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Introduction

Our Master And His Message

In the four volumes (Now in nine volumes — Ed.) of the works of the Swami
Vivekananda which are to compose the present edition, we have what is not
only a gospel to the world at large, but also to its own children, the Charter of
the Hindu Faith. What Hinduism needed, amidst the general disintegration of
the modern era, was a rock where she could lie at anchor, an authoritative
utterance in which she might recognise her self. And this was given to her, in
these words and writings of the Swami Vivekananda.

For the first time in history, as has been said elsewhere, Hinduism itself
forms here the subject of generalisation of a Hindu mind of the highest order.
For ages to come the Hindu man who would verify, the Hindu mother who
would teach her children, what was the faith of their ancestors will turn to the
pages of these books for assurance and light. Long after the English language
has disappeared from India, the gift that has here been made, through that
language, to the world, will remain and bear its fruit in East and West alike.
What Hinduism had needed, was the organising and consolidating of its own
idea. What the world had needed was a faith that had no fear of truth. Both
these are found here. Nor could any greater proof have been given of the
eternal vigour of the Sanatana Dharma, of the fact that India is as great in the
present as ever in the past, than this rise of the individual who, at the critical
moment, gathers up and voices the communal consciousness.

That India should have found her own need satisfied only in carrying to the
humanity outside her borders the bread of life is what might have been
foreseen. Nor did it happen on this occasion for the first time. It was once
before in sending out to the sister lands the message of a nation-making faith
that India learnt as a whole to understand the greatness of her own thought —
a self-unification that gave birth to modern Hinduism itself. Never may we
allow it to be forgotten that on Indian soil first was heard the command from
a Teacher to His disciples: “Go ye out into all the world, and preach the
Gospel to every creature!” It is the same thought, the same impulse of love,
taking to itself a new shape, that is uttered by the lips of the Swami
Vivekananda, when to a great gathering in the West he says: “If one religion
true, then all the others also must be true. Thus the Hindu faith is yours as



much as mine.” And again, in amplification of the same idea: “We Hindus do
not merely tolerate, we unite ourselves with every religion, praying in the
mosque of the Mohammedan, worshipping before the fire of the Zoroastrian,
and kneeling to the cross of the Christian. We know that all religions alike,
from the lowest fetishism to the highest absolutism, are but so many attempts
of the human soul to grasp and realise the Infinite. So we gather all these
flowers, and, binding them together with the cord of love, make them into a
wonderful bouquet of worship.” To the heart of this speaker, none was
foreign or alien. For him, there existed only Humanity and Truth.

Of the Swami’s address before the Parliament of Religions, it may be said
that when he began to speak it was of “the religious ideas of the Hindus”, but
when he ended, Hinduism had been created. The moment was ripe with this
potentiality. The vast audience that faced him represented exclusively the
occidental mind, but included some development of all that in this was most
distinctive. Every nation in Europe has poured in its human contribution upon
America, and notably upon Chicago, where the Parliament was held. Much of
the best, as well as some of the worst, of modern effort and struggle, is at all
times to be met with, within the frontiers of that Western Civic Queen, whose
feet are upon the shores of Lake Michigan, as she sits and broods, with the
light of the North in her eyes. There is very little in the modern
consciousness, very little inherited from the past of Europe, that does not
hold some outpost in the city of Chicago. And while the teeming life and
eager interests of that centre may seem to some of us for the present largely a
chaos, yet they are undoubtedly making for the revealing of some noble and
slow-wrought ideal of human unity, when the days of their ripening shall be
fully accomplished.

Such was the psychological area, such the sea of mind, young, tumultuous,
overflowing with its own energy and self-assurance, yet inquisitive and alert
withal, which confronted Vivekananda when he rose to speak. Behind him,
on the contrary, lay an ocean, calm with long ages of spiritual development.
Behind him lay a world that dated itself from the Vedas, and remembered
itself in the Upanishads, a world to which Buddhism was almost modern; a
world that was filled with religious systems of faiths and creeds; a quiet land,
steeped in the sunlight of the tropics, the dust of whose roads had been
trodden by the feet of the saints for ages upon ages. Behind him, in short, lay
India, with her thousands of years of national development, in which she had
sounded many things, proved many things, and realised almost all, save only



her own perfect unanimity, from end to end of her great expanse of time and
space, as to certain fundamental and essential truths, held by all her people in
common.

These, then, were the two mind-floods, two immense rivers of thought, as
it were, Eastern and modern, of which the yellow-clad wanderer on the
platform of the Parliament of Religions formed for a moment the point of
confluence. The formulation of the common bases of Hinduism was the
inevitable result of the shock of their contact, in a personality, so impersonal.
For it was no experience of his own that rose to the lips of the Swami
Vivekananda there. He did not even take advantage of the occasion to tell the
story of his Master. Instead of either of these, it was the religious
consciousness of India that spoke through him, the message of his whole
people, as determined by their whole past. And as he spoke, in the youth and
noonday of the West, a nation, sleeping in the shadows of the darkened half
of earth, on the far side of the Pacific, waited in spirit for the words that
would be borne on the dawn that was travelling towards them, to reveal to
them the secret of their own greatness and strength.

Others stood beside the Swami Vivekananda, on the same platform as he,
as apostles of particular creeds and churches. But it was his glory that he
came to preach a religion to which each of these was, in his own words, “only
a travelling, a coming up, of different men, and women, through various
conditions and circumstances to the same goal”. He stood there, as he
declared, to tell of One who had said of them all, not that one or another was
true, in this or that respect, or for this or that reason, but that “All these are
threaded upon Me, as pearls upon a string. Wherever thou seest extraordinary
holiness and extraordinary power, raising and purifying humanity, know thou
that I am there.” To the Hindu, says Vivekananda, “Man is not travelling
from error to truth, but climbing up from truth to truth, from truth that is
lower to truth that is higher.” This, and the teaching of Mukti — the doctrine
that “man is to become divine by realising the divine,” that religion is
perfected in us only when it has led us to “Him who is the one life in a
universe of death, Him who is the constant basis of an ever-changing world,
that One who is the only soul, of which all souls are but delusive
manifestations” — may be taken as the two great outstanding truths which,
authenticated by the longest and most complex experience in human history,
India proclaimed through him to the modern world of the West.

For India herself, the short address forms, as has been said, a brief Charter



of Enfranchisement. Hinduism in its wholeness the speaker bases on the
Vedas, but he spiritualises our conception of the word, even while he utters it.
To him, all that is true is Veda. “By the Vedas,” he says, “no books are
meant. They mean the accumulated treasury of spiritual laws discovered by
different persons in different times.” Incidentally, he discloses his conception
of the Sanatana Dharma. “From the high spiritual flights of the Vedanta
philosophy, of which the latest discoveries of science seem like echoes, to the
lowest ideas of idolatry with its multifarious mythology, the agnosticism of
the Buddhists, and the atheism of the Jains, each and all have a place in the
Hindu’s religion.” To his mind, there could be no sect, no school, no sincere
religious experience of the Indian people — however like an aberration it
might seem to the individual — that might rightly be excluded from the
embrace of Hinduism. And of this Indian Mother-Church, according to him,
the distinctive doctrine is that of the Ishta Devata, the right of each soul to
choose its own path, and to seek God in its own way. No army, then, carries
the banner of so wide an Empire as that of Hinduism, thus defined. For as her
spiritual goal is the finding of God, even so is her spiritual rule the perfect
freedom of every soul to be itself.

Yet would not this inclusion of all, this freedom of each, be the glory of
Hinduism that it is, were it not for her supreme call, of sweetest promise:
“Hear, ye children of immortal bliss! Even ye that dwell in higher spheres!
For I have found that Ancient One who is beyond all darkness, all delusion.
And knowing Him, ye also shall be saved from death.” Here is the word for
the sake of which all the rest exists and has existed. Here is the crowning
realisation, into which all others are resolvable. When, in his lecture on “The
Work Before Us,” the Swami adjures all to aid him in the building of a
temple wherein every worshipper in the land can worship, a temple whose
shrine shall contain only the word Om, there are some of us who catch in the
utterance the glimpse of a still greater temple — India herself, the
Motherland, as she already exists — and see the paths, not of the Indian
churches alone, but of all Humanity, converging there, at the foot of that
sacred place wherein is set the symbol that is no symbol, the name that is
beyond all sound. It is to this, and not away from it, that all the paths of all
the worships and all the religious systems lead. India is at one with the most
puritan faiths of the world in her declaration that progress is from seen to
unseen, from the many to the One, from the low to the high, from the form to
the formless, and never in the reverse direction. She differs only in having a



word of sympathy and promise for every sincere conviction, wherever and
whatever it may be, as constituting a step in the great ascent.

The Swami Vivekananda would have been less than he was, had anything
in this Evangel of Hinduism been his own. Like the Krishna of the Gita, like
Buddha, like Shankaracharya, like every great teacher that Indian thought has
known, his sentences are laden with quotations from the Vedas and
Upanishads. He stands merely as the Revealer, the Interpreter to India of the
treasures that she herself possesses in herself. The truths he preaches would
have been as true, had he never been born. Nay more, they would have been
equally authentic. The difference would have lain in their difficulty of access,
in their want of modern clearness and incisiveness of statement, and in their
loss of mutual coherence and unity. Had he not lived, texts that today will
carry the bread of life to thousands might have remained the obscure disputes
of scholars. He taught with authority, and not as one of the Pandits. For he
himself had plunged to the depths of the realisation which he preached, and
he came back like Ramanuja only to tell its secrets to the pariah, the outcast,
and the foreigner.

And yet this statement that his teaching holds nothing new is not
absolutely true. It must never be forgotten that it was the Swami Vivekananda
who, while proclaiming the sovereignty of the Advaita Philosophy, as
including that experience in which all is one, without a second, also added to
Hinduism the doctrine that Dvaita, Vishishtadvaita, and Advaita are but three
phases or stages in a single development, of which the last-named constitutes
the goal. This is part and parcel of the still greater and more simple doctrine
that the many and the One are the same Reality, perceived by the mind at
different times and in different attitudes; or as Sri Ramakrishna expressed the
same thing, “God is both with form and without form. And He is that which
includes both form and formlessness.”

It is this which adds its crowning significance to our Master’s life, for here
he becomes the meeting-point, not only of East and West, but also of past and
future. If the many and the One be indeed the same Reality, then it is not all
modes of worship alone, but equally all modes of work, all modes of
struggle, all modes of creation, which are paths of realisation. No distinction,
henceforth, between sacred and secular. To labour is to pray. To conquer is to
renounce. Life is itself religion. To have and to hold is as stern a trust as to
quit and to avoid.

This is the realisation which makes Vivekananda the great preacher of



Karma, not as divorced from, but as expressing Jnana and Bhakti. To him, the
workshop, the study, the farmyard, and the field are as true and fit scenes for
the meeting of God with man as the cell of the monk or the door of the
temple. To him, there is no difference between service of man and worship of
God, between manliness and faith, between true righteousness and
spirituality. All his words, from one point of view, read as a commentary
upon this central conviction. “Art, science, and religion”, he said once, “are
but three different ways of expressing a single truth. But in order to
understand this we must have the theory of Advaita.”

The formative influence that went to the determining of his vision may
perhaps be regarded as threefold. There was, first, his literary education, in
Sanskrit and English. The contrast between the two worlds thus opened to
him carried with it a strong impression of that particular experience which
formed the theme of the Indian sacred books. It was evident that this, if true
at all, had not been stumbled upon by Indian sages, as by some others, in a
kind of accident. Rather was it the subject-matter of a science, the object of a
logical analysis that shrank from no sacrifice which the pursuit of truth
demanded.

In his Master, Ramakrishna Paramahamsa, living and teaching in the
temple-garden at Dakshineshwar, the Swami Vivekananda — “Naren” as he
then was — found that verification of the ancient texts which his heart and
his reason had demanded. Here was the reality which the books only
brokenly described. Here was one to whom Samadhi was a constant mode of
knowledge. Every hour saw the swing of the mind from the many to the One.
Every moment heard the utterance of wisdom gathered superconsciously.
Everyone about him caught the vision of the divine. Upon the disciple came
the desire for supreme knowledge “as if it had been a fever”. Yet he who was
thus the living embodiment of the books was so unconsciously, for he had
read none of them! In his Guru, Ramakrishna Paramahamsa, Vivekananda
found the key to life.

Even now, however, the preparation for his own task was not complete. He
had yet to wander throughout the length and breadth of India, from the
Himalayas to Cape Comorin, mixing with saints and scholars and simple
souls alike, learning from all, teaching to all, and living with all, seeing India
as she was and is, and so grasping in its comprehensiveness that vast whole,
of which his Master’s life and personality had been a brief and intense
epitome.



These, then — the Shastras, the Guru, and the Motherland — are the three
notes that mingle themselves to form the music of the works of Vivekananda.
These are the treasure which it is his to offer. These furnish him with the
ingredients whereof he compounds the world’s heal-all of his spiritual
bounty. These are the three lights burning within that single lamp which India
by his hand lighted and set up, for the guidance of her own children and of
the world in the few years of work between September 19, 1893 and July 4,
1902. And some of us there are, who, for the sake of that lighting, and of this
record that he has left behind him, bless the land that bore him and the hands
of those who sent him forth, and believe that not even yet has it been given to
us to understand the vastness and significance of the message that he spoke.

July 4, 1907

N. of Rk — V.
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Response To Welcome

At the World’s Parliament of Religions, Chicago
11th September, 1893

Sisters and Brothers of America,

It fills my heart with joy unspeakable to rise in response to the warm and
cordial welcome which you have given us. I thank you in the name of the
most ancient order of monks in the world; I thank you in the name of the
mother of religions; and I thank you in the name of millions and millions of
Hindu people of all classes and sects.

My thanks, also, to some of the speakers on this platform who, referring to
the delegates from the Orient, have told you that these men from far-off
nations may well claim the honour of bearing to different lands the idea of
toleration. I am proud to belong to a religion which has taught the world both
tolerance and universal acceptance. We believe not only in universal
toleration, but we accept all religions as true. I am proud to belong to a nation
which has sheltered the persecuted and the refugees of all religions and all
nations of the earth. I am proud to tell you that we have gathered in our
bosom the purest remnant of the Israelites, who came to Southern India and
took refuge with us in the very year in which their holy temple was shattered
to pieces by Roman tyranny. I am proud to belong to the religion which has
sheltered and is still fostering the remnant of the grand Zoroastrian nation. I
will quote to you, brethren, a few lines from a hymn which I remember to
have repeated from my earliest boyhood, which is every day repeated by
millions of human beings: “As the different streams having their sources in
different places all mingle their water in the sea, so, O Lord, the different
paths which men take through different tendencies, various though they
appear, crooked or straight, all lead to Thee.”

The present convention, which is one of the most august assemblies ever
held, is in itself a vindication, a declaration to the world of the wonderful
doctrine preached in the Gita: “Whosoever comes to Me, through whatsoever
form, I reach him; all men are struggling through paths which in the end lead
to me.” Sectarianism, bigotry, and its horrible descendant, fanaticism, have
long possessed this beautiful earth. They have filled the earth with violence,
drenched it often and often with human blood, destroyed civilisation and sent



whole nations to despair. Had it not been for these horrible demons, human
society would be far more advanced than it is now. But their time is come;
and I fervently hope that the bell that tolled this morning in honour of this
convention may be the death-knell of all fanaticism, of all persecutions with
the sword or with the pen, and of all uncharitable feelings between persons
wending their way to the same goal.

Why We Disagree
15th September, 1893

I will tell you a little story. You have heard the eloquent speaker who has
just finished say, “Let us cease from abusing each other,” and he was very
sorry that there should be always so much variance.

But I think I should tell you a story which would illustrate the cause of this
variance. A frog lived in a well. It had lived there for a long time. It was born
there and brought up there, and yet was a little, small frog. Of course the
evolutionists were not there then to tell us whether the frog lost its eyes or
not, but, for our story’s sake, we must take it for granted that it had its eyes,
and that it every day cleansed the water of all the worms and bacilli that lived
in it with an energy that would do credit to our modern bacteriologists. In this
way it went on and became a little sleek and fat. Well, one day another frog
that lived in the sea came and fell into the well.

“Where are you from?”

“I am from the sea.”

“The sea! How big is that? Is it as big as my well?” and he took a leap
from one side of the well to the other.

“My friend,” said the frog of the sea, “how do you compare the sea with
your little well?”

Then the frog took another leap and asked, “Is your sea so big?”

“What nonsense you speak, to compare the sea with your well!”

“Well, then,” said the frog of the well, “nothing can be bigger than my
well; there can be nothing bigger than this; this fellow is a liar, so turn him
out.”

That has been the difficulty all the while.

I am a Hindu. I am sitting in my own little well and thinking that the whole
world is my little well. The Christian sits in his little well and thinks the



whole world is his well. The Mohammedan sits in his little well and thinks
that is the whole world. I have to thank you of America for the great attempt
you are making to break down the barriers of this little world of ours, and
hope that, in the future, the Lord will help you to accomplish your purpose.

Paper On Hinduism

Read at the Parliament on 19th September, 1893

Three religions now stand in the world which have come down to us from
time prehistoric — Hinduism, Zoroastrianism and Judaism. They have all
received tremendous shocks and all of them prove by their survival their
internal strength. But while Judaism failed to absorb Christianity and was
driven out of its place of birth by its all-conquering daughter, and a handful
of Parsees is all that remains to tell the tale of their grand religion, sect after
sect arose in India and seemed to shake the religion of the Vedas to its very
foundations, but like the waters of the seashore in a tremendous earthquake it
receded only for a while, only to return in an all-absorbing flood, a thousand
times more vigorous, and when the tumult of the rush was over, these sects
were all sucked in, absorbed, and assimilated into the immense body of the
mother faith.

From the high spiritual flights of the Vedanta philosophy, of which the
latest discoveries of science seem like echoes, to the low ideas of idolatry
with its multifarious mythology, the agnosticism of the Buddhists, and the
atheism of the Jains, each and all have a place in the Hindu’s religion.

Where then, the question arises, where is the common centre to which all
these widely diverging radii converge? Where is the common basis upon
which all these seemingly hopeless contradictions rest? And this is the
question I shall attempt to answer.

The Hindus have received their religion through revelation, the Vedas.
They hold that the Vedas are without beginning and without end. It may
sound ludicrous to this audience, how a book can be without beginning or
end. But by the Vedas no books are meant. They mean the accumulated
treasury of spiritual laws discovered by different persons in different times.
Just as the law of gravitation existed before its discovery, and would exist if
all humanity forgot it, so is it with the laws that govern the spiritual world.
The moral, ethical, and spiritual relations between soul and soul and between



individual spirits and the Father of all spirits, were there before their
discovery, and would remain even if we forgot them.

The discoverers of these laws are called Rishis, and we honour them as
perfected beings. I am glad to tell this audience that some of the very greatest
of them were women. Here it may be said that these laws as laws may be
without end, but they must have had a beginning. The Vedas teach us that
creation is without beginning or end. Science is said to have proved that the
sum total of cosmic energy is always the same. Then, if there was a time
when nothing existed, where was all this manifested energy? Some say it was
in a potential form in God. In that case God is sometimes potential and
sometimes kinetic, which would make Him mutable. Everything mutable is a
compound, and everything compound must undergo that change which is
called destruction. So God would die, which is absurd. Therefore there never
was a time when there was no creation.

If I may be allowed to use a simile, creation and creator are two lines,
without beginning and without end, running parallel to each other. God is the
ever active providence, by whose power systems after systems are being
evolved out of chaos, made to run for a time and again destroyed. This is
what the Brahmin boy repeats every day: “The sun and the moon, the Lord
created like the suns and moons of previous cycles.” And this agrees with
modern science.

Here I stand and if I shut my eyes, and try to conceive my existence, “I”,
“I”, “I”, what is the idea before me? The idea of a body. Am I, then, nothing
but a combination of material substances? The Vedas declare, “No”. I am a
spirit living in a body. I am not the body. The body will die, but I shall not
die. Here am I in this body; it will fall, but I shall go on living. I had also a
past. The soul was not created, for creation means a combination which
means a certain future dissolution. If then the soul was created, it must die.
Some are born happy, enjoy perfect health, with beautiful body, mental
vigour and all wants supplied. Others are born miserable, some are without
hands or feet, others again are idiots and only drag on a wretched existence.
Why, if they are all created, why does a just and merciful God create one
happy and another unhappy, why is He so partial? Nor would it mend matters
in the least to hold that those who are miserable in this life will be happy in a
future one. Why should a man be miserable even here in the reign of a just
and merciful God?

In the second place, the idea of a creator God does not explain the



anomaly, but simply expresses the cruel fiat of an all-powerful being. There
must have been causes, then, before his birth, to make a man miserable or
happy and those were his past actions.

Are not all the tendencies of the mind and the body accounted for by
inherited aptitude? Here are two parallel lines of existence — one of the
mind, the other of matter. If matter and its transformations answer for all that
we have, there is no necessity for supposing the existence of a soul. But it
cannot be proved that thought has been evolved out of matter, and if a
philosophical monism is inevitable, spiritual monism is certainly logical and
no less desirable than a materialistic monism; but neither of these is necessary
here.

We cannot deny that bodies acquire certain tendencies from heredity, but
those tendencies only mean the physical configuration, through which a
peculiar mind alone can act in a peculiar way. There are other tendencies
peculiar to a soul caused by its past actions. And a soul with a certain
tendency would by the laws of affinity take birth in a body which is the fittest
instrument for the display of that tendency. This is in accord with science, for
science wants to explain everything by habit, and habit is got through
repetitions. So repetitions are necessary to explain the natural habits of a
new-born soul. And since they were not obtained in this present life, they
must have come down from past lives.

There is another suggestion. Taking all these for granted, how is it that I do
not remember anything of my past life ? This can be easily explained. I am
now speaking English. It is not my mother tongue, in fact no words of my
mother tongue are now present in my consciousness; but let me try to bring
them up, and they rush in. That shows that consciousness is only the surface
of the mental ocean, and within its depths are stored up all our experiences.
Try and struggle, they would come up and you would be conscious even of
your past life.

This is direct and demonstrative evidence. Verification is the perfect proof
of a theory, and here is the challenge thrown to the world by the Rishis. We
have discovered the secret by which the very depths of the ocean of memory
can be stirred up — try it and you would get a complete reminiscence of your
past life.

So then the Hindu believes that he is a spirit. Him the sword cannot pierce
— him the fire cannot burn — him the water cannot melt — him the air
cannot dry. The Hindu believes that every soul is a circle whose



circumference is nowhere, but whose centre is located in the body, and that
death means the change of this centre from body to body. Nor is the soul
bound by the conditions of matter. In its very essence it is free, unbounded,
holy, pure, and perfect. But somehow or other it finds itself tied down to
matter, and thinks of itself as matter.

Why should the free, perfect, and pure being be thus under the thraldom of
matter, is the next question. How can the perfect soul be deluded into the
belief that it is imperfect? We have been told that the Hindus shirk the
question and say that no such question can be there. Some thinkers want to
answer it by positing one or more quasi-perfect beings, and use big scientific
names to fill up the gap. But naming is not explaining. The question remains
the same. How can the perfect become the quasi-perfect; how can the pure,
the absolute, change even a microscopic particle of its nature? But the Hindu
is sincere. He does not want to take shelter under sophistry. He is brave
enough to face the question in a manly fashion; and his answer is: “I do not
know. I do not know how the perfect being, the soul, came to think of itself
as imperfect, as joined to and conditioned by matter.” But the fact is a fact for
all that. It is a fact in everybody’s consciousness that one thinks of oneself as
the body. The Hindu does not attempt to explain why one thinks one is the
body. The answer that it is the will of God is no explanation. This is nothing
more than what the Hindu says, “I do not know.”

Well, then, the human soul is eternal and immortal, perfect and infinite,
and death means only a change of centre from one body to another. The
present is determined by our past actions, and the future by the present. The
soul will go on evolving up or reverting back from birth to birth and death to
death. But here is another question: Is man a tiny boat in a tempest, raised
one moment on the foamy crest of a billow and dashed down into a yawning
chasm the next, rolling to and fro at the mercy of good and bad actions — a
powerless, helpless wreck in an ever-raging, ever-rushing, uncompromising
current of cause and effect; a little moth placed under the wheel of causation
which rolls on crushing everything in its way and waits not for the widow’s
tears or the orphan’s cry? The heart sinks at the idea, yet this is the law of
Nature. Is there no hope? Is there no escape? — was the cry that went up
from the bottom of the heart of despair. It reached the throne of mercy, and
words of hope and consolation came down and inspired a Vedic sage, and he
stood up before the world and in trumpet voice proclaimed the glad tidings:
“Hear, ye children of immortal bliss! even ye that reside in higher spheres! I



have found the Ancient One who is beyond all darkness, all delusion:
knowing Him alone you shall be saved from death over again.” “Children of
immortal bliss” — what a sweet, what a hopeful name! Allow me to call you,
brethren, by that sweet name heirs of immortal bliss — yea, the Hindu
refuses to call you sinners. Ye are the Children of God, the sharers of
immortal bliss, holy and perfect beings. Ye divinities on earth — sinners! It is
a sin to call a man so; it is a standing libel on human nature. Come up, O
lions, and shake off the delusion that you are sheep; you are souls immortal,
spirits free, blest and eternal; ye are not matter, ye are not bodies; matter is
your servant, not you the servant of matter.

Thus it is that the Vedas proclaim not a dreadful combination of
unforgiving laws, not an endless prison of cause and effect, but that at the
head of all these laws, in and through every particle of matter and force,
stands One “by whose command the wind blows, the fire burns, the clouds
rain, and death stalks upon the earth.”

And what is His nature?

He is everywhere, the pure and formless One, the Almighty and the All-
merciful. “Thou art our father, Thou art our mother, Thou art our beloved
friend, Thou art the source of all strength; give us strength. Thou art He that
beareth the burdens of the universe; help me bear the little burden of this
life.” Thus sang the Rishis of the Vedas. And how to worship Him? Through
love. “He is to be worshipped as the one beloved, dearer than everything in
this and the next life.”

This is the doctrine of love declared in the Vedas, and let us see how it is
fully developed and taught by Krishna, whom the Hindus believe to have
been God incarnate on earth.

He taught that a man ought to live in this world like a lotus leaf, which
grows in water but is never moistened by water; so a man ought to live in the
world — his heart to God and his hands to work.

It is good to love God for hope of reward in this or the next world, but it is
better to love God for love’s sake, and the prayer goes: “Lord, I do not want
wealth, nor children, nor learning. If it be Thy will, I shall go from birth to
birth, but grant me this, that I may love Thee without the hope of reward —
love unselfishly for love’s sake.” One of the disciples of Krishna, the then
Emperor of India, was driven from his kingdom by his enemies and had to
take shelter with his queen in a forest in the Himalayas, and there one day the
queen asked him how it was that he, the most virtuous of men, should suffer




so much misery. Yudhishthira answered, “Behold, my queen, the Himalayas,
how grand and beautiful they are; I love them. They do not give me anything,
but my nature is to love the grand, the beautiful, therefore I love them.
Similarly, I love the Lord. He is the source of all beauty, of all sublimity. He
is the only object to be loved; my nature is to love Him, and therefore I love.
I do not pray for anything; I do not ask for anything. Let Him place me
wherever He likes. I must love Him for love’s sake. I cannot trade in love.”

The Vedas teach that the soul is divine, only held in the bondage of matter;
perfection will be reached when this bond will burst, and the word they use
for it is therefore, Mukti — freedom, freedom from the bonds of
imperfection, freedom from death and misery.

And this bondage can only fall off through the mercy of God, and this
mercy comes on the pure. So purity is the condition of His mercy. How does
that mercy act? He reveals Himself to the pure heart; the pure and the
stainless see God, yea, even in this life; then and then only all the
crookedness of the heart is made straight. Then all doubt ceases. He is no
more the freak of a terrible law of causation. This is the very centre, the very
vital conception of Hinduism. The Hindu does not want to live upon words
and theories. If there are existences beyond the ordinary sensuous existence,
he wants to come face to face with them. If there is a soul in him which is not
matter, if there is an all-merciful universal Soul, he will go to Him direct. He
must see Him, and that alone can destroy all doubts. So the best proof a
Hindu sage gives about the soul, about God, is: “I have seen the soul; I have
seen God.” And that is the only condition of perfection. The Hindu religion
does not consist in struggles and attempts to believe a certain doctrine or
dogma, but in realising — not in believing, but in being and becoming.

Thus the whole object of their system is by constant struggle to become
perfect, to become divine, to reach God and see God, and this reaching God,
seeing God, becoming perfect even as the Father in Heaven is perfect,
constitutes the religion of the Hindus.

And what becomes of a man when he attains perfection? He lives a life of
bliss infinite. He enjoys infinite and perfect bliss, having obtained the only
thing in which man ought to have pleasure, namely God, and enjoys the bliss
with God.

So far all the Hindus are agreed. This is the common religion of all the
sects of India; but, then, perfection is absolute, and the absolute cannot be
two or three. It cannot have any qualities. It cannot be an individual. And so



when a soul becomes perfect and absolute, it must become one with
Brahman, and it would only realise the Lord as the perfection, the reality, of
its own nature and existence, the existence absolute, knowledge absolute, and
bliss absolute. We have often and often read this called the losing of
individuality and becoming a stock or a stone.

“He jests at scars that never felt a wound.”

I tell you it is nothing of the kind. If it is happiness to enjoy the
consciousness of this small body, it must be greater happiness to enjoy the
consciousness of two bodies, the measure of happiness increasing with the
consciousness of an increasing number of bodies, the aim, the ultimate of
happiness being reached when it would become a universal consciousness.

Therefore, to gain this infinite universal individuality, this miserable little
prison-individuality must go. Then alone can death cease when I am alone
with life, then alone can misery cease when I am one with happiness itself,
then alone can all errors cease when I am one with knowledge itself; and this
is the necessary scientific conclusion. Science has proved to me that physical
individuality is a delusion, that really my body is one little continuously
changing body in an unbroken ocean of matter; and Advaita (unity) is the
necessary conclusion with my other counterpart, soul.

Science is nothing but the finding of unity. As soon as science would reach
perfect unity, it would stop from further progress, because it would reach the
goal. Thus Chemistry could not progress farther when it would discover one
element out of which all other could be made. Physics would stop when it
would be able to fulfill its services in discovering one energy of which all
others are but manifestations, and the science of religion become perfect
when it would discover Him who is the one life in a universe of death, Him
who is the constant basis of an ever-changing world. One who is the only
Soul of which all souls are but delusive manifestations. Thus is it, through
multiplicity and duality, that the ultimate unity is reached. Religion can go no
farther. This is the goal of all science.

All science is bound to come to this conclusion in the long run.
Manifestation, and not creation, is the word of science today, and the Hindu
is only glad that what he has been cherishing in his bosom for ages is going
to be taught in more forcible language, and with further light from the latest
conclusions of science.

Descend we now from the aspirations of philosophy to the religion of the
ignorant. At the very outset, I may tell you that there is no polytheism in



India. In every temple, if one stands by and listens, one will find the
worshippers applying all the attributes of God, including omnipresence, to
the images. It is not polytheism, nor would the name henotheism explain the
situation. “The rose called by any other name would smell as sweet.” Names
are not explanations.

I remember, as a boy, hearing a Christian missionary preach to a crowd in
India. Among other sweet things he was telling them was that if he gave a
blow to their idol with his stick, what could it do? One of his hearers sharply
answered, “If I abuse your God, what can He do?” “You would be punished,”
said the preacher, “when you die.” “So my idol will punish you when you
die,” retorted the Hindu.

The tree is known by its fruits. When I have seen amongst them that are
called idolaters, men, the like of whom in morality and spirituality and love I
have never seen anywhere, I stop and ask myself, “Can sin beget holiness?”

Superstition is a great enemy of man, but bigotry is worse. Why does a
Christian go to church? Why is the cross holy? Why is the face turned toward
the sky in prayer? Why are there so many images in the Catholic Church?
Why are there so many images in the minds of Protestants when they pray?
My brethren, we can no more think about anything without a mental image
than we can live without breathing. By the law of association, the material
image calls up the mental idea and vice versa. This is why the Hindu uses an
external symbol when he worships. He will tell you, it helps to keep his mind
fixed on the Being to whom he prays. He knows as well as you do that the
image is not God, is not omnipresent. After all, how much does omnipresence
mean to almost the whole world? It stands merely as a word, a symbol. Has
God superficial area? If not, when we repeat that word “omnipresent”, we
think of the extended sky or of space, that is all.

As we find that somehow or other, by the laws of our mental constitution,
we have to associate our ideas of infinity with the image of the blue sky, or of
the sea, so we naturally connect our idea of holiness with the image of a
church, a mosque, or a cross. The Hindus have associated the idea of
holiness, purity, truth, omnipresence, and such other ideas with different
images and forms. But with this difference that while some people devote
their whole lives to their idol of a church and never rise higher, because with
them religion means an intellectual assent to certain doctrines and doing good
to their fellows, the whole religion of the Hindu is centred in realisation. Man
is to become divine by realising the divine. Idols or temples or churches or



books are only the supports, the helps, of his spiritual childhood: but on and
on he must progress.

He must not stop anywhere. “External worship, material worship,” say the
scriptures, “is the lowest stage; struggling to rise high, mental prayer is the
next stage, but the highest stage is when the Lord has been realised.” Mark,
the same earnest man who is kneeling before the idol tells you, “Him the Sun
cannot express, nor the moon, nor the stars, the lightning cannot express
Him, nor what we speak of as fire; through Him they shine.” But he does not
abuse any one’s idol or call its worship sin. He recognises in it a necessary
stage of life. “The child is father of the man.” Would it be right for an old
man to say that childhood is a sin or youth a sin?

If a man can realise his divine nature with the help of an image, would it
be right to call that a sin? Nor even when he has passed that stage, should he
call it an error. To the Hindu, man is not travelling from error to truth, but
from truth to truth, from lower to higher truth. To him all the religions, from
the lowest fetishism to the highest absolutism, mean so many attempts of the
human soul to grasp and realise the Infinite, each determined by the
conditions of its birth and association, and each of these marks a stage of
progress; and every soul is a young eagle soaring higher and higher,
gathering more and more strength, till it reaches the Glorious Sun.

Unity in variety is the plan of nature, and the Hindu has recognised it.
Every other religion lays down certain fixed dogmas, and tries to force
society to adopt them. It places before society only one coat which must fit
Jack and John and Henry, all alike. If it does not fit John or Henry, he must
go without a coat to cover his body. The Hindus have discovered that the
absolute can only be realised, or thought of, or stated, through the relative,
and the images, crosses, and crescents are simply so many symbols — so
many pegs to hang the spiritual ideas on. It is not that this help is necessary
for every one, but those that do not need it have no right to say that it is
wrong. Nor is it compulsory in Hinduism.

One thing I must tell you. Idolatry in India does not mean anything
horrible. It is not the mother of harlots. On the other hand, it is the attempt of
undeveloped minds to grasp high spiritual truths. The Hindus have their
faults, they sometimes have their exceptions; but mark this, they are always
for punishing their own bodies, and never for cutting the throats of their
neighbours. If the Hindu fanatic burns himself on the pyre, he never lights the
fire of Inquisition. And even this cannot be laid at the door of his religion any



more than the burning of witches can be laid at the door of Christianity.

To the Hindu, then, the whole world of religions is only a travelling, a
coming up, of different men and women, through various conditions and
circumstances, to the same goal. Every religion is only evolving a God out of
the material man, and the same God is the inspirer of all of them. Why, then,
are there so many contradictions? They are only apparent, says the Hindu.
The contradictions come from the same truth adapting itself to the varying
circumstances of different natures.

It is the same light coming through glasses of different colours. And these
little variations are necessary for purposes of adaptation. But in the heart of
everything the same truth reigns. The Lord has declared to the Hindu in His
incarnation as Krishna, “I am in every religion as the thread through a string
of pearls. Wherever thou seest extraordinary holiness and extraordinary
power raising and purifying humanity, know thou that I am there.” And what
has been the result? I challenge the world to find, throughout the whole
system of Sanskrit philosophy, any such expression as that the Hindu alone
will be saved and not others. Says Vyasa, “We find perfect men even beyond
the pale of our caste and creed.” One thing more. How, then, can the Hindu,
whose whole fabric of thought centres in God, believe in Buddhism which is
agnostic, or in Jainism which is atheistic?

The Buddhists or the Jains do not depend upon God; but the whole force of
their religion is directed to the great central truth in every religion, to evolve a
God out of man. They have not seen the Father, but they have seen the Son.
And he that hath seen the Son hath seen the Father also.

This, brethren, is a short sketch of the religious ideas of the Hindus. The
Hindu may have failed to carry out all his plans, but if there is ever to be a
universal religion, it must be one which will have no location in place or
time; which will be infinite like the God it will preach, and whose sun will
shine upon the followers of Krishna and of Christ, on saints and sinners alike;
which will not be Brahminic or Buddhistic, Christian or Mohammedan, but
the sum total of all these, and still have infinite space for development; which
in its catholicity will embrace in its infinite arms, and find a place for, every
human being, from the lowest grovelling savage not far removed from the
brute, to the highest man towering by the virtues of his head and heart almost
above humanity, making society stand in awe of him and doubt his human
nature. It will be a religion which will have no place for persecution or
intolerance in its polity, which will recognise divinity in every man and



woman, and whose whole scope, whose whole force, will be created in aiding
humanity to realise its own true, divine nature.

Offer such a religion, and all the nations will follow you. Asoka’s council
was a council of the Buddhist faith. Akbar’s, though more to the purpose,
was only a parlour-meeting. It was reserved for America to proclaim to all
quarters of the globe that the Lord is in every religion.

May He who is the Brahman of the Hindus, the Ahura-Mazda of the
Zoroastrians, the Buddha of the Buddhists, the Jehovah of the Jews, the
Father in Heaven of the Christians, give strength to you to carry out your
noble idea! The star arose in the East; it travelled steadily towards the West,
sometimes dimmed and sometimes effulgent, till it made a circuit of the
world; and now it is again rising on the very horizon of the East, the borders
of the Sanpo, a thousandfold more effulgent than it ever was before.

Hail, Columbia, motherland of liberty! It has been given to thee, who
never dipped her hand in her neighbour’s blood, who never found out that the
shortest way of becoming rich was by robbing one’s neighbours, it has been
given to thee to march at the vanguard of civilisation with the flag of
harmony.

Religion Not The Crying Need Of India

20th September, 1893

Christians must always be ready for good criticism, and I hardly think that
you will mind if I make a little criticism. You Christians, who are so fond of
sending out missionaries to save the soul of the heathen — why do you not
try to save their bodies from starvation? In India, during the terrible famines,
thousands died from hunger, yet you Christians did nothing. You erect
churches all through India, but the crying evil in the East is not religion —
they have religion enough — but it is bread that the suffering millions of
burning India cry out for with parched throats. They ask us for bread, but we
give them stones. It is an insult to a starving people to offer them religion; it
is an insult to a starving man to teach him metaphysics. In India a priest that
preached for money would lose caste and be spat upon by the people. I came
here to seek aid for my impoverished people, and I fully realised how
difficult it was to get help for heathens from Christians in a Christian land.

Buddhism, The Fulfilment Of Hinduism




26th September, 1893

I am not a Buddhist, as you have heard, and yet I am. If China, or Japan, or
Ceylon follow the teachings of the Great Master, India worships him as God
incarnate on earth. You have just now heard that I am going to criticise
Buddhism, but by that I wish you to understand only this. Far be it from me
to criticise him whom I worship as God incarnate on earth. But our views
about Buddha are that he was not understood properly by his disciples. The
relation between Hinduism (by Hinduism, I mean the religion of the Vedas)
and what is called Buddhism at the present day is nearly the same as between
Judaism and Christianity. Jesus Christ was a Jew, and Shakya Muni was a
Hindu. The Jews rejected Jesus Christ, nay, crucified him, and the Hindus
have accepted Shakya Muni as God and worship him. But the real difference
that we Hindus want to show between modern Buddhism and what we should
understand as the teachings of Lord Buddha lies principally in this: Shakya
Muni came to preach nothing new. He also, like Jesus, came to fulfil and not
to destroy. Only, in the case of Jesus, it was the old people, the Jews, who did
not understand him, while in the case of Buddha, it was his own followers
who did not realise the import of his teachings. As the Jew did not understand
the fulfilment of the Old Testament, so the Buddhist did not understand the
fulfilment of the truths of the Hindu religion. Again, I repeat, Shakya Muni
came not to destroy, but he was the fulfilment, the logical conclusion, the
logical development of the religion of the Hindus.

The religion of the Hindus is divided into two parts: the ceremonial and the
spiritual. The spiritual portion is specially studied by the monks.

In that there is no caste. A man from the highest caste and a man from the
lowest may become a monk in India, and the two castes become equal. In
religion there is no caste; caste is simply a social institution. Shakya Muni
himself was a monk, and it was his glory that he had the large-heartedness to
bring out the truths from the hidden Vedas and through them broadcast all
over the world. He was the first being in the world who brought
missionarising into practice — nay, he was the first to conceive the idea of
proselytising.

The great glory of the Master lay in his wonderful sympathy for
everybody, especially for the ignorant and the poor. Some of his disciples
were Brahmins. When Buddha was teaching, Sanskrit was no more the
spoken language in India. It was then only in the books of the learned. Some



of Buddha’s Brahmins disciples wanted to translate his teachings into
Sanskrit, but he distinctly told them, “I am for the poor, for the people; let me
speak in the tongue of the people.” And so to this day the great bulk of his
teachings are in the vernacular of that day in India.

Whatever may be the position of philosophy, whatever may be the position
of metaphysics, so long as there is such a thing as death in the world, so long
as there is such a thing as weakness in the human heart, so long as there is a
cry going out of the heart of man in his very weakness, there shall be a faith
in God.

On the philosophic side the disciples of the Great Master dashed
themselves against the eternal rocks of the Vedas and could not crush them,
and on the other side they took away from the nation that eternal God to
which every one, man or woman, clings so fondly. And the result was that
Buddhism had to die a natural death in India. At the present day there is not
one who calls oneself a Buddhist in India, the land of its birth.

But at the same time, Brahminism lost something — that reforming zeal,
that wonderful sympathy and charity for everybody, that wonderful heaven
which Buddhism had brought to the masses and which had rendered Indian
society so great that a Greek historian who wrote about India of that time was
led to say that no Hindu was known to tell an untruth and no Hindu woman
was known to be unchaste.

Hinduism cannot live without Buddhism, nor Buddhism without
Hinduism. Then realise what the separation has shown to us, that the
Buddhists cannot stand without the brain and philosophy of the Brahmins,
nor the Brahmin without the heart of the Buddhist. This separation between
the Buddhists and the Brahmins is the cause of the downfall of India. That is
why India is populated by three hundred millions of beggars, and that is why
India has been the slave of conquerors for the last thousand years. Let us then
join the wonderful intellect of the Brahmins with the heart, the noble soul, the
wonderful humanising power of the Great Master.

Address At The Final Session

27th September, 1893

The World’s Parliament of Religions has become an accomplished fact,
and the merciful Father has helped those who laboured to bring it into



existence, and crowned with success their most unselfish labour.

My thanks to those noble souls whose large hearts and love of truth first
dreamed this wonderful dream and then realised it. My thanks to the shower
of liberal sentiments that has overflowed this platform. My thanks to his
enlightened audience for their uniform kindness to me and for their
appreciation of every thought that tends to smooth the friction of religions. A
few jarring notes were heard from time to time in this harmony. My special
thanks to them, for they have, by their striking contrast, made general
harmony the sweeter

Much has been said of the common ground of religious unity. I am not
going just now to venture my own theory. But if any one here hopes that this
unity will come by the triumph of any one of the religions and the destruction
of the others, to him I say, “Brother, yours is an impossible hope.” Do I wish
that the Christian would become Hindu? God forbid. Do I wish that the
Hindu or Buddhist would become Christian? God forbid.

The seed is put in the ground, and earth and air and water are placed
around it. Does the seed become the earth; or the air, or the water? No. It
becomes a plant, it develops after the law of its own growth, assimilates the
air, the earth, and the water, converts them into plant substance, and grows
into a plant.

Similar is the case with religion. The Christian is not to become a Hindu or
a Buddhist, nor a Hindu or a Buddhist to become a Christian. But each must
assimilate the spirit of the others and yet preserve his individuality and grow
according to his own law of growth.

If the Parliament of Religions has shown anything to the world it is this: It
has proved to the world that holiness, purity and charity are not the exclusive
possessions of any church in the world, and that every system has produced
men and women of the most exalted character. In the face of this evidence, if
anybody dreams of the exclusive survival of his own religion and the
destruction of the others, I pity him from the bottom of my heart, and point
out to him that upon the banner of every religion will soon be written, in spite
of resistance: “Help and not Fight,” “Assimilation and not Destruction,”
“Harmony and Peace and not Dissension.”



Karma-Yoga

Chapter I. Karma In Its Effect On Character

Chapter II. Each Is Great In His Own Place

Chapter III. The Secret Of Work

Chapter IV. What Is Duty?

Chapter V. We Help Ourselves, Not The World

Chapter VI. Non-Attachment Is Complete Self-Abnegation
Chapter VII. Freedom

Chapter VIII. The Ideal Of Karma-Yoga




Chapter 1. Karma In Its Effect On Character

The word Karma is derived from the Sanskrit Kri, to do; all action is Karma.
Technically, this word also means the effects of actions. In connection with
metaphysics, it sometimes means the effects, of which our past actions were
the causes. But in Karma-Yoga we have simply to do with the word Karma as
meaning work. The goal of mankind is knowledge. That is the one ideal
placed before us by Eastern philosophy. Pleasure is not the goal of man, but
knowledge. Pleasure and happiness come to an end. It is a mistake to suppose
that pleasure is the goal. The cause of all the miseries we have in the world is
that men foolishly think pleasure to be the ideal to strive for. After a time
man finds that it is not happiness, but knowledge, towards which he is going,
and that both pleasure and pain are great teachers, and that he learns as much
from evil as from good. As pleasure and pain pass before his soul they have
upon it different pictures, and the result of these combined impressions is
what is called man’s “character”. If you take the character of any man, it
really is but the aggregate of tendencies, the sum total of the bent of his mind;
you will find that misery and happiness are equal factors in the formation of
that character. Good and evil have an equal share in moulding character, and
in some instances misery is a greater teacher than happiness. In studying the
great characters the world has produced, I dare say, in the vast majority of
cases, it would be found that it was misery that taught more than happiness, it
was poverty that taught more than wealth, it was blows that brought out their
inner fire more than praise.

Now this knowledge, again, is inherent in man. No knowledge comes from
outside; it is all inside. What we say a man “knows”, should, in strict
psychological language, be what he “discovers” or “unveils”; what a man
“learns” is really what he “discovers”, by taking the cover off his own soul,
which is a mine of infinite knowledge.

We say Newton discovered gravitation. Was it sitting anywhere in a corner
waiting for him? It was in his own mind; the time came and he found it out.
All knowledge that the world has ever received comes from the mind; the
infinite library of the universe is in your own mind. The external world is
simply the suggestion, the occasion, which sets you to study your own mind,
but the object of your study is always your own mind. The falling of an apple
gave the suggestion to Newton, and he studied his own mind. He rearranged



all the previous links of thought in his mind and discovered a new link
among them, which we call the law of gravitation. It was not in the apple nor
in anything in the centre of the earth.

All knowledge, therefore, secular or spiritual, is in the human mind. In
many cases it is not discovered, but remains covered, and when the covering
is being slowly taken off, we say, “We are learning,” and the advance of
knowledge is made by the advance of this process of uncovering. The man
from whom this veil is being lifted is the more knowing man, the man upon
whom it lies thick is ignorant, and the man from whom it has entirely gone is
all-knowing, omniscient. There have been omniscient men, and, I believe,
there will be yet; and that there will be myriads of them in the cycles to come.
Like fire in a piece of flint, knowledge exists in the mind; suggestion is the
friction which brings it out. So with all our feelings and action — our tears
and our smiles, our joys and our griefs, our weeping and our laughter, our
curses and our blessings, our praises and our blames — every one of these we
may find, if we calmly study our own selves, to have been brought out from
within ourselves by so many blows. The result is what we are. All these
blows taken together are called Karma — work, action. Every mental and
physical blow that is given to the soul, by which, as it were, fire is struck
from it, and by which its own power and knowledge are discovered, is
Karma, this word being used in its widest sense. Thus we are all doing Karma
all the time. I am talking to you: that is Karma. You are listening: that is
Karma. We breathe: that is Karma. We walk: Karma. Everything we do,
physical or mental, is Karma, and it leaves its marks on us.

There are certain works which are, as it were, the aggregate, the sum total,
of a large number of smaller works. If we stand near the seashore and hear
the waves dashing against the shingle, we think it is such a great noise, and
yet we know that one wave is really composed of millions and millions of
minute waves. Each one of these is making a noise, and yet we do not catch
it; it is only when they become the big aggregate that we hear. Similarly,
every pulsation of the heart is work. Certain kinds of work we feel and they
become tangible to us; they are, at the same time, the aggregate of a number
of small works. If you really want to judge of the character of a man, look not
at his great performances. Every fool may become a hero at one time or
another. Watch a man do his most common actions; those are indeed the
things which will tell you the real character of a great man. Great occasions
rouse even the lowest of human beings to some kind of greatness, but he



alone is the really great man whose character is great always, the same
wherever he be.

Karma in its effect on character is the most tremendous power that man
has to deal with. Man is, as it were, a centre, and is attracting all the powers
of the universe towards himself, and in this centre is fusing them all and
again sending them off in a big current. Such a centre is the real man — the
almighty, the omniscient — and he draws the whole universe towards him.
Good and bad, misery and happiness, all are running towards him and
clinging round him; and out of them he fashions the mighty stream of
tendency called character and throws it outwards. As he has the power of
drawing in anything, so has he the power of throwing it out.

All the actions that we see in the world, all the movements in human
society, all the works that we have around us, are simply the display of
thought, the manifestation of the will of man. Machines or instruments, cities,
ships, or men-of-war, all these are simply the manifestation of the will of
man; and this will is caused by character, and character is manufactured by
Karma. As is Karma, so is the manifestation of the will. The men of mighty
will the world has produced have all been tremendous workers — gigantic
souls, with wills powerful enough to overturn worlds, wills they got by
persistent work, through ages, and ages. Such a gigantic will as that of a
Buddha or a Jesus could not be obtained in one life, for we know who their
fathers were. It is not known that their fathers ever spoke a word for the good
of mankind. Millions and millions of carpenters like Joseph had gone;
millions are still living. Millions and millions of petty kings like Buddha’s
father had been in the world. If it was only a case of hereditary transmission,
how do you account for this petty prince, who was not, perhaps, obeyed by
his own servants, producing this son, whom half a world worships? How do
you explain the gulf between the carpenter and his son, whom millions of
human beings worship as God? It cannot be solved by the theory of heredity.
The gigantic will which Buddha and Jesus threw over the world, whence did
it come? Whence came this accumulation of power? It must have been there
through ages and ages, continually growing bigger and bigger, until it burst
on society in a Buddha or a Jesus, even rolling down to the present day.

All this is determined by Karma, work. No one can get anything unless he
earns it. This is an eternal law. We may sometimes think it is not so, but in
the long run we become convinced of it. A man may struggle all his life for
riches; he may cheat thousands, but he finds at last that he did not deserve to



become rich, and his life becomes a trouble and a nuisance to him. We may
go on accumulating things for our physical enjoyment, but only what we earn
is really ours. A fool may buy all the books in the world, and they will be in
his library; but he will be able to read only those that he deserves to; and this
deserving is produced by Karma. Our Karma determines what we deserve
and what we can assimilate. We are responsible for what we are; and
whatever we wish ourselves to be, we have the power to make ourselves. If
what we are now has been the result of our own past actions, it certainly
follows that whatever we wish to be in future can be produced by our present
actions; so we have to know how to act. You will say, “What is the use of
learning how to work? Everyone works in some way or other in this world.”
But there is such a thing as frittering away our energies. With regard to
Karma-Yoga, the Gita says that it is doing work with cleverness and as a
science; by knowing how to work, one can obtain the greatest results. You
must remember that all work is simply to bring out the power of the mind
which is already there, to wake up the soul. The power is inside every man,
so is knowing; the different works are like blows to bring them out, to cause
these giants to wake up.

Man works with various motives. There cannot be work without motive.
Some people want to get fame, and they work for fame. Others want money,
and they work for money. Others want to have power, and they work for
power. Others want to get to heaven, and they work for the same. Others
want to leave a name when they die, as they do in China, where no man gets
a title until he is dead; and that is a better way, after all, than with us. When a
man does something very good there, they give a title of nobility to his father,
who is dead, or to his grandfather. Some people work for that. Some of the
followers of certain Mohammedan sects work all their lives to have a big
tomb built for them when they die. I know sects among whom, as soon as a
child is born, a tomb is prepared for it; that is among them the most important
work a man has to do, and the bigger and the finer the tomb, the better off the
man is supposed to be. Others work as a penance; do all sorts of wicked
things, then erect a temple, or give something to the priests to buy them off
and obtain from them a passport to heaven. They think that this kind of
beneficence will clear them and they will go scot-free in spite of their
sinfulness. Such are some of the various motives for work.

Work for work’s sake. There are some who are really the salt of the earth
in every country and who work for work’s sake, who do not care for name, or



fame, or even to go to heaven. They work just because good will come of it.
There are others who do good to the poor and help mankind from still higher
motives, because they believe in doing good and love good. The motive for
name and fame seldom brings immediate results, as a rule; they come to us
when we are old and have almost done with life. If a man works without any
selfish motive in view, does he not gain anything? Yes, he gains the highest.
Unselfishness is more paying, only people have not the patience to practice it.
It is more paying from the point of view of health also. Love, truth, and
unselfishness are not merely moral figures of speech, but they form our
highest ideal, because in them lies such a manifestation of power. In the first
place, a man who can work for five days, or even for five minutes, without
any selfish motive whatever, without thinking of future, of heaven, of
punishment, or anything of the kind, has in him the capacity to become a
powerful moral giant. It is hard to do it, but in the heart of our hearts we
know its value, and the good it brings. It is the greatest manifestation of
power — this tremendous restraint; self-restraint is a manifestation of greater
power than all outgoing action. A carriage with four horses may rush down a
hill unrestrained, or the coachman may curb the horses. Which is the greater
manifestation of power, to let them go or to hold them? A cannonball flying
through the air goes a long distance and falls. Another is cut short in its flight
by striking against a wall, and the impact generates intense heat. All outgoing
energy following a selfish motive is frittered away; it will not cause power to
return to you; but if restrained, it will result in development of power. This
self-control will tend to produce a mighty will, a character which makes a
Christ or a Buddha. Foolish men do not know this secret; they nevertheless
want to rule mankind. Even a fool may rule the whole world if he works and
waits. Let him wait a few years, restrain that foolish idea of governing; and
when that idea is wholly gone, he will be a power in the world. The majority
of us cannot see beyond a few years, just as some animals cannot see beyond
a few steps. Just a little narrow circle — that is our world. We have not the
patience to look beyond, and thus become immoral and wicked. This is our
weakness, our powerlessness.

Even the lowest forms of work are not to be despised. Let the man, who
knows no better, work for selfish ends, for name and fame; but everyone
should always try to get towards higher and higher motives and to understand
them. “To work we have the right, but not to the fruits thereof:” Leave the
fruits alone. Why care for results? If you wish to help a man, never think



what that man’s attitude should be towards you. If you want to do a great or a
good work, do not trouble to think what the result will be.

There arises a difficult question in this ideal of work. Intense activity is
necessary; we must always work. We cannot live a minute without work.
What then becomes of rest? Here is one side of the life-struggle — work, in
which we are whirled rapidly round. And here is the other — that of calm,
retiring renunciation: everything is peaceful around, there is very little of
noise and show, only nature with her animals and flowers and mountains.
Neither of them is a perfect picture. A man used to solitude, if brought in
contact with the surging whirlpool of the world, will be crushed by it; just as
the fish that lives in the deep sea water, as soon as it is brought to the surface,
breaks into pieces, deprived of the weight of water on it that had kept it
together. Can a man who has been used to the turmoil and the rush of life live
at ease if he comes to a quiet place? He suffers and perchance may lose his
mind. The ideal man is he who, in the midst of the greatest silence and
solitude, finds the intensest activity, and in the midst of the intensest activity
finds the silence and solitude of the desert. He has learnt the secret of
restraint, he has controlled himself. He goes through the streets of a big city
with all its traffic, and his mind is as calm as if he were in a cave, where not a
sound could reach him; and he is intensely working all the time. That is the
ideal of Karma-Yoga, and if you have attained to that you have really learnt
the secret of work.

But we have to begin from the beginning, to take up the works as they
come to us and slowly make ourselves more unselfish every day. We must do
the work and find out the motive power that prompts us; and, almost without
exception, in the first years, we shall find that our motives are always selfish;
but gradually this selfishness will melt by persistence, till at last will come
the time when we shall be able to do really unselfish work. We may all hope
that some day or other, as we struggle through the paths of life, there will
come a time when we shall become perfectly unselfish; and the moment we
attain to that, all our powers will be concentrated, and the knowledge which
is ours will be manifest.

Chapter I1. Each Is Great In His Own Place

According to the Sankhya philosophy, nature is composed of three forces
called, in Sanskrit, Sattva, Rajas, and Tamas. These as manifested in the



physical world are what we may call equilibrium, activity, and inertness.
Tamas is typified as darkness or inactivity; Rajas is activity, expressed as
attraction or repulsion; and Sattva is the equilibrium of the two.

In every man there are these three forces. Sometimes Tamas prevails. We
become lazy, we cannot move, we are inactive, bound down by certain ideas
or by mere dullness. At other times activity prevails, and at still other times
that calm balancing of both. Again, in different men, one of these forces is
generally predominant. The characteristic of one man is inactivity, dullness
and laziness; that of another, activity, power, manifestation of energy; and in
still another we find the sweetness, calmness, and gentleness, which are due
to the balancing of both action and inaction. So in all creation — in animals,
plants, and men — we find the more or less typical manifestation of all these
different forces.

Karma-Yoga has specially to deal with these three factors. By teaching
what they are and how to employ them, it helps us to do our work better.
Human society is a graded organization. We all know about morality, and we
all know about duty, but at the same time we find that in different countries
the significance of morality varies greatly. What is regarded as moral in one
country may in another be considered perfectly immoral. For instance, in one
country cousins may marry; in another, it is thought to be very immoral; in
one, men may marry their sisters-in-law; in another, it is regarded as
immoral; in one country people may marry only once; in another, many
times; and so forth. Similarly, in all other departments of morality, we find
the standard varies greatly — yet we have the idea that there must be a
universal standard of morality.

So it is with duty. The idea of duty varies much among different nations.
In one country, if a man does not do certain things, people will say he has
acted wrongly; while if he does those very things in another country, people
will say that he did not act rightly — and yet we know that there must be
some universal idea of duty. In the same way, one class of society thinks that
certain things are among its duty, while another class thinks quite the
opposite and would be horrified if it had to do those things. Two ways are left
open to us — the way of the ignorant, who think that there is only one way to
truth and that all the rest are wrong, and the way of the wise, who admit that,
according to our mental constitution or the different planes of existence in
which we are, duty and morality may vary. The important thing is to know
that there are gradations of duty and of morality — that the duty of one state



of life, in one set of circumstances, will not and cannot be that of another.

To illustrate: All great teachers have taught, “Resist not evil,” that non-
resistance is the highest moral ideal. We all know that, if a certain number of
us attempted to put that maxim fully into practice, the whole social fabric
would fall to pieces, the wicked would take possession of our properties and
our lives, and would do whatever they liked with us. Even if only one day of
such non-resistance were practiced, it would lead to disaster. Yet, intuitively,
in our heart of hearts we feel the truth of the teaching “Resist not evil.” This
seems to us to be the highest ideal; yet to teach this doctrine only would be
equivalent to condemning a vast portion of mankind. Not only so, it would be
making men feel that they were always doing wrong, and cause in them
scruples of conscience in all their actions; it would weaken them, and that
constant self-disapproval would breed more vice than any other weakness
would. To the man who has begun to hate himself the gate to degeneration
has already opened; and the same is true of a nation.

Our first duty is not to hate ourselves, because to advance we must have
faith in ourselves first and then in God. He who has no faith in himself can
never have faith in God. Therefore, the only alternative remaining to us is to
recognise that duty and morality vary under different circumstances; not that
the man who resists evil is doing what is always and in itself wrong, but that
in the different circumstances in which he is placed it may become even his
duty to resist evil.

In reading the Bhagavad-Gita, many of you in Western countries may have
felt astonished at the second chapter, wherein Shri Krishna calls Arjuna a
hypocrite and a coward because of his refusal to fight, or offer resistance, on
account of his adversaries being his friends and relatives, making the plea
that non-resistance was the highest ideal of love. This is a great lesson for us
all to learn, that in all matters the two extremes are alike. The extreme
positive and the extreme negative are always similar. When the vibrations of
light are too slow, we do not see them, nor do we see them when they are too
rapid. So with sound; when very low in pitch, we do not hear it; when very
high, we do not hear it either. Of like nature is the difference between
resistance and non-resistance. One man does not resist because he is weak,
lazy, and cannot, not because he will not; the other man knows that he can
strike an irresistible blow if he likes; yet he not only does not strike, but
blesses his enemies. The one who from weakness resists not commits a sin,
and as such cannot receive any benefit from the non-resistance; while the



other would commit a sin by offering resistance. Buddha gave up his throne
and renounced his position, that was true renunciation; but there cannot be
any question of renunciation in the case of a beggar who has nothing to
renounce. So we must always be careful about what we really mean when we
speak of this non-resistance and ideal love. We must first take care to
understand whether we have the power of resistance or not. Then, having the
power, if we renounce it and do not resist, we are doing a grand act of love;
but if we cannot resist, and yet, at the same time, try to deceive ourselves into
the belief that we are actuated by motives of the highest love, we are doing
the exact opposite. Arjuna became a coward at the sight of the mighty array
against him; his “love” made him forget his duty towards his country and
king. That is why Shri Krishna told him that he was a hypocrite: Thou talkest
like a wise man, but thy actions betray thee to be a coward; therefore stand up
and fight!

Such is the central idea of Karma-Yoga. The Karma-Yogi is the man who
understands that the highest ideal is non-resistance, and who also knows that
this non-resistance is the highest manifestation of power in actual possession,
and also what is called the resisting of evil is but a step on the way towards
the manifestation of this highest power, namely, non-resistance. Before
reaching this highest ideal, man’s duty is to resist evil; let him work, let him
fight, let him strike straight from the shoulder. Then only, when he has
gained the power to resist, will non-resistance be a virtue.

I once met a man in my country whom I had known before as a very
stupid, dull person, who knew nothing and had not the desire to know
anything, and was living the life of a brute. He asked me what he should do
to know God, how he was to get free. “Can you tell a lie?” I asked him. “No,”
he replied. “Then you must learn to do so. It is better to tell a lie than to be a
brute, or a log of wood. You are inactive; you have not certainly reached the
highest state, which is beyond all actions, calm and serene; you are too dull
even to do something wicked.” That was an extreme case, of course, and I
was joking with him; but what I meant was that a man must be active in order
to pass through activity to perfect calmness.

Inactivity should be avoided by all means. Activity always means
resistance. Resist all evils, mental and physical; and when you have
succeeded in resisting, then will calmness come. It is very easy to say, “Hate
nobody, resist not evil,” but we know what that kind of thing generally means
in practice. When the eyes of society are turned towards us, we may make a



show of non-resistance, but in our hearts it is canker all the time. We feel the
utter want of the calm of non-resistance; we feel that it would be better for us
to resist. If you desire wealth, and know at the same time that the whole
world regards him who aims at wealth as a very wicked man, you, perhaps,
will not dare to plunge into the struggle for wealth, yet your mind will be
running day and night after money. This is hypocrisy and will serve no
purpose. Plunge into the world, and then, after a time, when you have
suffered and enjoyed all that is in it, will renunciation come; then will
calmness come. So fulfil your desire for power and everything else, and after
you have fulfilled the desire, will come the time when you will know that
they are all very little things; but until you have fulfilled this desire, until you
have passed through that activity, it is impossible for you to come to the state
of calmness, serenity, and self-surrender. These ideas of serenity and
renunciation have been preached for thousands of years; everybody has heard
of them from childhood, and yet we see very few in the world who have
really reached that stage. I do not know if I have seen twenty persons in my
life who are really calm and non-resisting, and I have travelled over half the
world.

Every man should take up his own ideal and endeavour to accomplish it.
That is a surer way of progress than taking up other men’s ideals, which he
can never hope to accomplish. For instance, we take a child and at once give
him the task of walking twenty miles. Either the little one dies, or one in a
thousand crawls the twenty miles, to reach the end exhausted and half-dead.
That is like what we generally try to do with the world. All the men and
women, in any society, are not of the same mind, capacity, or of the same
power to do things; they must have different ideals, and we have no right to
sneer at any ideal. Let every one do the best he can for realising his own
ideal. Nor is it right that I should be judged by your standard or you by mine.
The apple tree should not be judged by the standard of the oak, nor the oak by
that of the apple. To judge the apple tree you must take the apple standard,
and for the oak, its own standard.

Unity in variety is the plan of creation. However men and women may
vary individually, there is unity in the background. The different individual
characters and classes of men and women are natural variations in creation.
Hence, we ought not to judge them by the same standard or put the same
ideal before them. Such a course creates only an unnatural struggle, and the
result is that man begins to hate himself and is hindered from becoming



religious and good. Our duty is to encourage every one in his struggle to live
up to his own highest ideal, and strive at the same time to make the ideal as
near as possible to the truth.

In the Hindu system of morality we find that this fact has been recognised
from very ancient times; and in their scriptures and books on ethics different
rules are laid down for the different classes of men — the householder, the
Sannyasin (the man who has renounced the world), and the student.

The life of every individual, according to the Hindu scriptures, has its
peculiar duties apart from what belongs in common to universal humanity.
The Hindu begins life as a student; then he marries and becomes a
householder; in old age he retires; and lastly he gives up the world and
becomes a Sannyasin. To each of these stages of life certain duties are
attached. No one of these stages is intrinsically superior to another. The life
of the married man is quite as great as that of the celibate who has devoted
himself to religious work. The scavenger in the street is quite as great and
glorious as the king on his throne. Take him off his throne, make him do the
work of the scavenger, and see how he fares. Take up the scavenger and see
how he will rule. It is useless to say that the man who lives out of the world is
a greater man than he who lives in the world; it is much more difficult to live
in the world and worship God than to give it up and live a free and easy life.
The four stages of life in India have in later times been reduced to two — that
of the householder and of the monk. The householder marries and carries on
his duties as a citizen, and the duty of the other is to devote his energies
wholly to religion, to preach and to worship God. I shall read to you a few
passages from the Maha-Nirvana-Tantra, which treats of this subject, and you
will see that it is a very difficult task for a man to be a householder, and

perform all his duties perfectly:
The householder should be devoted to God; the knowledge of God should be his goal of life. Yet he
must work constantly, perform all his duties; he must give up the fruits of his actions to God.

It is the most difficult thing in this world to work and not care for the
result, to help a man and never think that he ought to be grateful, to do some
good work and at the same time never look to see whether it brings you name
or fame, or nothing at all. Even the most arrant coward becomes brave when
the world praises him. A fool can do heroic deeds when the approbation of
society is upon him, but for a man to constantly do good without caring for
the approbation of his fellow men is indeed the highest sacrifice man can
perform. The great duty of the householder is to earn a living, but he must
take care that he does not do it by telling lies, or by cheating, or by robbing



others; and he must remember that his life is for the service of God, and the

poor.

Knowing that mother and father are the visible representatives of God, the householder, always and
by all means, must please them. If the mother is pleased, and the father, God is pleased with the man.
That child is really a good child who never speaks harsh words to his parents.

Before parents one must not utter jokes, must not show restlessness, must not show anger or temper.
Before mother or father, a child must bow down low, and stand up in their presence, and must not take
a seat until they order him to sit.

If the householder has food and drink and clothes without first seeing that his mother and his father,
his children, his wife, and the poor, are supplied, he is committing a sin. The mother and the father are
the causes of this body; so a man must undergo a thousand troubles in order to do good to them.

Even so is his duty to his wife. No man should scold his wife, and he must always maintain her as if
she were his own mother. And even when he is in the greatest difficulties and troubles, he must not
show anger to his wife.

He who thinks of another woman besides his wife, if he touches her even with his mind — that man
goes to dark hell.

Before women he must not talk improper language, and never brag of his powers. He must not say,
“I have done this, and I have done that.”

The householder must always please his wife with money, clothes, love, faith, and words like
nectar, and never do anything to disturb her. That man who has succeeded in getting the love of a
chaste wife has succeeded in his religion and has all the virtues.

The following are duties towards children:

A son should be lovingly reared up to his fourth year; he should be educated till he is sixteen. When
he is twenty years of age he should be employed in some work; he should then be treated affectionately
by his father as his equal. Exactly in the same manner the daughter should be brought up, and should be
educated with the greatest care. And when she marries, the father ought to give her jewels and wealth.

Then the duty of the man is towards his brothers and sisters, and towards the children of his brothers
and sisters, if they are poor, and towards his other relatives, his friends and his servants. Then his duties
are towards the people of the same village, and the poor, and any one that comes to him for help.
Having sufficient means, if the householder does not take care to give to his relatives and to the poor,
know him to be only a brute; he is not a human being.

Excessive attachment to food, clothes, and the tending of the body, and dressing of the hair should
be avoided. The householder must be pure in heart and clean in body, always active and always ready
for work.

To his enemies the householder must be a hero. Them he must resist. That is the duty of the
householder. He must not sit down in a corner and weep, and talk nonsense about non-resistance. If he
does not show himself a hero to his enemies he has not done his duty. And to his friends and relatives
he must be as gentle as a lamb.

It is the duty of the householder not to pay reverence to the wicked; because, if he reverences the
wicked people of the world, he patronizes wickedness; and it will be a great mistake if he disregards
those who are worthy of respect, the good people. He must not be gushing in his friendship; he must
not go out of the way making friends everywhere; he must watch the actions of the men he wants to
make friends with, and their dealings with other men, reason upon them, and then make friends.

These three things he must not talk of. He must not talk in public of his own fame; he must not
preach his own name or his own powers; he must not talk of his wealth, or of anything that has been
told to him privately.

A man must not say he is poor, or that he is wealthy — he must not brag of his wealth. Let him keep



his own counsel; this is his religious duty. This is not mere worldly wisdom; if a man does not do so, he
may be held to be immoral.

The householder is the basis, the prop, of the whole society. He is the
principal earner. The poor, the weak, the children and the women who do not
work — all live upon the householder; so there must be certain duties that he
has to perform, and these duties must make him feel strong to perform them,
and not make him think that he is doing things beneath his ideal. Therefore, if
he has done something weak, or has made some mistake, he must not say so
in public; and if he is engaged in some enterprise and knows he is sure to fail
in it, he must not speak of it. Such self-exposure is not only uncalled for, but
also unnerves the man and makes him unfit for the performance of his
legitimate duties in life. At the same time, he must struggle hard to acquire
these things — firstly, knowledge, and secondly, wealth. It is his duty, and if
he does not do his duty, he is nobody. A householder who does not struggle
to get wealth is immoral. If he is lazy and content to lead an idle life, he is
immoral, because upon him depend hundreds. If he gets riches, hundreds of
others will be thereby supported.

If there were not in this city hundreds who had striven to become rich, and
who had acquired wealth, where would all this civilization, and these alms-
houses and great houses be?

Going after wealth in such a case is not bad, because that wealth is for
distribution. The householder is the centre of life and society. It is a worship
for him to acquire and spend wealth nobly, for the householder who struggles
to become rich by good means and for good purposes is doing practically the
same thing for the attainment of salvation as the anchorite does in his cell
when he is praying; for in them we see only the different aspects of the same
virtue of self-surrender and self-sacrifice prompted by the feeling of devotion
to God and to all that is His.

He must struggle to acquire a good name by all means. He must not
gamble, he must not move in the company of the wicked, he must not tell
lies, and must not be the cause of trouble to others.

Often people enter into things they have not the means to accomplish, with
the result that they cheat others to attain their own ends. Then there is in all
things the time factor to be taken into consideration; what at one time might

be a failure, would perhaps at another time be a very great success.

The householder must speak the truth, and speak gently, using words which people like, which will
do good to others; nor should he talk of the business of other men.

The householder by digging tanks, by planting trees on the roadsides, by establishing rest-houses



for men and animals, by making roads and building bridges, goes towards the same goal as the greatest
Yogi.

This is one part of the doctrine of Karma-Yoga — activity, the duty of the
householder. There is a passage later on, where it says that “if the
householder dies in battle, fighting for his country or his religion, he comes to
the same goal as the Yogi by meditation,” showing thereby that what is duty
for one is not duty for another. At the same time, it does not say that this duty
is lowering and the other elevating. Each duty has its own place, and
according to the circumstances in which we are placed, we must perform our
duties.

One idea comes out of all this — the condemnation of all weakness. This
is a particular idea in all our teachings which I like, either in philosophy, or in
religion, or in work. If you read the Vedas, you will find this word always
repeated — fearlessness — fear nothing. Fear is a sign of weakness. A man
must go about his duties without taking notice of the sneers and the ridicule
of the world.

If a man retires from the world to worship God, he must not think that
those who live in the world and work for the good of the world are not
worshipping God: neither must those who live in the world, for wife and
children, think that those who give up the world are low vagabonds. Each is
great in his own place. This thought I will illustrate by a story.

A certain king used to inquire of all the Sannyasins that came to his
country, “Which is the greater man — he who gives up the world and
becomes a Sannyasin, or he who lives in the world and performs his duties as
a house holder?” Many wise men sought to solve the problem. Some asserted
that the Sannyasin was the greater, upon which the king demanded that they
should prove their assertion. When they could not, he ordered them to marry
and become householders. Then others came and said, “The householder who
performs his duties is the greater man.” Of them, too, the king demanded
proofs. When they could not give them, he made them also settle down as
householders.

At last there came a young Sannyasin, and the king similarly inquired of
him also. He answered, “Each, O king, is equally great in his place.” “Prove
this to me,” asked the king. “I will prove it to you,” said the Sannyasin, “but
you must first come and live as I do for a few days, that I may be able to
prove to you what I say.” The king consented and followed the Sannyasin out
of his own territory and passed through many other countries until they came
to a great kingdom. In the capital of that kingdom a great ceremony was



going on. The king and the Sannyasin heard the noise of drums and music,
and heard also the criers; the people were assembled in the streets in gala
dress, and a great proclamation was being made. The king and the Sannyasin
stood there to see what was going on. The crier was proclaiming loudly that
the princess, daughter of the king of that country, was about to choose a
husband from among those assembled before her.

It was an old custom in India for princesses to choose husbands in this
way. Each princess had certain ideas of the sort of man she wanted for a
husband. Some would have the handsomest man, others would have only the
most learned, others again the richest, and so on. All the princes of the
neighbourhood put on their bravest attire and presented themselves before
her. Sometimes they too had their own criers to enumerate their advantages
and the reasons why they hoped the princess would choose them. The
princess was taken round on a throne, in the most splendid array, and looked
at and heard about them. If she was not pleased with what she saw and heard,
she said to her bearers, “Move on,” and no more notice was taken of the
rejected suitors. If, however, the princess was pleased with any one of them,
she threw a garland of flowers over him and he became her husband.

The princess of the country to which our king and the Sannyasin had come
was having one of these interesting ceremonies. She was the most beautiful
princess in the world, and the husband of the princess would be ruler of the
kingdom after her father’s death. The idea of this princess was to marry the
handsomest man, but she could not find the right one to please her. Several
times these meetings had taken place, but the princess could not select a
husband. This meeting was the most splendid of all; more people than ever
had come to it. The princess came in on a throne, and the bearers carried her
from place to place. She did not seem to care for any one, and every one
became disappointed that this meeting also was going to be a failure. Just
then came a young man, a Sannyasin, handsome as if the sun had come down
to the earth, and stood in one corner of the assembly, watching what was
going on. The throne with the princess came near him, and as soon as she saw
the beautiful Sannyasin, she stopped and threw the garland over him. The
young Sannyasin seized the garland and threw it off, exclaiming, “What
nonsense is this? I am a Sannyasin. What is marriage to me?” The king of
that country thought that perhaps this man was poor and so dared not marry
the princess, and said to him, “With my daughter goes half my kingdom now,
and the whole kingdom after my death!” and put the garland again on the



Sannyasin. The young man threw it off once more, saying, “Nonsense! I do
not want to marry,” and walked quickly away from the assembly.

Now the princess had fallen so much in love with this young man that she
said, “I must marry this man or I shall die”; and she went after him to bring
him back. Then our other Sannyasin, who had brought the king there, said to
him, “King, let us follow this pair”; so they walked after them, but at a good
distance behind. The young Sannyasin who had refused to marry the princess
walked out into the country for several miles. When he came to a forest and
entered into it, the princess followed him, and the other two followed them.
Now this young Sannyasin was well acquainted with that forest and knew all
the intricate paths in it. He suddenly passed into one of these and
disappeared, and the princess could not discover him. After trying for a long
time to find him she sat down under a tree and began to weep, for she did not
know the way out. Then our king and the other Sannyasin came up to her and
said, “Do not weep; we will show you the way out of this forest, but it is too
dark for us to find it now. Here is a big tree; let us rest under it, and in the
morning we will go early and show you the road.”

Now a little bird and his wife and their three little ones lived on that tree,
in a nest. This little bird looked down and saw the three people under the tree
and said to his wife, “My dear, what shall we do? Here are some guests in the
house, and it is winter, and we have no fire.” So he flew away and got a bit of
burning firewood in his beak and dropped it before the guests, to which they
added fuel and made a blazing fire. But the little bird was not satisfied. He
said again to his wife, “My dear, what shall we do? There is nothing to give
these people to eat, and they are hungry. We are householders; it is our duty
to feed any one who comes to the house. I must do what I can, I will give
them my body.” So he plunged into the midst of the fire and perished. The
guests saw him falling and tried to save him, but he was too quick for them.

The little bird’s wife saw what her husband did, and she said, “Here are
three persons and only one little bird for them to eat. It is not enough; it is my
duty as a wife not to let my husband’s effort go in vain; let them have my
body also.” Then she fell into the fire and was burned to death.

Then the three baby-birds, when they saw what was done and that there
was still not enough food for the three guests, said, “Our parents have done
what they could and still it is not enough. It is our duty to carry on the work
of our parents; let our bodies go too.” And they all dashed down into the fire
also.



Amazed at what they saw, the three people could not of course eat these
birds. They passed the night without food, and in the morning the king and
the Sannyasin showed the princess the way, and she went back to her father.

Then the Sannyasin said to the king, “King, you have seen that each is
great in his own place. If you want to live in the world, live like those birds,
ready at any moment to sacrifice yourself for others. If you want to renounce
the world, be like that young man to whom the most beautiful woman and a
kingdom were as nothing. If you want to be a householder, hold your life a
sacrifice for the welfare of others; and if you choose the life of renunciation,
do not even look at beauty and money and power. Each is great in his own
place, but the duty of the one is not the duty of the other.

Chapter III. The Secret Of Work

Helping others physically, by removing their physical needs, is indeed great,
but the help is great according as the need is greater and according as the help
is far reaching. If a man’s wants can be removed for an hour, it is helping him
indeed; if his wants can be removed for a year, it will be more help to him;
but if his wants can be removed for ever, it is surely the greatest help that can
be given him. Spiritual knowledge is the only thing that can destroy our
miseries for ever; any other knowledge satisfies wants only for a time. It is
only with the knowledge of the spirit that the faculty of want is annihilated
for ever; so helping man spiritually is the highest help that can be given to
him. He who gives man spiritual knowledge is the greatest benefactor of
mankind and as such we always find that those were the most powerful of
men who helped man in his spiritual needs, because spirituality is the true
basis of all our activities in life. A spiritually strong and sound man will be
strong in every other respect, if he so wishes. Until there is spiritual strength
in man even physical needs cannot be well satisfied. Next to spiritual comes
intellectual help. The gift of knowledge is a far higher gift than that of food
and clothes; it is even higher than giving life to a man, because the real life of
man consists of knowledge. Ignorance is death, knowledge is life. Life is of
very little value, if it is a life in the dark, groping through ignorance and
misery. Next in order comes, of course, helping a man physically. Therefore,
in considering the question of helping others, we must always strive not to
commit the mistake of thinking that physical help is the only help that can be
given. It is not only the last but the least, because it cannot bring about



permanent satisfaction. The misery that I feel when I am hungry is satisfied
by eating, but hunger returns; my misery can cease only when I am satisfied
beyond all want. Then hunger will not make me miserable; no distress, no
sorrow will be able to move me. So, that help which tends to make us strong
spiritually is the highest, next to it comes intellectual help, and after that
physical help.

The miseries of the world cannot be cured by physical help only. Until
man’s nature changes, these physical needs will always arise, and miseries
will always be felt, and no amount of physical help will cure them
completely. The only solution of this problem is to make mankind pure.
Ignorance is the mother of all the evil and all the misery we see. Let men
have light, let them be pure and spiritually strong and educated, then alone
will misery cease in the world, not before. We may convert every house in
the country into a charity asylum, we may fill the land with hospitals, but the
misery of man will still continue to exist until man’s character changes.

We read in the Bhagavad-Gita again and again that we must all work
incessantly. All work is by nature composed of good and evil. We cannot do
any work which will not do some good somewhere; there cannot be any work
which will not cause some harm somewhere. Every work must necessarily be
a mixture of good and evil; yet we are commanded to work incessantly. Good
and evil will both have their results, will produce their Karma. Good action
will entail upon us good effect; bad action, bad. But good and bad are both
bondages of the soul. The solution reached in the Gita in regard to this
bondage-producing nature of work is that, if we do not attach ourselves to the
work we do, it will not have any binding effect on our soul. We shall try to
understand what is meant by this “non-attachment to” to work.

This is the one central idea in the Gita: work incessantly, but be not
attached to it. Samskara can be translated very nearly by “inherent tendency”.
Using the simile of a lake for the mind, every ripple, every wave that rises in
the mind, when it subsides, does not die out entirely, but leaves a mark and a
future possibility of that wave coming out again. This mark, with the
possibility of the wave reappearing, is what is called Samskara. Every work
that we do, every movement of the body, every thought that we think, leaves
such an impression on the mind-stuff, and even when such impressions are
not obvious on the surface, they are sufficiently strong to work beneath the
surface, subconsciously. What we are every moment is determined by the
sum total of these impressions on the mind. What I am just at this moment is



the effect of the sum total of all the impressions of my past life. This is really
what is meant by character; each man’s character is determined by the sum
total of these impressions. If good impressions prevail, the character becomes
good; if bad, it becomes bad. If a man continuously hears bad words, thinks
bad thoughts, does bad actions, his mind will be full of bad impressions; and
they will influence his thought and work without his being conscious of the
fact. In fact, these bad impressions are always working, and their resultant
must be evil, and that man will be a bad man; he cannot help it. The sum total
of these impressions in him will create the strong motive power for doing bad
actions. He will be like a machine in the hands of his impressions, and they
will force him to do evil. Similarly, if a man thinks good thoughts and does
good works, the sum total of these impressions will be good; and they, in a
similar manner, will force him to do good even in spite of himself. When a
man has done so much good work and thought so many good thoughts that
there is an irresistible tendency in him to do good in spite of himself and even
if he wishes to do evil, his mind, as the sum total of his tendencies, will not
allow him to do so; the tendencies will turn him back; he is completely under
the influence of the good tendencies. When such is the case, a man’s good
character is said to be established.

As the tortoise tucks its feet and head inside the shell, and you may Kkill it
and break it in pieces, and yet it will not come out, even so the character of
that man who has control over his motives and organs is unchangeably
established. He controls his own inner forces, and nothing can draw them out
against his will. By this continuous reflex of good thoughts, good impressions
moving over the surface of the mind, the tendency for doing good becomes
strong, and as the result we feel able to control the Indriyas (the sense-organs,
the nerve-centres). Thus alone will character be established, then alone a man
gets to truth. Such a man is safe for ever; he cannot do any evil. You may
place him in any company, there will be no danger for him. There is a still
higher state than having this good tendency, and that is the desire for
liberation. You must remember that freedom of the soul is the goal of all
Yogas, and each one equally leads to the same result. By work alone men
may get to where Buddha got largely by meditation or Christ by prayer.
Buddha was a working Jnani, Christ was a Bhakta, but the same goal was
reached by both of them. The difficulty is here. Liberation means entire
freedom — freedom from the bondage of good, as well as from the bondage
of evil. A golden chain is as much a chain as an iron one. There is a thorn in



my finger, and I use another to take the first one out; and when I have taken it
out, I throw both of them aside; I have no necessity for keeping the second
thorn, because both are thorns after all. So the bad tendencies are to be
counteracted by the good ones, and the bad impressions on the mind should
be removed by the fresh waves of good ones, until all that is evil almost
disappears, or is subdued and held in control in a corner of the mind; but after
that, the good tendencies have also to be conquered. Thus the “attached”
becomes the “unattached”. Work, but let not the action or the thought
produce a deep impression on the mind. Let the ripples come and go, let huge
actions proceed from the muscles and the brain, but let them not make any
deep impression on the soul.

How can this be done? We see that the impression of any action, to which
we attach ourselves, remains. I may meet hundreds of persons during the day,
and among them meet also one whom I love; and when I retire at night, I may
try to think of all the faces I saw, but only that face comes before the mind —
the face which I met perhaps only for one minute, and which I loved; all the
others have vanished. My attachment to this particular person caused a
deeper impression on my mind than all the other faces. Physiologically the
impressions have all been the same; every one of the faces that I saw pictured
itself on the retina, and the brain took the pictures in, and yet there was no
similarity of effect upon the mind. Most of the faces, perhaps, were entirely
new faces, about which I had never thought before, but that one face of which
I got only a glimpse found associations inside. Perhaps I had pictured him in
my mind for years, knew hundreds of things about him, and this one new
vision of him awakened hundreds of sleeping memories in my mind; and this
one impression having been repeated perhaps a hundred times more than
those of the different faces together, will produce a great effect on the mind.

Therefore, be “unattached”; let things work; let brain centres work; work
incessantly, but let not a ripple conquer the mind. Work as if you were a
stranger in this land, a sojourner; work incessantly, but do not bind
yourselves; bondage is terrible. This world is not our habitation, it is only one
of the many stages through which we are passing. Remember that great
saying of the Sankhya, “The whole of nature is for the soul, not the soul for
nature.” The very reason of nature’s existence is for the education of the soul;
it has no other meaning; it is there because the soul must have knowledge,
and through knowledge free itself. If we remember this always, we shall
never be attached to nature; we shall know that nature is a book in which we



are to read, and that when we have gained the required knowledge, the book
is of no more value to us. Instead of that, however, we are identifying
ourselves with nature; we are thinking that the soul is for nature, that the
spirit is for the flesh, and, as the common saying has it, we think that man
“lives to eat” and not “eats to live”. We are continually making this mistake;
we are regarding nature as ourselves and are becoming attached to it; and as
soon as this attachment comes, there is the deep impression on the soul,
which binds us down and makes us work not from freedom but like slaves.
The whole gist of this teaching is that you should work like a master and
not as a slave; work incessantly, but do not do slave’s work. Do you not see
how everybody works? Nobody can be altogether at rest; ninety-nine per cent
of mankind work like slaves, and the result is misery; it is all selfish work.
Work through freedom! Work through love! The word “love” is very difficult
to understand; love never comes until there is freedom. There is no true love
possible in the slave. If you buy a slave and tie him down in chains and make
him work for you, he will work like a drudge, but there will be no love in
him. So when we ourselves work for the things of the world as slaves, there
can be no love in us, and our work is not true work. This is true of work done
for relatives and friends, and is true of work done for our own selves. Selfish
work is slave’s work; and here is a test. Every act of love brings happiness;
there is no act of love which does not bring peace and blessedness as its
reaction. Real existence, real knowledge, and real love are eternally
connected with one another, the three in one: where one of them is, the others
also must be; they are the three aspects of the One without a second — the
Existence - Knowledge - Bliss. When that existence becomes relative, we see
it as the world; that knowledge becomes in its turn modified into the
knowledge of the things of the world; and that bliss forms the foundation of
all true love known to the heart of man. Therefore true love can never react so
as to cause pain either to the lover or to the beloved. Suppose a man loves a
woman; he wishes to have her all to himself and feels extremely jealous
about her every movement; he wants her to sit near him, to stand near him,
and to eat and move at his bidding. He is a slave to her and wishes to have
her as his slave. That is not love; it is a kind of morbid affection of the slave,
insinuating itself as love. It cannot be love, because it is painful; if she does
not do what he wants, it brings him pain. With love there is no painful
reaction; love only brings a reaction of bliss; if it does not, it is not love; it is
mistaking something else for love. When you have succeeded in loving your



husband, your wife, your children, the whole world, the universe, in such a
manner that there is no reaction of pain or jealousy, no selfish feeling, then
you are in a fit state to be unattached.

Krishna says, “Look at Me, Arjuna! If I stop from work for one moment,
the whole universe will die. I have nothing to gain from work; I am the one
Lord, but why do I work? Because I love the world.” God is unattached
because He loves; that real love makes us unattached. Wherever there is
attachment, the clinging to the things of the world, you must know that it is
all physical attraction between sets of particles of matter — something that
attracts two bodies nearer and nearer all the time and, if they cannot get near
enough, produces pain; but where there is real love, it does not rest on
physical attachment at all. Such lovers may be a thousand miles away from
one another, but their love will be all the same; it does not die, and will never
produce any painful reaction.

To attain this unattachment is almost a life-work, but as soon as we have
reached this point, we have attained the goal of love and become free; the
bondage of nature falls from us, and we see nature as she is; she forges no
more chains for us; we stand entirely free and take not the results of work
into consideration; who then cares for what the results may be?

Do you ask anything from your children in return for what you have given
them? It is your duty to work for them, and there the matter ends. In whatever
you do for a particular person, a city, or a state, assume the same attitude
towards it as you have towards your children — expect nothing in return. If
you can invariably take the position of a giver, in which everything given by
you is a free offering to the world, without any thought of return, then will
your work bring you no attachment. Attachment comes only where we expect
a return.

If working like slaves results in selfishness and attachment, working as
master of our own mind gives rise to the bliss of non-attachment. We often
talk of right and justice, but we find that in the world right and justice are
mere baby’s talk. There are two things which guide the conduct of men:
might and mercy. The exercise of might is invariably the exercise of
selfishness. All men and women try to make the most of whatever power or
advantage they have. Mercy is heaven itself; to be good, we have all to be
merciful. Even justice and right should stand on mercy. All thought of
obtaining return for the work we do hinders our spiritual progress; nay, in the
end it brings misery. There is another way in which this idea of mercy and



selfless charity can be put into practice; that is, by looking upon work as
“worship” in case we believe in a Personal God. Here we give up all the
fruits our work unto the Lord, and worshipping Him thus, we have no right to
expect anything from man kind for the work we do. The Lord Himself works
incessantly and is ever without attachment. Just as water cannot wet the lotus
leaf, so work cannot bind the unselfish man by giving rise to attachment to
results. The selfless and unattached man may live in the very heart of a
crowded and sinful city; he will not be touched by sin.

This idea of complete self-sacrifice is illustrated in the following story:
After the battle of Kurukshetra the five Pandava brothers performed a great
sacrifice and made very large gifts to the poor. All people expressed
amazement at the greatness and richness of the sacrifice, and said that such a
sacrifice the world had never seen before. But, after the ce