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It is dawn, just before the start of an epic war. Two armies comprising nearly four million soldiers fill a vast battlefield. Warrior elephants, their armored tusks glistening in the sunlight, trumpet and stomp the ground. Horses tethered to gold-plated chariots pull at their reins, anxious for the attack. Soldiers beat drums, rattle spears, ready bows and arrows. Between the two armies, noble prince Arjuna looks out from his chariot and envisions the destruction to come. This war is a last chance for his family to regain the kingdom stolen from them fourteen years before by ruthless cousins. Yet, in these final moments, he falters. He turns to his friend and mentor Krishna, who serves as Arjuna’s charioteer, and confesses to feelings of horror over the lives that will be lost and shame over his participation. What follows is a two-hour dialogue, known as the Bhagavad Gita, or “Song of the Supreme Person,” one of the world’s most renowned testimonies to the transformative power of love.

No voice recording exists of the conversation between Krishna and Arjuna. No audio file reveals which words were emphasized or delivered with greatest passion. No visual record survives to indicate facial expressions, gestures, body language, or other nonverbal indicators of intent and meaning. We are adrift in their discussion, charting our course by the celestial commentaries of wise yogis and learned devotees At the Gita’s core, they declare, is this message: We have wandered away from our eternal self. Through practice of bhakti, the yoga of devotion, we can recover our lost identity as eternal beings and reawaken the love dormant in our souls. This, the Gita says, is the ultimate purpose of yoga and the fulfillment of the human mission.1

One devotee-scholar who dedicated his life to propagating this core message of the Gita was my teacher, His Divine Grace A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada (1896–1977).2 Prabhupada wrote an elaborate and well-known commentary titled Bhagavad Gita As It Is, but he believed that the Gita deserved the widest possible exposure and encouraged his students to publish their own realizations. What follows is an attempt to honor that mandate.

As with anything profound and beautiful, understanding of the Gita matures with time. When I began my bhakti studies at age nineteen, the Gita’s warning about kama or “cravings” meant sex and food to me. Since then I have seen that intellectual pursuit, artistic expression, or scientific inquiry can also constitute a “craving” if it feeds pride and isolates us from our eternal self. When I was in my twenties ahankara or “ego” meant an independence which needed to be sublimated. Forty years later, I know the dangers of sublimation and can respect a healthy ego, one that is self-assured without being arrogant. Some of these modest realizations appear here in the form of footnotes. Since this book is also intended to familiarize readers with many of the Gita’s main concepts and terms, these have been indicated in italics upon their first appearance in the text. The most prevalent of these are explained in the chapter titled “Topics in the Gita.”
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The word “Bhagavad” in the title refers to Krishna, a name used in India’s bhakti texts to indicate God in personal form. Within the context of the Gita, “God” and “Krishna” are basically the same, with one important distinction: God refers to the Supreme Being with reference to a creative function, while Krishna refers to the individual behind that creative function—a unique individual possessing a beautiful form and loving demeanor.3 The name Krishna translates as “most attractive,” and for thousands of years Krishna’s attractive, loving nature has inspired expressions of devotion in art, poetry, music, and dance. Bhakti scholars describe the soul’s yearning to love God as occuring in progressive stages called rasas, or tastes, rising from a passive awareness to servitude, friendship, parental affection and, in its most intense form, a mood of conjugal intimacy. The Bhagavata Purana offers a description of this love for the Supreme in its highest stage:


“Hearing the sweet music of Krishna’s flute the hearts of the gopis [cowherd women] melted, their passion swelled, and with earrings swinging wildly they ran to the place where their beloved waited. He is the Supreme Soul, but they knew him only as their lover. He is imperishable, the origin of creation, yet he appears in the world to receive the love of his devotees. The gopis said, ‘O dear one, please quench the fire burning in our hearts with the nectar of your lips. Who in all the worlds would not abandon everything for you? Even animals, trees, birds and cows are elated seeing your beauty….’ ”4



The Bhagavata says that this Krishna who plays sweet music and attracts the hearts of all souls is the ultimate object of love. In the Gita he fulfills a more sober role, that of Supreme Person appearing in the world to reestablish dharma, or the path of righteousness. Starting in the 1700s when they entered India, British educators and missionaries differentiated these two sides of Krishna’s personality for reasons we will explore later.5 Yet to achieve a clear understanding of the Gita, readers should remember that Krishna the beloved of all souls and Krishna the Supreme Being and upholder of dharma are one and the same individual.

According to Gita theology, all souls emanate from the Supreme Being and share his loving nature, as sparks emanating from a fire share in minute degree the fire’s heat and light. This includes the Supreme Being’s independence. Love implies possessing the independence to not love, and some souls leave their relationship with the Supreme Being to experience life apart in the material world. Over countless births, layers of psychic conditioning cover remembrance of their original nature and the hearts of these forgetful or “conditioned” souls grow hard. Krishna’s purpose in speaking the Gita was to reveal how hard hearts can be softened through bhakti. Because the Gita touches on many topics, the majority of commentaries (there are more than 400 in English alone) miss this message of love in their philosophical and religious analyses, yet it is the core of the Gita’s instruction.

Not everyone confronts enemies on a literal battlefield as Arjuna does in the Gita; still, the Gita poses questions which challenge us all: Who are we? Where do we come from? Why we are here? And, as with all great literature, the more we study the Gita’s main characters, the more they resonate with emotions we can understand. Krishna and Arjuna played together as children. They were close friends in youth and became family when Arjuna married Krishna’s sister. We learn from other bhakti texts that later in life they shared extraordinary adventures, including a journey through subtle pathways to places outside the known universe. Plainly put, India’s most revered scripture is a heart-to-heart talk between two people bound together by friendship and love.6
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Krishna and Arjuna’s love for one another pervades the Gita. More than once Krishna tells Arjuna he chose him above all others to receive the Gita’s wisdom because of this love. It was an odd choice, given the profile of people to whom God usually speaks. Arjuna was not among the religious elite of his day. He was not a scholar or mystic yogi. No shooting stars at birth foretold that he would be a prophet later in life. Prior to the battle of Kurukshetra he showed no inclination toward the kind of renunciation or austerity which often precedes profound visions. Arjuna was a military officer and family man whose main qualification for receiving “the most secret of all secrets”7 was being Krishna’s good friend and devotee. His love for Krishna was all he needed to receive his message for humanity. And, as we shall see, that message is a call for all souls to rejoin him in bhakti, the yoga of loving devotional service.8
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The Bhagavad Gita unfolds like a two-character play. We, the audience, watch as Krishna conducts Arjuna’s chariot between their army and the army of their enemies. We hear Arjuna describe his horror on seeing that among the people he must kill are former teachers and respected elders. We listen to his reasons for not wanting to kill them. We witness his deterioration into paralysis and watch as Krishna guides Arjuna out of his confusion with teachings on how to live an enlightened life. We share with Arjuna a never-before-seen vision of Krishna’s divinity. We observe Arjuna’s transformation at the conclusion of their talk; and we are there when an invigorated Arjuna stands up ready to lead his army to victory.

This call to action is one of the Gita’s main teachings. Boiled down to its essence, the Gita says that all beings are eternal souls distinct from their bodies and minds. Because they have lost all conscious awareness of their immortal selves, people act in selfish ways that extend their imprisonment in material bodies. By acting with bhakti, or the yoga of love, conditioned souls can reawaken their eternal self and end the cycle of rebirth.

That is more or less everything, and the rest of Krishna’s talk with Arjuna covers subjects that reinforce these basic points. It is a timeless, exquisite text. Read and be inspired.


	
1 Scholarship places the composition of the Gita between 500 BCE and 200 CE and suggests that it took many centuries to reach its present form, each generation adding or subtracting textual content according to its needs. Through this reductive lens, some historians have come to view bhakti as a recent religious movement which draws upon earlier ideas to establish a more personal and humane social structure. Practitioners, on the other hand, favor the Gita’s explanation of its origins as divine (4.1): God’s own words delivered at the dawn of creation as a blueprint for humanity, rather than a historic reaction to political or economic conditions.

	
2 I refer to my teacher hereafter by his honorific title Prabhupada, “the master at whose feet others gather.”

	
3 See, for example, 9.11.

	
4 This is summarized from Bhagavata Purana, Book 10, Chapter 29. Descriptions of the soul’s yearning to love God with intimate intensity appear in many faith cultures. See for instance the writings of Sufi poet Rumi.

	
5 See footnote 94.

	
6 The Gita constitutes seven hundred verses in the one hundred thousand-verse epic history Mahabharata, which offers details of the circumstances before, during, and after the eighteen-day Kurukshetra war and of Krishna and Arjuna’s relationship. See appendix for recommended editions.

	
7 Krishna uses this phrase to describe the inner meaning of the Gita in 9.2.

	
8 Souls share a variety of loving relationships with Krishna. These are briefly described under rasa in “Topics in the Gita.”
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My Gita studies began in 1969 at the London Radha Krishna Temple. Starting in 1973, I traveled with my teacher Prabhupada on his many tours across Europe. When I was asked to serve as editor of his books in European editions, we frequently met to discuss points of philosophy. I was struck by how receptive he was to using contemporary idioms to convey millennial teachings. On one occasion, we discussed art and beauty. “Beauty gratifies the eye,” he said. “Art is different. Spiritually, art means service to God.” I mentioned artist Andy Warhol who made art by taking things out of context, such as a soup can. “Maybe you call it art,” Prabhupada said with a smile, “but so far as the Gita is concerned, art means an offering of love to God.” Many such discussions with Prabhupada prompted me to use contemporary references in Gita Wisdom.

Classic and modern translations of the Gita have their particular merits, and I consulted several in preparing the summary verses offered here. Obviously, this book was undertaken as a popular rather than scholarly work, and readers might wish to consult the recommended editions listed at the back for a more comprehensive look at the Gita’s beautiful verses. Gita Wisdom is a non-technical abridgement that clusters and paraphrases verses to convey their general sense.9 Its purpose is to present Krishna and Arjuna as real persons and to provide a concise introduction to their talk in contemporary language.10 Here is one of the greatest wisdom texts of all time; it speaks to every one of us, and what it says deserves to be portrayed in a contemporary vernacular. Still, some verses have been left out, either to avoid repetition or condense the telling, and I accept responsibility for any misrepresentation that may have resulted.

The verses appear in nonsexist language, respecting Krishna’s declaration (9.32 and elsewhere) that he makes no distinction among souls. Masculine nouns consequently appear either plural (“persons who”) or neutral (“such a soul” or “such a person”). Krishna uses a dozen different names for Arjuna, and Arjuna uses more than twenty names for Krishna. Only the names Krishna and Arjuna have been used, although titles such as “Supreme Person,” “Supreme Soul,” and “Supreme Being” occur as synonyms for Krishna. Terms such as atma, brahman, karma, and guna have been kept in Sanskrit since they defy simple English equivalents. Definitions for these are offered in the chapter “Topics in the Gita.”

For generations, the Bhagavad Gita was carefully preserved and transmitted by realized sages. Well, Google put an end to that. Key in the right phrase and you can access a whole 7-Eleven of oversimplified editions. Sadly, consumer culture has appropriated the Gita and turned it into a product for the yoga market, and writing this brief book obliged me to confront that dilemma. Would I be part of the problem by presenting an abridged introduction to this sacred text? Then I remembered Krishna’s words: “Even a leaf or a little water offered sincerely will be accepted.”

And so, according to tradition and with whatever sincerity I have at my disposal, I ask for the blessings of my spiritual master and the community of devotees that this modest effort may inspire in readers an appreciation for their own divinity and the love that unites them with Krishna.


	
9 An example of this clustering appears in Chapter 6. Verses 24 to 33 form a succinct description of the path to becoming a “highest yogi.” They appear as a single entry in Gita Wisdom.

	
10 In the words of Aldous Huxley, “Our eternal life, now and hereafter, stands in the knowledge of God; and this knowledge is not discursive but of the heart, a super-rational intuition, direct, synthetic, and timeless.” (From the introduction to The Song of God: Bhagavad-Gita, translated by Swami Prabhavananda and Christopher Isherwood, New York: New American Library, 1944)
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The sage credited with first committing the Gita to written form, Vyasadeva, knew how to involve people in a philosophical discussion: Emphasize the action-adventure story taking place around it. Chapter 1 sets the scene11 beginning with blind king Dhritarashtra,12 father to the malevolent Kauravas, asking his minister, Sanjaya, to engage psychic skills to relate what is happening on the battlefield. In this first section we also meet the main characters and witness the dilemma that must be resolved, namely Arjuna’s refusal to fight.

1.1 Dhritarashtra asked, “On the sacred battlefield Kurukshetra, how did my sons and the sons of Pandu act?”13

1.2–13 Sanjaya answered, “Your sons rallied their troops, announcing the mighty warriors by name. Those warriors sounded their battle cry with drums, horns and conches14 and the sound was tumultuous.

1.14–19 “Krishna and Arjuna’s soldiers replied with their conches, creating an overwhelming vibration that filled the earth and sky. When heard by your sons, it shattered their hearts.15

1.20–23 “Arjuna prepared to signal the start of battle, then stopped and requested Krishna to draw his chariot up between the armies to better assess the opposing forces.16

1.24–28 “Krishna complied, and Arjuna gazed on the enemy: teachers and family, friends and relatives. Overwhelmed by compassion he then spoke.”17



1.29–30 Arjuna said, “Krishna, I see familiar faces here, honorable men ready to fight and die. My mouth has gone dry. I tremble, perspire, my skin burns, and I can no longer hold my bow.18 I do not remember who I am. I see only horror before me.

1.31–45 “No good can come from this. I could not live with victory. Even though they wish me harm, I am unwilling to kill family or friends. The Vedas say there is only sin in a deed that would undermine the kingdom. The wrong in such killing is inescapable: destruction of tradition, orphaned children—better that my enemies kill me first.”19

1.46 Arjuna threw down his bow and arrows and collapsed on his chariot, weeping.20


[image: Image]
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11 The Gita is a dialogue, not a book, and did not originally have chapters. Over time, commentators added chapter breaks to mark shifts in the discussion.

	
12 Due to his ambition, Dhritarashtra was blind spiritually as well as materially. From their childhood, he fostered in his sons a lethal envy of their cousins the Pandavas.

	
13 The more frequent translation is, “What did they do?” Yet as described by Graham Schweig in The Beloved Lord’s Secret Love Song” (Harper San Francisco, 2007, p. 21), it is how we behave rather than what we do which ranks as a main theme in the Gita. The king’s inquiry speaks as much to the integrity of the armies as to their physical actions.

	
14 In India, it is said that blowing through a conch makes the sound OM (also spelled AUM), the primal vibration that set creation in motion.

	
15 Sanjaya is intimating to Dhritarashtra that his sons intuitively understood they could not win a war waged against the righteous Pandavas, particularly since Krishna was on their side.

	
16 It is significant that Krishna plays a subservient role as charioteer to his devotee-friend Arjuna. Krishna presents himself in the Gita as God in personal form, but one of his many other names is bhakta-vatsala, meaning controlled by the love of his devotees.

	
17 From this point on the Gita unfolds as a running dialogue between Krishna and Arjuna, although technically we are getting the account from Sanjaya.

	
18 Arjuna’s dilemma is real and, as Gita scholar J.A.B. van Buitenen points out, “an honorable one” (The Bhagavadgita in the Mahabharata, University of Chicago Press, 1981, p. 3). Among those whom he must kill are his grandfather Bhishma, revered guru and eldest member of Arjuna’s family, and Arjuna’s military instructor Dronacharya, his mentor since childhood.

	
19 This is an admittedly abridged recounting of Arjuna’s various arguments for not fighting, which include ethical, strategic, religious, cultural, and personal excuses. Krishna addresses these throughout the Gita, in effect turning each argument on its head by redefining its terms.

	
20 Some commentators suggest that an accomplished warrior such as Arjuna would not have been bewildered by a military challenge, however difficult. His collapse on the verge of battle, they propose, must have been divinely arranged so that the Gita could be spoken for the benefit of humanity.
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