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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to the many great teachers of the Hindu/Vedic Sanatana Dharma knowledge. Their wisdom and personal examples of holy living have guided my efforts in creating this small contribution to understanding who we are and our greater purpose for being here.
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INTRODUCTION


When you speak badly of others, you eat their karma.



Of all the subjects that are crucial to us human beings, karma–or ultimate cause and effect–is one of the most important. Karma is about all of the things we do and the results that proceed from that doing. Karma is a Sanskrit word that comes to us from the Vedas, the library of spiritual books from India. Sanskrit is a very precise language, used throughout ancient history as a scientific language to record the results of human experience in both material and spiritual matters. Modern linguists recognize that Aramaic, Greek, Latin romance languages, and English are largely rooted in Sanskrit origins. Karma is an ancient concept, with at least a ten-thousand-year cultural history in India. Before there was modern science with its notion that “every action has an equal and opposite reaction,” ancient thinkers throughout the East studied karma as the science of the reactions to everything we do.

The word karma stems from the Sanskrit root kri, which means “to do.” The English word create is derived from this root. The idea is that everything that surrounds us is interconnected in causal chains that are not always obvious. And as we engage in actions, we desire the ability to predict their outcomes. It is for this reason that modern science has based its progress upon repeatable experiments. Repeatable means that there is a predictable outcome to certain specific actions. In a limited sense, this is also karma, the science of understanding how the outcome is related to our behavior–to what we do.

The scientific thinkers of ancient India also studied material nature in exactly that way, in terms of cause and effect. But they realized that in order to ultimately understand what we do and our actions’ long-term implications, we also have to understand three other things. One of those is the individual doer, the second is material nature, and the third is the Supreme Controller or Divine Intelligence. In other words, cause and effect are not just about the mechanical operations of matter; they are also about who we are in essence and what our ultimate destination could be, as well as our relationship with the Supreme Being and the various laws of nature. Karma raises the questions of who we are in the final state of our being, where we come from, why we are here, who or what is in control of the universe, and what possibilities are there beyond our present experiences. Karma not only asks how we can interact with and control the world around us, but also brings forward the moral questions of what right and wrong actions are and what the future consequences of our present actions will be. How long do we, and the cause and effect resulting from our actions, continue into the future?
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It is for this reason that we often hear the words karma and reincarnation in the same sentence. The missing question regarding cause and effect that modern science and many religions have failed to consider is this: What if we, the doers, are neither the body nor the mind? What if we are indestructible conscious entities that move from body to body, life after life, creating and receiving the results of our various doings? It is very likely that one of the reasons science has avoided these questions is because of their problematic history with the medieval Catholic Church. Since independent scientific thinking was persecuted and often punishable by death at the hands of religion, it is natural that the scientists of that era were apprehensive of the danger and subsequently divorced themselves from spiritual questions of life that could challenge the ruling religious elite. But in India, no such persecution of scientific thinking ever occurred. There, the widely accepted rule was tolerance of various philosophies and worldviews. Thus it was only natural for the Indian approach to karma to include materialistic, existential, scientific, philosophical, and spiritual components.

The main question that lies at the root of India’s spiritual schools of thought is this: Who or what is the Ultimate Source of the laws of nature? These laws imply both purpose and intelligence, including a lawmaker and finally a long-term view of the soul and its relation to cause and effect as an evolutionary process over many lifetimes. From the Indian perspective, any science is incomplete unless it addresses ultimate questions as well as temporal ones. This, at least, is the view promoted by the Vedic library of knowledge that first gave rise to the study of karma as a science. Unlike many religions or traditions that limit their source of information to one or a very few books, the culture of India has a large library of books on hundreds of material and spiritual subjects. Those texts are called the Vedas and are all written in the ancient and scientific Sanskrit language. That body of knowledge has been carefully preserved and handed down over the last ten thousand years. The information on karma in this book has been extracted and summarized from those Vedic sources. Of course, discussions on some of the principles of karmic science are present in most philosophies and traditions. You will no doubt see similarities and differences with the Vedic view as you study the subject more deeply.

Once we include the bigger questions of nature, our own eternal nature, and the intention of the Supreme Being into the question of cause and effect, karma becomes a pivotal part of a much larger conversation. If, as the Vedas suggest, we really are eternal beings, then the things that we do by using our free will have the potential to unfold over very long periods of time, with very complex consequences. If we extend the boundary of our thinking beyond the limits of just one lifetime, then our continual reincarnation appears to be directed by the cause and effect that result from our personal choices and actions. In that case, cause and effect need to be studied over many lifetimes, and justice, or the balancing of the scales of action and reaction, will be played out over a much longer period of time. Such a view will also include a system of administration of cause and effect, some method by which the delivery of so many causal chains is interwoven and connected.

This is the rationale behind the ancient science of Jyotisha, or Vedic astrology, which is very different from the astrology as entertainment we often see today. According to Vedic astrology, if we are souls investing our free will through actions, then a trail of reactions is always following along behind us as the delayed result of our actions. It also follows that somewhere in us and the universe, there must be a record-keeping department concerned with the balancing of the cosmic books. Someone and something must be monitoring the delivery of the results of the actions of all these humans who are using free will to invest in certain kinds of work. The theory behind astrology then is that encoded in the positions of the planets and stars at the location and moment of birth is information about the nature and delivery schedule of the past actions carried by each soul. The delivery of that cause and effect is carried out by divine helpers working on behalf of the Supreme Being.
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This means that some but not all of our life is predetermined by our previous use of free will. It means that the Divine Intelligence of the universe has a longer memory than us and that “what goes around comes around” may be on a longer trajectory than we have so far imagined. The greatness of karma as a philosophical concept and practical understanding is that it sees a soul’s journey of evolution on a very grand scale. It is a view that envisions the continual evolution of countless trillions of souls over vast stretches of space and tremendous eras of cosmic time. You could say that karma is the judicial system of a great intergalactic federation of democratic action run by free will in a context of Divine law.

Seen from this perspective, each time we take on a body or are born again as a human, we are both receiving old karma and creating new karma. Finally, this also raises the questions of whether or not, and how, we might escape the limitations and suffering of this cycle of cause and effect and be restored to our original nature, which the Vedas depict as an eternal joyful soul in a transcendental world. Since cause and effect appear to us as a cycle, they may be viewed as a circle. We initiate an action and at a certain time in the future, we reap the fruit of our deeds. It resembles the agricultural cycle in the circle of the year. We sow seeds and then garner the rewards–“As you sow, so you shall reap.” Karma is the science of our actions and their outcomes.

The larger process of the soul transmigrating from life to life and body to body over many lifetimes is called samsara in Sanskrit; it is the wheel of repeated birth and death from life to life. The concept of karma then includes both the short-term cause and effect cycle–the moral consequences implied in “do unto others as you would have them do unto you”–and the long-term evolution of all the souls over many lifetimes. As we will see, the implications of this view form a grand and profound cosmology that is the basis of what we have come to think of as the “Eastern” view, a view deeply influenced by Vedic thought. Now, due to the effects of technology, East and West have not only met but are increasingly part of one world that we are changing very rapidly by all we do. Our current level of ability to alter the balance of natural law calls into question everything we do. At present we are gambling with our children’s futures and perhaps the future of life on our planet. Never has there been a time when an understanding of karma was more relevant than it is today.
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CHAPTER 1



WHAT YOU DO COMES BACK TO YOU
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