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Preface





  In our daily lives, we identify people by how they are physically different from one another. However, identical twins can be differentiated from each other by functional dissimilarities. In other words, human beings (as well as other types of living beings) are different from each other because they perform different actions. Our actions make every one of us unique. Our actions define us. We are the sum total of the consequences of our actions. Every action has consequences, which the performer of the action must bear. The proverb “As you sow, so you shall reap” captures this inviolable law of nature. No wonder almost all religions in the world preach some form of this belief. In Indian religions, this axiom is called the “karma doctrine.”




  The word “karma” has become a part of the daily vocabulary of the western world for the last few decades, as Westerners have started showing interest in it. But many people, including most Westerners, are skeptical of the karma doctrine because the various existing models are alleged to suffer from inconsistencies and controversies. This book, which presents the fundamentals of the karma doctrine, offers a model that is assumed to be free from inconsistencies with its unique explanation of the karma doctrine and its discussion of the natural laws of the karma-doctrine-governed consequences of actions and their effects on living beings.




  Not all consequences of actions are governed by the karma doctrine. Two types of consequences of actions are identified—universal consequences and environmental consequences. Only universal consequences of actions are governed by the karma doctrine. In Chapter 6 we will discuss why the same is not true of environmental consequences. This distinction eliminates the inconsistencies that have plagued the doctrine in the past. Once we understand these natural laws, we can become the master of our destiny by managing our actions and following the path to inner peace.




  The book presents the fundamental principles of the karma doctrine through a fictional account of the relationship between a guru and his American student. As the story unfolds, the guru instructs the student on how “karmic debt” is incurred as the result of personal action and how this “debt” can be reduced through behavioral choices. With an emphasis on nonviolent action, the guru elucidates the path whereby karmic attachment is decreased, leading to inner peace. The book presents an in-depth analysis of actions that lead to karmic attachment, how to avoid karmic attachment, and what the consequences of karmic attachment are. The issues of free will vs. determinism and good vs. evil are also dealt with in detail.




  The metaphysical model of the karma doctrine includes a few technical terms that are defined at the point of their initial appearance in the text and are included in the Glossary for reference.
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  Chapter 1




  Ways to Understand Karma




  I know camping alone for the summer at Yellowstone National Park wouldn’t be everyone’s way to celebrate graduation from high school. And believe me, as the only offspring, (“kid” doesn’t sound right anymore), in the family, I had to do some talking to convince my parents that I knew how to protect myself—you know, from bears and the occasional unsavory member of the human species. The day I left our home in San Jose, California, I pretended not to see the tears in my mother’s eyes.




  It’s been cloudy for the last few nights, but the sky is clear this Saturday night. I’m lying in my tent and watching the stars appear in the indigo sky through a screen in the center of my tent, thinking about the lecture my high school physics teacher gave about the Big Bang Theory. It claims the universe was created sometime between 10 billion and 20 billion years ago from a cosmic explosion that hurled matter in all directions.




  A “shooting” star in the sky distracts me for a few minutes from thinking about the physics lecture, but then I find myself wondering why both parents and religions preach that one must do good things. This thought brings to mind a teaching I read in a book on karma last summer. The book was given to me by one of my best friends, Ajay Jain, who practices Jainism. He and I occasionally have had thought-provoking chats on karma. Before meeting Ajay four years ago in high school, I’d never heard of the Jain religion. Ajay informed me that Jainism is a fully-developed and well-established religion indigenous to India, where three other religions—Hinduism, Buddhism, and Sikhism—also originated. He said that modern historians credit Mahavira, a monk who was a contemporary of Gautama Buddha, with re-establishing the ancient religion Jainism in the 6th century BC. According to Ajay, though Jainism has some features in common with Buddhism and Hinduism, it has many distinctive insights, especially the salient features of the karma doctrine, that distinguish it from these other religions. Ajay and I once visited the Jain temple that was built recently in Milpitas, CA.




  According to the book on karma, its theory is based on a metaphysical presupposition that good actions give rise to desirable consequences, and that evil actions result in undesirable consequences. The book’s logic has convinced me that this metaphysical presupposition is the basis of a fundamental tenet which has universal acceptance. The tenet has been expressed in diverse ways in various sayings, such as “As you sow, so shall ye reap,” “Every action has a reaction,” “What goes around, comes around,” “You bear the fruits of your karma,” and so on. In Indian philosophy, this tenet is known as the karma doctrine, and it is one of the main tenets of Jainism. The karma doctrine is a law of cause and effect, which asserts that every action has consequences. An action is the cause, its consequences are the effect, and the doer of the action bears its consequences. According to Jainism, the karma doctrine is based on this law of nature that no living being can violate.




  At this point in my life, I feel a need to find my own path that will bring spiritual transformation and expanded inner resources. As my Western culture’s spiritual tradition repudiates reincarnation, and hence actions in past lives, my upbringing has not included any understanding of the universal karma doctrine as elementary to the soul’s journey and human life. Still, I find the karma doctrine intriguing, and I feel it could be a missing piece of my path. That’s why I want to delve into this enigmatic karmic process before entering college, where a normative Western lifestyle will surely prevail.




  I understood rudimentary concepts of the theory of karma from the book. The book asserts that we perform actions twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, and that as a matter of fact, that’s the only thing we do all the time. The dissimilarity among our actions distinguishes one individual from another. Although the physical dissimilarities among our bodies also help make distinctions among us, this may not be true for identical twin children or for the few clone animals that researchers have produced. Even for identical twins, there are functional dissimilarities between them. The parents of identical twins can easily tell them apart based on the twins’ actions. And even for two clones in a litter of cloned mice, actions are dissimilar. One might be running around the cage while another is just resting. In other words, every living being is distinct from others because its actions are different from others. The actions of a living being make that living being unique.




  There must be a reason why everybody’s actions are different from others. This reason cannot be genetic because the DNAs of identical twins and clone animals are identical. I wonder if the law of karma can explain this. More questions come to mind, too. Innumerable living beings, including millions of human beings, are born and die every year in the world. Where do these living beings come from? Where do they go after death? Will the soul of a human being after death come back in the new body of a human or some other being?




  Ajay told me that Buddhists and Jains believe in reincarnation; and that, for the karma doctrine to be meaningful, the presupposition of rebirth is indispensable. This makes me wonder if the soul of a living being can liberate itself from the cycle of birth and death. If so, how? Does liberation from the cycle of birth and death have to do with spiritual awakening? Does the karma doctrine provide guidance that leads to spiritual transformation and expansion of inner resources?




  In addition to my queries regarding the rebirth of living beings, there are questions related to the vast heterogeneity in shapes and sizes of the bodies of living beings and in their characteristics. Why are some people born healthy while others ill, some intelligent while others mentally challenged, some compassionate while others cruel, some humble while others arrogant, and so on? According to Ajay, most Easterners have shown persistent interest over the centuries in answers to these questions, finding that the karma doctrine helps provide answers.




  Many people think that the suffering and heterogeneity in this world cannot be understood, and that God has a plan that cannot be apprehended. But this is not convincing reasoning to a lot of people, and I’m one of them. I believe there must be a logical explanation for the suffering and heterogeneity in the world. That explanation may be found in the law of karma.




  Then there’s the issue of consequences of actions. Ajay presented the following example during our chat about a month back. Two persons stole some diamonds, but only one of the thieves was caught by the police. The person not caught by the police escaped with the diamonds; he went on to enjoy the life of a rich individual. The person caught was incarcerated and is living the life of a poor prisoner. While both thieves stole the diamonds, the consequences of the same action were different for each of them.




  Can the difference in the consequences of their actions be explained by their past actions? For example, did the person who escaped being caught perform good actions in the past, while the person who went to prison perform evil actions? This explanation makes some sense but raises more questions. Why did the person who performed good actions in the past go on to commit the evil action of theft? Is it possible that all consequences of present actions aren’t governed by the karma doctrine? If so, what type of consequences of present actions are governed by the karma doctrine? Are the present actions of human beings controlled by their past actions only? Is it possible that we really have no control over our present actions and hence no free will?




  Ajay couldn’t answer all my questions. However, he gave me a piece of paper with the telephone number of a person who has studied the karma doctrine in depth and is familiar with its intricacies. Ajay informed me that this person lives in Cody, WY, near Yellowstone National Park. I am contemplating giving him a call.




  These are the kinds of pressing ideas I want to think about this summer, underneath the stars, before I jump into the hectic pace of college life at Stanford University that will include making new friends; studying for my physics and calculus classes; deciding if engineering is really my choice of major, not just my parents’; playing in the jazz band; and who knows what else. All that is going to distract me from these big questions.




  You know, like what’s the purpose of all this anyway? I’m talking about life—this life. Our lives. I mean, why do terrible things happen to good people? How do we find inner peace? It seems to me that such questions can only be resolved if we understand why we perform different actions in the first place. I really do think the answers might lie in the karma doctrine.




  Am I the only eighteen-year-old who lies awake at night, thinking about these things? Okay, maybe I’m an old man already. But this is me. I want to explore the important questions of life and how the karma doctrine may help answer them before I plunge into a “rut” prescribed by traditions. That’s why I decide that tomorrow I will call the number Ajay gave me.




  I have a good night’s sleep under the stars. I usually love the smell of vegetables cooking over a campfire, but this morning I rush the cooking in my haste to make the phone call. I hardly taste my sweet potato.




  As soon as I’ve swallowed the last bite, I muster the courage to take my cell phone from my pocket and dial. After several rings, the pleasant voice of an older man says, “Hello; I am Guru speaking. How may I help you?”




  I pause for a few seconds. “My name is Jason, and I’m a friend of Ajay Jain.”




  “Oh yes! Ajay told me all about you, and I was expecting your call. So, you want to study the karma doctrine. Tell me one thing; why do you need to study such a doctrine?” asks the man. He sounds a bit older than my father but not like an old man. Maybe he’s in his sixties.




  I’m not prepared for his scrutiny, even though I’ve been contemplating this question for a while now. I swallow and say, “I believe that there should be a law of nature that governs our actions. I want to understand the nitty-gritty of such a law. I’m starting college this fall and worry that I’ll have no time to think philosophically about such things after that.”




  “I see,” says Guru. “Where do you plan to attend college?”




  “I plan to attend Stanford University in the fall,” I reply.




  Guru pauses and then says, “Every philosophical or religious tradition of India has developed the notion of karma into a model of the karma doctrine. However, none of the models is coherent and completely beyond reproach. The redevelopment of a model of the karma doctrine requires both reason and faith, as it is a metaphysical model. One can use different approaches to discover the metaphysical model, but one cannot necessarily acquire faith with each approach. Only after contemplation and reflection does one arrive at unconditional faith.”




  “There are basically three ways to understand the model,” he continues. “You can follow the path I pursued. I spent ten years studying, contemplating, and reflecting on the model. As a result, I intuited the model myself, and I have a genuine faith in it. Though I had no teacher, I was fortunate to meet several intellectuals who helped me to clarify my reasoning and doubts. It could take you several years to discover the model yourself if you follow this path.”




  “What’s the second path?” I ask.




  “The second path is to read someone else’s writings. For example, you can read the booklet in which I have summarized my conclusions. It might take you only a few days to go through it, but it may not fully satisfy you and lead to faith, because some of the conclusions may not make sense to you without further dialogue and reflection. However, this is certainly a legitimate way to proceed, especially if you desire just a basic introduction at this point, with the idea that you will pursue deeper study in the future.”




  “What about the third path?”




  “Jason, the third path is to intuit the model yourself but with the help of an experienced guide, such as myself. The knowledge and reason for understanding the model and acquiring faith in it can be transmitted within a month if you spend a couple of hours every day with me. I recommend the third path over the second path, because your wisdom and potential enlightenment will proceed more quickly. However, you can certainly read the booklet in case you decide to follow the second path. Think over these options and call me back when you are ready.”




  “Where will we meet if I decide to follow the third path?” I ask.




  “You will come to my dwelling, which is a couple of miles outside of Cody on the highway that leads to Yellowstone National Park,” replies Guru.




  “When would we meet?” I ask.




  “You can pick the time. I have flexible hours.”




  “Let me think about it; I’ll call you back,” I reply.




  I put my cell phone back into my pocket as my mind grapples with the three paths described by Guru. The first path is not for me, as I can’t afford to spend so much time pursuing the answer. I mean, my mother and father are generous, but they don’t want to support me forever! The second path may be useful in gaining knowledge, but I have the sense that it will not answer all my questions or instill faith in me. I decide to pursue the third path. If I stay at the park, I can enjoy the park in the mornings and meet Guru for our daily discussion after lunch. I call him five minutes later.




  He answers, “Yes, Jason.” Somehow it surprises me that a man possessed of such ancient wisdom has caller ID and recognizes my phone number already! I tell him my plan. We agree to meet Monday through Friday between 1:00 pm and 3:00 pm, starting tomorrow. It’ll mean some driving—about thirty minutes each way—but a sense of peace comes over me. I’m hungry again. I begin to fix myself some tea and a snack.




  It looks like I’ll be thinking about some deep stuff this summer. I begin to daydream about how, if Guru helps me understand the model of the karma doctrine, maybe I’ll end up writing about it in a way that others can understand. If so, maybe someone will name a landform after me out here in Yellowstone, though it’s probably the case that most landforms have names by now. Maybe a building on the Stanford Campus: The Jason Building. Yeah, I like the sound of that.













  Chapter 2




  General Nature of Substance




  As I wake up a little late this morning, I rush through my usual breakfast and morning hike. It doesn’t escape me, this irony of rushing through nature when I intended to immerse myself in it all summer while idly pondering the “big” questions.




  It doesn’t take me as long as I expected to reach the town of Cody. In fact, I arrive at Guru’s dwelling a few minutes early. I carry a laptop in case I need to take notes.




  Guru’s home is a simple one-room wood-frame dwelling. The door is open, and I can see a man inside the room sitting in front of a low desk on a mat on the floor. I knock at the door. Guru smiles pleasantly and asks me to come inside. I leave my shoes outside and enter the room. A quick glance reveals just a few household items in the room, including a couple of books and a Webster’s dictionary on the desk. Guru is wearing a loose, one-piece robe, and he has a long salt-and-pepper beard. He appears middle aged—about 60—just as I had gauged from the sound of his voice on the phone. I notice an esoteric glow on his face, a kind of radiance one expects from a spiritually awakened person. I immediately sense that Ajay directed me to the proper guide.




  “I’m Jason,” I say. “I talked to you yesterday.”




  Guru nods his head and asks me to sit on the mat on the other side of the desk. “I see that you carry a laptop. Do you have access to the Internet?” he asks.




  “Yes, at the local library. I’m camping at Yellowstone this summer.”




  “By yourself?”




  I nod, and he nods back.




  “You can find plenty of information on topics that will be valuable to our discourse on the Internet. Will you have time to do research and still enjoy your stay at Yellowstone?”




  “I believe so.”




  “I am pleased to hear that, Jason. Should we begin?”




  I nod.




  “In our discourse we will use logic based on common sense, and sometimes we will need to define terms that will be helpful in our discussion.”




  I nod.




  He continues, “We will follow a logical procedure that involves three phases. The first phase entails learning a set of presuppositions that will serve as the foundation of the karma doctrine model. These presuppositions, like the presupposition of the existence of God in some other paradigms, can neither be proved nor disproved but must be considered true, or else the model would be meaningless. Based on these presuppositions, in the second phase we will discover a metaphysical model of the karma doctrine. Then in the third phase we will test the metaphysical model by applying it to examples from everyday life, including finding the path to inner peace that leads to liberation from the cycle of birth and death. We will explore many concepts having to do with spiritual awakening, reincarnation, free will, and several other topics. Do you understand?” asks Guru.




  “I’m with you,” I reply.




  He stares at me intently. “I must warn you that the first two phases will be painstaking and, at times, laborious. However, as we apply our new learning to many aspects of our life process, it will all come together. Are you prepared for this arduous work?”




  I take a deep breath as I acknowledge internally that I probably wasn’t prepared to work so hard this summer before beginning my difficult classes at college this fall. But why not? Working hard intellectually this summer may just be exactly what I need to do. “I think I’m prepared,” I reply.




  He nods, smiles, and continues talking. “We live through many events so often that we do not consider it necessary to look for explanations of their occurrence. For example, every day we experience the phenomenon that anything which slips from our hands always goes down, never up. But it does not occur to us to look for an explanation for why things always go down, even though most of us do not understand gravitational law. Here is another example: We know of the birth of many children, but we never ask why they are here or where they came from. The occurrence of such events seems so natural that we take it for granted and never give it any deeper thought. Nonetheless, there are moments in every thinking person’s life when it becomes necessary to find an explanation. You are going through such a moment in your life. Is that so?”




  “I think so.”




  “Jason, I am pleased that you are here to study the karma doctrine. Most Westerners are skeptical about this doctrine because they have an inadequate understanding of it. Their ideas of the karmic process are erroneous, based on flawed concepts rather than on logical, realistic explanations. They have no idea which consequences of their actions are governed by the karma doctrine, and which are not.”




  Guru’s remarks remind me of the time I asked Ajay whether all consequences of actions were governed by the karma doctrine. It seems Guru is going to address this question during our discourse.




  Guru continues. “There are significant differences among the karma doctrines of different religions, as they are based on different presuppositions. A presupposition is something assumed to be true, without which any doctrine would be meaningless. Because the karma doctrine deals with living beings, the presuppositions of the karma doctrine are brought to light in the answers to the following two questions: ‘What are the substances which living beings are made up of?’ and ‘Is there a cause for these substances?’ In other words, ‘Are these substances uncreated and eternal or is there a need for a creator to create them?’ Before we seek the answers to these questions, it is very important that we first define the term ‘substance,’ as it has a specific meaning in relation to the karma doctrine.”
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