these are only human failings, which require the right guidance, as Arjuna sought from Sri Krishna, who then delivered his message, which was later composed in 700 verses by the great sage Vyasa, who incorporated it in his monumental work, the Mahabharata, in the section named Bhishma Parva. And thus flowed Gita – suckling the spiritually thirsty, religion-hungry and emotionally drained.


Many debate whether the Mahabharata actually occurred, and if there was really a Lord Krishna who delivered it on the battlefield. We may never get a ‘scientifically’ proven answer to these questions. But it is undeniable that our world is right now in the throes of conflict, between nations, between communities, linguistic groups, religious groups, business conglomerates, neighbourhoods, families – you name it. This conflict is almost entirely driven by fear and greed. That is exactly where Gita comes in, like it did a long time ago, and reveals that the reality behind the universe is much more than what we take it for and thus, we suffer.


And what is that? I asked.


Let us wait for that. The whole of Gita is only about that.


Coming back to the story, King Dhritarashtra, sitting in Hastinapur, wanted to know how the war was going, so Vyasa, the great sage that he was, gave Sanjay, the counsellor-charioteer of the king, yogic power to see and hear all that was happening during the war without ever getting harmed. Sanjay was taking part in the war on the side of the Kauravas.


As per the Mahabharata, on the tenth day of the war, Bhishma, the grandsire of both the Pandavas and Kauravas, was mortally wounded in the war. Heartbroken, Sanjay came to inform the king of the major blow, who became devastated at the news. He then wanted to know in detail all that had happened. That is how began the narration which is now known as Gita.
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