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Introduction


In November 1994 newspapers carried a report about an Iraqi terrorist called Khay Rahnajet, who didn’t pay enough postage on a letter bomb he had made. It came back with ‘Return to Sender’ stamped on it. Forgetting it was the bomb, he opened it and was instantly killed.


To many folk, this is a classic example of karma. We pay for our bad deeds; we are blown up by bombs of our own making. There is no need of human intervention, no need of judgement or a court; nature somehow ensures that we get what we deserve. We each post letters to ourselves, both good and bad. They bounce around the universe and somehow end up back on our own doorstep.


Karma is an eastern word that has now entered the western lexicon. It is a vast, subtle and all-encompassing concept. It affects us all; it is one of the prime influences on our life’s journey. Most people are familiar with the idea yet, paradoxically, few understand it.


But in a sense this is true of many areas of human understanding. We in fact know very little, despite our certainties and our intellectual bravado. We have taken but a spoonful from a vast mountain of knowledge. Fortunately our understanding of the natural world is increasing all the time. It seems to come to us in fits and starts. The graph of knowledge versus time appears to be a series of irregular steps rather than a smooth upward curve. A new idea is born, followed by a period of reflection, confirmation and assimilation. Each step is constructed from small mosaics, discrete bits of information that combine to form a whole. As each piece is added a larger picture begins to emerge.


An example of this is what quantum scientists call ‘The Standard Model.’ It is a hypothesis, an abstract theory which describes the way elementary particles behave and how the fundamental forces of nature affect those particles. The standard model is not yet fully proven, but slowly, over decades, it is being verified one step at a time, using mathematics and experimentation. It has intrigued physicists for over a century, and at the time of writing they are searching for a particle known as the Higgs Boson, which will provide one of the final and most significant pieces of the picture. The Standard Model will no longer be a theory; it will be a truth.


This seems to be how science works. This is how knowledge evolves. A new idea, a flash of imagination somewhere deep inside a scientist’s brain, opens the door to a new way of looking at the natural world. Other scientists learn about it, they discuss it and eventually somebody sets about verifying it. The verification process takes place in steps. A picture begins to take shape over years, decades, even centuries, as scientists fill in the remaining gaps.


Another example of this step-by-step approach is the periodic table, which lists in rows and columns all of the chemical elements. It was first proposed by George Mendeleev in 1867, though his table had more gaps in it than elements. But it proved to be an accurate predictor of what might later be found. Chemists looked at the patterns and were able to deduce the existence of elements long before they were actually discovered. Over many decades experiments confirmed their reality, and so the hypothesis was confirmed.


Few theories arrive fully-formed and open to complete verification. Science seems to be a sort of cosmic paint-by-numbers game; the more we work at it the clearer the overall picture becomes. We start with a belief, develop a theory and then gradually fill in the blanks. On the way to completion our confidence in the truth of the theory increases, step by step.


Is there such a thing as a Standard Model for the spiritual side of life, of karma, of what some call the perennial philosophy? We have lots of disparate beliefs – which often seem at odds with each other – but is there a model that we can, step-by-step, verify and confirm, so that even though the verification will remain incomplete we can refer to it with ever increasing confidence?


If there is a standard model perhaps it would read something like this: We each find ourselves here on earth, vulnerable and maybe a little perplexed, and conscious of the short and brutish nature of life. We struggle for our allotted three score years and ten and then we die. But a part of us continues. We find ourselves in a different realm, a realm where thoughts predominate. The life we have just left and the way we lived it affects the situation in which we now find ourselves, a heaven or a hell that we have created for ourselves. We soon discover that the nature of this new existence is determined by the quality of our thoughts: if we are full of love then that is what we experience but if we give out hate then nature gives us that experience too.


We eventually return to this world in another body, with our circumstances largely determined by our desires, our thoughts, our karma. Gradually, over many such lifetimes, we begin to realise that there is a developmental process going on. We become slightly wiser with each lifetime and begin to recognise patterns. Our compassion grows and our values develop. We see that we are in a sort of cosmic game of snakes and ladders where we can, through our own behaviour and choices, make progress towards happiness and fulfilment. But we can also make mistakes and slide back to a lower level.


Over dozens, maybe hundreds, of these learning experiences that we call life we develop higher values and a greater understanding. Eventually we become what some call ‘enlightened’ and we can, so the theory goes, choose to leave this earthly coil and pursue our spiritual growth in a different way, a way that may be beyond our current vision.


This is not a standard model that everyone would agree with, though it would in fact find a lot of common ground with Vedanta and Theosophy, and with eastern religions such as Hinduism, Taoism and Buddhism.


There are numerous belief systems in the world, but that is all they are, beliefs, dogma. Belief may be defined as the act of holding something to be true despite an absence of evidence. It can be a starting point for a theory, but it must then move on to something more tangible if it is to have value as knowledge. If a belief does not lead to investigation and evidence-seeking it eventually stagnates, a process that prevents debate and dampens curiosity. It only has value as an emotional comforter. This can breed the arrogant certainty of dogmatism which, as history tells us, can so easily lead to tragedy on a massive scale. The seeker of knowledge is one who attempts to go beyond belief, beyond dogma, towards understanding, verification and ultimately truth.


So can this standard model of spirituality lend itself to inves-tigation? Can these beliefs be verified, and so become a body of knowledge that we can have confidence in. Can we fill in some of the blank spaces in our standard model, so that we can be sure that we are travelling in the right direction?


So many spiritual books simply state beliefs as if they are facts, whereas upon investigation they prove to only have the veracity of speculation or wishful thinking. They are like poetry: enjoyable and perhaps comforting to read but in fact only able to offer a temporary solace. The shelves in many bookshops are laden with volumes about spiritual issues, some of them sensible, some of them strange and some of them quite bizarre. When I read any of these books I often ask myself: how does the author know this? Why does he or she expect me to accept this point of view? Where does this certainty come from? Such books will assert that there is a life after death, that there is a phenomenon known as karma, and we will be asked to take the author’s word for it. No proof is offered. Thus these concepts remain beliefs and do not mature into knowledge.


This is not enough for many of us. We are not innocent villagers in a primitive society, easily won over by the enthusiastic rantings of a witchdoctor. We need an informed viewpoint, one in which we can trust. If we are to value spiritual ideas we must have confidence that they are sensible and honest. We each have doubts and scepticism, so why should we accept an idea if we are not offered evidence to support it?


We have largely left behind the age of superstition and ignorance. We see the shortcomings of ideas that rely on blind faith, dogma or fear. We look instead for concepts that are tangible, that can be verified empirically, that have some basis in reason and logic.


And sometimes we find those ideas.


It was once my singular good fortune to enter into a long correspondence with a doctor in India. He had a vast and all-encompassing intellect. He was curious about everything and dogmatic about nothing – a wonderful combination of characteristics – and he was relentless in his search for knowledge. He frequently exhorted me to ‘Seek truth, not comfort.’ We saw things quite differently, which is not surprising given our disparate cultural backgrounds, but he was insistent that a synthesis of Eastern and Western knowledge would be beneficial to all of us. I consistently tried to see his point of view and I like to think he did the same with mine. What follows is a record, I hope a fairly accurate record, of our conversations.


The letters fall naturally into four sections. Firstly, we need to assess the strengths and weaknesses of human knowledge systems, especially philosophy and science, as we may easily be misled. Secondly, what exactly is karma? Can we clearly define it? What do the ancient scriptures say about it? Thirdly, how do we know that the idea of karma is true? It would be a waste of time to discuss a phenomenon if we can’t in fact be sure that it exists. And finally, how does it work? How does it affect us, our circumstances, our life’s journey?


An understanding of the Laws of Karma can be of benefit to each of us as individuals, and possibly to mankind as a whole. But it must be an understanding based on reason and honesty, not on fear or a desire for comfort.










Chapter 1
Indian Summer


The cottage we lived in at that time was old, isolated and in need of repair. Ivy grew around the twisted windows and the sundial was covered in moss. Some tiles on the crooked roof were cracked. One summer night there was a storm and the old apple tree was blown over. Some guttering came loose and fell to the ground. Rainwater tumbled onto the path and into the kitchen; it took us a week to clear up the mess.


We laughed at our small misfortunes and took nothing seriously. We drank wine with friends, took picnics down into the valley and invented lyrical theories about everything. Sandra played the flute and I wrote poems about Nordic gods, wild animals and colourful birds. They had names like Socrates, an oriole that sang in the evenings, and Goethe the Goat, who head-butted his way into a history lesson at the nearby school. Goethe the Goat ran for twenty-one pages; I was proud of his adventures and grew to love him. Goat rhymes with boat, stoat, moat and a myriad of delightful words that allowed him to engage in a world of excitement born of curiosity.


Sandra and I had long rambling conversations with friends about art and beauty and ethics and myths, talking until the small hours, laughing at our own pretentious wisdom. Later I would awaken and phone my office with an excuse. My colleagues regarded me as a slightly eccentric but nonetheless useful team member, so my minor transgressions were usually tolerated. In any case, I made them laugh and I brought them fruit and honey from my small orchard. I had seven bee hives at the end of the garden, under the pear trees. We called them the Seven Pillars of Wisdom. Their industrious residents produced the occasional gifts of honey that kept everyone at my office sweet.


Each August we would lie on our backs in the garden at midnight and watch for Perseid’s dreams as they offered us tiny moments of illumination. ‘There’s one…’ and it was gone. A tiny particle, the world in a grain of sand, lit up our lives for a moment, made us brighter, then magically vanished. We created images around them: ‘That was Michelangelo,’ Sandy exclaimed.


It seems like a happy dream now, looking back. I remember it with the fond sadness of something lost.


I worked at the time for a medium-sized engineering company. The office was six miles away; often I would cycle to work. It was downhill all the way, so I would arrive perspiration-free. The journey home was an ordeal, but by the time I reached the cottage I had worked away the contaminants of my daily routine. In fact the stresses were few and far between. I could have had more responsibility, far more. Instead I chose a life of honey, poetry and shooting stars. I had never found material things important. I possessed the small amount of intuition, or perception, call it what you will, to realise that a more challenging role would not necessarily bring me greater fulfilment. The lives of some of my colleagues seemed to bear this out. I had enough stimulation and income to keep me interested, and that was sufficient for my working life.


I was twenty-seven when I married Sandy. She was another shooting star. She arrived in my life and I was illuminated and excited. She loved my bright red braces, my round gold spectacles and my selection of crumpled flat caps. And she said she loved me. We got married three months later and moved into the tumble-down cottage I had bought a year earlier with the intention of renovating.


We liked to travel and went to many exciting places: Greece, Norway, Italy and Egypt. Then we set off for India. Sandy said we would find ourselves there; we could talk to fortune tellers, wise gurus and learned pundits. I agreed, albeit with a discreetly raised eyebrow. We searched for an astrologer at an address we had been given, in a narrow, cluttered side street in Agra, and were told he was away on a pilgrimage. So we went to see the Taj Mahal by moonlight and put the future on hold for the time being.


In Jaipur we saw the great stone astrological instruments of Jai Singh, and marvelled at the palaces. Colours rioted every-where: the open-air spice stalls, the flowers, and the almost fluorescent yellow and red saris worn by the beautiful black-haired girls who hurried past. More than anything I loved the elephants, the camels, the street monkeys, the holy cows and the shifty-looking snake charmer with his cobra and mongoose. A wiry fellow with a turban, loin cloth and a stick strode along the street with two sad looking dancing bears. It distressed us both. The bears stared in a way that remained with us for days.


The accident, I suppose, was inevitable. I turned to cross a road, looked the wrong way and stepped out in front of a put-putting taxi. It put-putted me into a hospital. The memory of it is now hazy, but I can still hear that screech of tyres and Sandy’s cry. I was taken to a clinic with a fractured wrist and mild concussion. I suppose I’d got away lightly. We wondered later if the absent astrologer could have armed us with some foresight.


I still remember the kindness of the staff at the clinic. The waiting area was crowded, and people stared at me with an open innocence. I felt embarrassed; I was placed at the front of the queue and X-rayed within a few minutes. They were all genuinely concerned; I was a visitor from afar and I needed their help.


I was checked over by Dr Ramana. He was of medium stature, about fifty years old and had an air of gentle dignity about him. I immediately trusted him – I can remember that quite clearly, even after all these years. The staff were in awe of him, I could see. They never took their eyes from him and he spoke to them with a quiet good humour. The details of my conversation with him are naturally difficult to recall after all this time, but I do remember his heavy accent and his difficulty with some English words.


I made a somewhat lame joke about my accident being caused by bad karma. He looked at me curiously. “Karma is neither good nor bad. It just is,” he said with a gentle smile. “Like gravity.”


For many years afterwards, Sandy and I would mimic a strong Indian accent. “Karma is neither good nor bad,” I’d say. “It just is.”


Sandy would laugh. “Like gravity.”


My wrist was set in plaster and I was taken to a ward; I needed observation because of the concussion. Again I felt uncom-fortable; everyone else seemed in a far worse state than me. I was occupying a bed under what I thought were false pretences. And in any case, the accident had been my fault.


Sandy went back to the hotel. Late in the evening a nurse gently stroked my hand to waken me; I must have dozed off. She informed me as she tidied the bed that the doctor would be coming to see me again. Dr Ramana appeared a few moments later and checked my eyes with a small torch. He then sat on the chair next to my bed and took my pulse. He closed his eyes for a full minute, then opened them and looked around the room.


He turned to me and smiled. “So,” he said. “You know about Indian philosophy?”


I wish I could remember the exact details of our conversation but it is now so long ago. I told him that before studying engineering I had done a year of philosophy at university.


“Western philosophy,” he corrected me, with a formal nod of his head.


The conversation lasted for about half an hour. Tired and aching though I was, I enjoyed listening to him. There was something captivating about this man. He was brilliant yet humble, without ego. He was gentle and kind, yet no-one would ever take advantage of his kindness. I felt, as he looked at me and spoke, that all of his attention, all of his compassion, was focussed upon me and me alone. He told me, in soft and accented English, that he came from a family of Brahmins and had grown up able to recite whole chapters of the Vedas. He had studied medicine at Oxford under a scholarship scheme, then done a Masters degree in Sanskrit before returning to India to become a doctor. His children had now left home, he said, and he was planning to leave the medical profession one day to devote himself to the spiritual life.


As I sit here now, many years later, it is difficult to recollect much of our talk. But at the time it made me feel somehow that all was right with the world; everything was in its proper place. My broken wrist, for example, was fine; it was all part of an unfolding of events and nothing to be concerned about. It was just a small part in a much greater cosmic plan. I remember feeling uplifted and at home, in harmony with my surroundings. I half expected my injured wrist to glow with light and spontaneously heal.


A nurse came and spoke softly to Dr Ramana. He smiled. He looked at me and raised a finger.”You must sleep,” he said. “Close your eyes.”


He closed his own eyes and made himself at ease in his chair. I watched him in the low light. The hospital ward was quiet. In the distance I heard the diminishing clip-clop of a nurse’s heels.


“Close your eyes,” he said again, gently. I felt no need to move, or to make myself comfortable. My mind sank effortlessly into a white, soundless void.


I didn’t hear him leave. Throughout the night I was not sure whether I was awake or asleep. I was in a strange dream-like state. I was asleep, but somehow I was aware that I was asleep. I was watching myself, silently, with an all-pervading sense of peace. And I knew, absolutely, that whatever happened I would be fine.


I didn’t see Dr Ramana again, ever.


Sandy came the next day and I was discharged from the hospital. We continued our travels, albeit with more caution when crossing streets. We had fallen in love with the country, with its people, its culture, the atmosphere of history and mystery. It awakened magical memories in me, of childhood picture books of Persia, Mesopotamia and Siam, of camel trains and spice merchants, and an India where Bengal tigers roamed the misty forests.


The image that remains with me to this day is of the luminous, vibrant colours of the saris, and the sad, reproachful expression of those two dancing bears.


About a fortnight after we returned to England I sent a small donation to the hospital. I was grateful for their help and kindness; I remembered my short stay there with genuine fondness. I addressed my letter to Dr Ramana and I mentioned that I had enjoyed our conversation. I told him I hoped he would find fulfilment when he embarked on his spiritual journey. Naturally I did not keep a copy of my letter; I didn’t realise I would be writing about it many years later


Dr Ramana replied about a month later. It was a neatly typed letter of about five pages, and I studied it eagerly. Sandy thought the letter amusing but unimportant. She couldn’t understand my interest in it. But I found it intriguing. I still had this image in my mind of Dr Ramana sitting by my hospital bed, and the strange, dreamlike state I had succumbed to, which I somehow attributed to him. I explained this to Sandy.


“It was probably the drugs,” she said. “Painkillers.”


“I wasn’t given any,” I replied.


I read and re-read Dr Ramana’s letter, and somehow thought it contained a lot more than just words. And maybe I was right. Maybe I would learn something.




Dear David, 
It was extremely generous of you to send us donation so thank you and please to be assured that it will be put to good use in the hospital and yes of course I am remembering you because we talked one evening when you were here with a concussion as we thought you may have cracked your skull from which I hope you are now fully recovered.


I am remembering our conversation very well and I reflected about it afterwards because we spoke about differences between Western and Eastern philosophy which is very interesting subject and which I later discussed with my father who is very learned (and very old!) Brahmin and like many Hindus enjoys to make speculation about these things even though we never reach conclusion although having said that we did in fact reach something of a conclusion in this case even though it is huge generalisation, I admit, but it is none the worse for that if you accept the limitations of a generalisation.


So we therefore decided that if we imaginate a line on map of the world drawn north to south in the region of, say, Pakistan where to the left are the three religions, the Semitic religions, of the west: Judaism, Islam and Christianity and to the right of our line are the oriental religions, Hinduism, Buddhism, the Taoists, Jains and Sikhs all of which prompts us to ask where are the similarities and where are the differences?


The western beliefs to the left all have one thing in common in that they each look for their fulfilment outside of themselves and aspire to attain their rewards in far away and separate place called heaven and their God is also separational, a long way off and thus unapproachable except by good behaviour and petition.


But in the East we are introspective so the Buddhists have Nirvana, the Hindu has unity with Brahman, the Zen monk searches for Satori and they each have in common that they look within for their spiritual goal which means they turn their attention inwards and they meditate to refine their nervous system with yoga all of which is an inward-looking process although of course there are many outward manifestations such as temples, statues and so on although these are in fact just aids to our inner journey and thus they are only valued for the benefits they bring to our consciousness.


But this is huge generalisation or a pattern or trend seen over millions of people because when I use the term Hindu it is collective noun used to denote hundreds of millions of individuals each with their own interpretation of what Hinduism really is and some indeed will be outward-looking and same goes for westerners of whom some will be introspectionistic although I believe that this generalisation of mine does contain some water because religious art seems to confirm it as for example the classical image of Buddhist or indeed Buddha himself is one of closed eyes and the attention is turned inwards whereas early Christian paintings show worshippers turning their gaze upwards as though their God has a specific geographical location somewhere at higher physical elevation and hell, of course, is always down below.


I am always interested to learn more about these things and to understand the viewpoint of another person especially a western person who may see things differently.


Yours sincerely, K Ramana





Dr Ramana’s letter was interesting and, despite its generalisations and imaginative use of words, made a valid point. Generalisations, I soon came to realise, were characteristic of his view of the world.


I have to openly admit that I am quite sceptical, even cynical, about religions in general. One cannot deny that many people get solace from their beliefs, and a lot of good things are done by people of a religious persuasion, but one can never ignore the intolerance that religions frequently breed; the idea that I am correct so you must, per se, be wrong, which leads to so much cruelty and injustice. But I knew little of eastern thought. Our recent travels had made me curious. It was clear that spirituality is an intrinsic part of day-to-day living in India, and their view of the cosmos, their paradigm, was both new to me and quite mysterious.


I replied to Dr Ramana a couple of weeks later. This time I did keep a copy.




Dear Dr Ramana 
Thank you for your long and interesting letter. I found your point about East-West differences quite intriguing. There is I’m sure a divide somewhere over the Hindu Kush. I have noticed this before, but in a somewhat different way to yourself. Let me explain.


Some time ago, before I became an engineer, I studied philosophy at university. It was not a great success and I left after one year. I have to say I found much of it meaningless. Maybe I expected too much from it; I had perhaps hoped that it would reveal all sorts of profound truths, but of course it did not.


But what I noticed in retrospect was the complete dismissal of anything oriental. There was the smug assumption that ‘our’ philosophy was worth studying, but anything Eastern was almost beneath contempt. If someone mentioned anything to do with Eastern values he was given a tired, dismissive look. (Can you imagine physicists and mathematicians dismissing a formula simply because it was invented in the east?) I remember when one chap in a seminar mentioned déjà vu, not a particularly Eastern concept, but not ‘scientifically verifiable.’ and everyone rolled their eyes impatiently. We all assumed this fellow just couldn’t be serious in his search for truth; he must be woolly-minded and probably wasn’t tough enough to be an atheist, i.e. a proper intellectual.


My recent visit to India made me realise just how parochial our western viewpoint is. The east is a treasure-house of art, amazing architecture, intellectual attainment and all sorts of cultural gems.


Westerners are often unaware of just how much the east has to offer.


The point I wish to make here is how much is lost, on both sides, by people taking a narrow view, one that excludes large proportions of the world’s ideas. The east-west divide that you spoke about means that each side (it sounds like a football match, or even a war!) loses the benefit of other perspectives. How much more understanding could be attained by a Christian, say, or a Muslim, were he to open himself up to the ideas of looking for their God, their heaven, within themselves.


And with Western philosophers it is the same. How much more could they learn if they were not so limited and were to open their minds to different paradigms? They regard others’ views as being opposed when maybe they are complimentary. But you can imagine the expressions on the faces of some very learned Oxford professors if one of their number opened up the discussion and started lecturing on, for example, reincarnation. His reputation would go up in smoke. He would no doubt receive a discreet hint from his faculty that he was damaging the university’s reputation. Yet why not examine these things? They are legitimate subjects of debate.


Having said that, we must be careful not to undervalue what western thinkers have achieved. The scientific method, which began with Bacon and Descartes, has produced a working methodology that has transformed our understanding of the natural world, and yielded enormous benefits to mankind. So perhaps we shouldn’t be too hard on the western viewpoint.


I hope you and your family are keeping well.


With best wishes, David
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