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“Seeing that city to be as such and difficult to overcome for even demigods and demons, Hanuman, sighing again and again, reflected.” (Valmiki Ramayana, Sundara Kand, 2.36)

tāṃ purīṃ tādṛśīṃ dṛṣṭvā durādharśāṃ surāsuraiḥ |

hanumān cintayāmāsa viniścitya muhurmuhuḥ

The sigh is the obvious sign of frustration, an indication that a particular situation has turned unfavorable or that a wished-for objective has not been met to the satisfaction of the person so desperately wanting their needs and hopes fulfilled. In terms of consciousness and the general advancement of thought processes, sighing is considered a recourse for the weak, those who are not evolved in their intelligence and understanding. In religious circles, especially amongst those who aim to practice the ancient art of yoga as espoused in the Vedas, the scriptural tradition of India, controlling desires and their effect on the psyche is very important. In fact, gaining a firm grasp on the workings of the mind that interact with sense objects forms the cornerstone of the difficult and potent practice of meditation and deep reflection on the Self. Yet from studying the activities of one of the most famous yogis in history, we see that the practice of linking with the Supreme Consciousness isn’t simply about squashing desires or trying to have every hankering met. Yoga isn’t even about avoiding frustration. Instead, it is exclusively meant for achieving the ultimate objective of life through a set of practices which simultaneously remove any and all obstacles towards the attainment of that supreme destination.

“From whatever and wherever the mind wanders due to its flickering and unsteady nature, one must certainly withdraw it and bring it back under the control of the Self.” (Lord Krishna, Bhagavad-gita, 6.26)

In the Bhagavad-gita, the famous “Song of God” sung by Lord Krishna, the Supreme Personality of Godhead, topics covering the mind, the soul, reincarnation and the nature of desire are discussed. Though the ultimate conclusion of the Gita is that one should surrender completely unto the Supreme Lord in thought, word and deed, the aspects of Krishna’s teachings preceding His final proclamation certainly are interesting to study, for they serve as integral blocks that go into building and maintaining the final structure that is the pathway to spiritual freedom. As an example, Krishna gives attention to the issue of the mind and the desires that arise within it. For one who is trying to ascend the ladder of transcendental consciousness, controlling the mind is of utmost importance. The initial instruction given to students of the Vedic tradition is aham brahmasmi, which means “I am Brahman.” In the ignorant state the living entity identifies solely with the gross material body, the specific, temporary covering of individual spirit that allows for outward action and movement. We can say “my hand”, “my leg”, “my arm”, etc. and not be incorrect, but once we say “my soul”, our statement loses its validity. The word “my” already implies the soul, for the spirit within the heart is the basis for identity. This spiritual spark never changes in property, nor does it ever diminish or increase in abilities and potencies. The soul remains alive forever. It has never taken birth, nor will it ever die.

“Know that which pervades the entire body is indestructible. No one is able to destroy the imperishable soul.” (Lord Krishna, Bg. 2.17)

As is the case with any aspect of transcendental life, understanding and recognizing the presence of the soul is not an easy thing, for the workings of the sense acquiring objects that cover up the individual spiritual spark result in a tendency for the individual to be illusioned by the perceptible changes continually applied to the external world. For example, there is great sadness at the time of death for both the person passing on and the relatives and well-wishers. But if we travel back not too far into the past, we’ll see that the same entities weren’t related in any way. The attachments were only formed through the assumption of a material body and the further development that resulted. In this way the links formed by the mind were simply a product of the workings of nature. In a simpler example, let’s say that we’re going about our day without any issues until we find one hundred dollars in the pocket of our coat. Obviously this will be a cause for celebration, as who wouldn’t be pleased to have found money that wasn’t known to exist? But if later in the day we end up misplacing that one hundred dollar bill, there will be sadness. The intelligent person realizes that there was no reason for the initial happiness or the sadness in the aftermath because the money really had no effect on the individual. Whether or not we have possessions shouldn’t alter our psyche, for the physical makeup of our identity-bearing element, the soul, does not change with the acceptance or renunciation of matter.

At this point, several cogent questions may arise from the inquisitive listener. “What is wrong with being sad over death and being happy over good times? What is the harm in being driven by the consciousness derived from association with the gross body?” The answer is that as long as one remains convinced that their identity relates to their present body type, i.e. the mindsets of “I am a human being, man, woman, animal, etc.”, the soul remains covered up. The soul is by quality happy, peaceful and fully knowledgeable. Though the spiritual spark never took birth, it has a source from which it derives its properties. Not surprisingly, that fountainhead of spiritual energy is God, who is also known through His expansion as the Supersoul, which resides within the heart adjacent to the individual soul. Only through yoga practice, which brings about the linking of the two souls within a specific life form, can the ignorance developed through association with matter be removed.

In this regard the aspiring yogi, one who desires to practice yoga in earnest, is advised to curb the influences of the mind, for this subtle element of material existence is directly responsible for forming attachment to non-sentient objects. All feelings of happiness and sadness result from the workings of the mind. For instance, success in a venture may lead to a positive outlook, but this predicament is only due to the thought processes of the individual. There is actually no difference between a person who is happy because they have pretended to be successful and an elated person who has actually succeeded in their venture. Surely the outward outcomes in tasks may differ, but the resulting mindsets are essentially the same. Therefore we see that the mind is a very powerful force that can be maneuvered to directly influence our consciousness. The predominant mindset, or consciousness, measured at the time of death can liberate an entity from the perpetual cycle of birth and death, putting an end to the repeated acceptances and rejections of material bodies.

“Whatever state of being one remembers when he quits his body, that state he will attain without fail.” (Lord Krishna, Bg. 8.6)

So how do we program the mind to avoid associating with nescience? The key is to control our desires. At every second, even during sleep, the mind is either hankering or lamenting. There is no way to stop the thought processes for even a moment, for the mind functions involuntarily. Therefore simply curbing desire is not enough. We may try to sit in silence and suppress our lusty feelings, but if the seeds of desire still remain within the mind, the renunciation is not real. To realize how to achieve success, we must understand why uncontrolled hankerings are deemed detrimental towards the advancement of consciousness. Though according to the transcendentalists’ viewpoint desires are generally considered bad, this rule does not apply universally. The end-goal of all yoga practice is to become aware of the presence of the soul and its relationship to God. Therefore any activity that can advance us further along in the process can be considered good, and anything which hampers our march towards forming an unbreakable attachment to the Supreme Lord can be considered bad. In every scope of activity, prior to judging the actions undertaken and the desires that cause them, the end-goal and the effect the proposed course of action has on it must be considered.

To see how this principle works, let’s take the example of a baseball player. In the game of baseball, the batter’s job is to get on base, which can be accomplished through either getting a hit, taking a walk, getting hit by a pitch, or having a fielder commit an error. The pitcher, the man throwing the ball to the batter, is tasked with getting the batter out. The batter stands in front of a plate, with a catcher seated behind him catching the balls thrown by the pitcher. There is a strike zone, an area in space demarked by the umpire that represents the target area for the pitcher. If a pitch is thrown in this zone, the batter is supposed to swing at the ball. Any pitch thrown in this zone is counted as a strike. If a batter fails to swing at such a pitch, or if he fails to put the ball in play after swinging at any pitch, he is charged with a strike. After three strikes, with the third strike not resulting from a foul ball, the batter is out. Any pitch that is not thrown in the strike zone and that is not swung at by the batter is deemed a ball. After accumulating four balls, a batter takes first base.

Based on this rudimentary explanation, we see that strikes are advantageous to the pitcher and balls are advantageous to the hitter. From the batter’s perspective, accumulating strikes can be compared to desires, those things that should be avoided in order to achieve success in the mission. So what happens if a batter takes a strike? What if he swings and misses at a pitch out of the strike zone? What if he swings at a pitch and hits it into foul territory? Obviously he will be charged with a strike, but is this necessarily a bad thing? What if he gets two strikes on him? The strikes are actually only detrimental if the final outcome is not reached. If the batter eventually strikes out, then the preceding strikes were most harmful. But if he ends up hitting a home run after accumulating one or two strikes, then the previous pitches, the unwanted desires, end up not negatively affecting the desired outcome. In fact, sometimes it is beneficial to take a few strikes, for seeing a few pitches allows the batter to better understand the throwing style of the pitcher. Once accustomed to the trajectory of the ball and its speed, a batter can better understand how to hit it and thus reach base safely, which is the intended target all along.

Similarly, desire, frustration and defeat are only harmful to the psyche of the yogi if they lead to an overall negative condition in the future. If even temporary pains ultimately lead to a positive outcome, there’s no reason for repression and forced renunciation. Sighing, though an outward indication of frustration, sometimes does help in achieving a favorable condition. This was the case with Shri Hanuman, the faithful servant of Lord Rama. Many thousands of years ago, the Supersoul, the all-pervading spiritual entity which resides inside of every single living being, made an outward appearance on earth in the form of a handsome and pious prince named Rama.

There are different types of yoga, but bhakti is considered the pinnacle because it is the last stage in the linking of consciousness. Bhakti is the only yoga practice that doesn’t have an end-goal; it continues for all of eternity. In this sense one who practices devotion from the start doesn’t have to worry about forcefully repressing desire or controlling the mind. Rather, such beneficial behavior is automatically adopted through the sublime engagement of meeting the transcendental desires and wishes of the Supreme Lord. How exactly does this wonderful behavior that is so difficult to practice for even the greatest mystics manifest in the devotee? To give pleasure to His adherents and to give countless future generations of mankind an example to follow in respect to religious practice, the Supreme Lord Rama put Himself into troublesome situations. God can certainly never be defeated or frustrated in any attempt, but if He were to wield His formidable strength all the time while on earth, there would be nothing gained from His activities. In addition to taking on evil elements in the world, Shri Rama allowed others to kindly serve Him, for that is the main business of mankind. Of all the servants eager to please Rama, none is more celebrated today than Hanuman, the Vanara warrior and well-wishing friend of every creature in the universe.

Hanuman’s mission was straightforward: find Rama’s wife Sita Devi and return the information of her whereabouts to Rama and Sugriva, the king of the Vanaras residing in Kishkindha. Though the objectives were straightforward, the exact plan of action was not. No one knew where Sita was, and once it was finally learned where she had been taken, the task became even more difficult. Sita Devi, an innocent and beautiful princess, was brought against her will to the island of Lanka, the home of the Rakshasa king Ravana. This grand city was situated far away from any mainland, so reaching its land would not be easy. Ravana, as a powerful Rakshasa, had flown there with Sita on his aerial car. Hanuman, who was a member of a search party consisting of powerful monkeys, didn’t have such amenities available to him. Not to fear though, as he made use of his mystic powers, or yogic siddhis, to get the job done.

It is said that once one ascends to the highest platform of bhakti-yoga, they acquire all the strength and power of the demigods. Just as there are different gradations of human beings in terms of exhibition of strength, intelligence and skill, there are many varieties of living beings, with 8,400,000 topping off the count. The demigods, the celestials in the sky, are also dehinam, or embodied in material forms, but their strengths are far greater than those found in human beings. The celestials live for a very long time, and they are charged with maintaining the functions of gross elements such as earth, water, fire and air. Since Hanuman was always thinking of Rama’s interests and nothing else, he possessed every mystic power and opulence imaginable. Therefore, when he needed to go to Lanka, he simply increased his size and leapt across the ocean.

Crossing the ocean with a single leap was certainly a great feat in and of itself, but the distance of the vast ocean was only one hurdle out of many daunting obstacles awaiting Hanuman. Upon reaching Lanka, Hanuman saw that the city was heavily fortified and opulently adorned. In the above referenced passage from the Ramayana, Hanuman is contemplating how to enter Lanka without being noticed by the enemy. We see that the brave Vanara carefully thought the matter over and over again in his mind as a way to give vent to his frustration.

“When the yogi, by practice of yoga, disciplines his mental activities and becomes situated in Transcendence -devoid of all material desires – he is said to have attained yoga.” (Lord Krishna, Bg. 6.18)

As a bhakta, Hanuman had no concern for controlling his mind, quelling desire or adhering to the principles of yoga practice. His only interest was to love Rama, and in order to show love for someone else, we try to make them happy. Nothing would make Rama happier than finding Sita. Therefore Hanuman took Rama’s happiness as his life’s mission. Hanuman’s outward display of concern would actually prove to be beneficial, as it showed the divine servant’s attention to detail and the careful consideration he gave to every matter concerning Rama’s welfare. Hanuman never acted hastily, for he knew the sensitivity of the mission at hand.

Not surprisingly, Hanuman would figure out just the right way to enter Lanka and find Sita. Successfully returning back to Rama and the monkey army, Hanuman would go on to play a pivotal role in the eventual defeat of Ravana and the ultimate rescue of the princess of Videha. To this day the name of Hanuman is synonymous with love, devotion, dedication, strength, intelligence and perseverance in practicing the ancient art of mysticism that brings attainment of the ultimate objective of life, that of becoming God conscious. Since his devotional service was never interrupted, Hanuman’s temporary signs of frustration had no effect on his overall outlook. The key to success is to change the nature of our desires rather than getting rid of them completely. Instead of squashing the incessant wants brought on by the mind, we should act on those desires that, when fulfilled, lead to the most positive condition of a pure, unbreakable connection with the Supreme Spirit. When we work in the interests of Rama, even a few tears of frustration and sighs of despondency can prove beneficial in the long run, for they teach us how to be tolerant and perseverant in our labors of transcendental love. Such properties are only prevalent in the ancient art of bhakti, the height of religious practice and the destined engagement for every spirit soul.
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“The Vedic injunctions are there just to give the conditioned souls the chance for sense gratification under regulative principles, and thereby also give them the chance for promotion to the higher conditions of life; ultimately, if the consciousness is purified, one comes to his original position and goes back home, back to Godhead.” (Shrila Prabhupada, Krishna, The Supreme Personality of Godhead, Vol 2, Ch 32)

The subtle elements of mind, intelligence and ego and the five gross material elements are often viewed in a negative light, as forces inhibiting ultimate enlightenment, by the elevated transcendentalist, one who has a firm grasp of the concepts describing the basic differences between matter and spirit. Spirit is truth, and matter is that which is not Brahman, or the all-pervading aspect of the same truth. Regardless of the viewpoint, it is a fact that we have been given these elements to associate with since time immemorial. No one can accurately pinpoint the exact moment when the sparks emanating from the truth fell from the graces of the purified realm, where the material elements do not exist. But instead of just hating the body that we are forced reside in, the wise course of action is to use whatever has been given to us by higher authorities for the pleasure of that one entity who is worth pleasing in any realm. Whether in heaven, hell, or on earth, seeking the satisfaction of the original Divine Being is always the way to go, so whatever tools we have been kindly bestowed can be used to further that purpose.

In the Ramacharitamanasa, the most wonderful and bliss-evoking Hindi poem describing the qualities, names, pastimes and forms of the Supreme Personality of Godhead, there is a very nice section included which lists the qualities of the topmost transcendentalist, one who has gone beyond the dualities of material existence. Based on the different possible bodily compositions one can assume at the time of birth, varieties in growth and decay cycles are encountered. Moreover, the results of the actions performed within these different bodies also lead to temporary favorable and unfavorable conditions. Life on earth is considered a tempered one, where the delights aren’t overly abundant and neither are the distresses. The heavenly realm is one where a body composed of maya, or that which is not Brahman, is also assumed, but the duration of the enjoyment resulting from material action is great. Conversely, the hellish realm is the place where the unfavorable circumstances last for a longer period of time than they do on earth.

In the Ramacharitamanasa, Maharishi Valmiki, likely the first poet of this world and a great devotee of Lord Rama, accurately notes that devotees of the Lord perform all sorts of wonderful activities, like worshiping the deity, respecting authority figures such as the spiritual master, and chanting the Lord’s name. Even though they engage in all of these regulative activities of spiritual love with a spontaneous flair of loving emotion, they only ask for one boon, that of always being able to worship the lotus feet of the Supreme Person, their beloved beneficiary of service. Indeed, even if the devotees are sent to heaven or hell, they always see God’s form holding His bow and arrow, armed and ready to protect them from any danger. The greatest safeguard to protect against calamity is Rama’s transcendental body and the activities It performs. Since distress can be controlled by the mind, only by focusing our thoughts on God can the individuals be given the solace they so desperately seek.

When this devotion to God is absent, the mind can lead to some not so pleasant effects. Not just the mind, but all the material elements in fact are sources of misery for those who don’t know how to utilize them properly. The original association with material elements occurred through choice, a decision we wholeheartedly agreed to. Though we asked for the temporary coverings that currently surround the soul, it is rare to find one who knows how to use such elements. Ignorance of the proper course of activity thus serves as the original and most potent source of distress in life.

To pass their time, young children are often given building blocks and other toys with which to play. The child only wants to have fun all day, so in one sense providing toys is a good way to relieve stress for the parents and caretakers. If the child is happy simply by playing with a few blocks, then at least the parents can relax or take care of other daily necessities. In childish play, there are ups and downs, highs and lows. Especially with toy blocks there is variety in outcomes. Some children take to building small towers and elaborately conceived mock buildings. Others may take to throwing the individual pieces at other children. Irrespective of what does or does not get built, playtime will eventually end, and the blocks will return to their original form, that of a set of individual pieces.

If the child should erect a very tall mock tower, the parents may applaud the child’s effort, but no one will mistakenly think that the building itself has any value. After all, the replica structure is just made up of toy blocks. With just the slight breeze of the wind or the misplacement of a single block, the entire dwelling can come crashing down. The child also hasn’t advanced that much in understanding through their building activity, as they will have to learn a great deal more later on in life to become a self-sufficient adult. More than anything else, the childish play allows the children to engage their time constructively. It also gives the parents a chance to delight in the sincere and innocent efforts put forth by their children.

The various gains and achievements made by the living entities in the material world are similarly as fragile as the building-block structures erected by children. We may be very proud of having constructed a skyscraper building or a giant palace, but the true credit goes to the creator of the elements and the laws of nature that allow for the construction and maintenance of the end structure. The child has fun with building blocks, but these toys are given to them by the parents. Similarly, the elements of this world were given to us by God, so He should most certainly get credit for whatever seemingly amazing gains we are able to achieve. At this point the skeptic might scoff. “How can we thank God? We don’t even know what He looks like? Every person has their own “God” and claims that theirs is the only one. In this sense it is probably better to just ignore such an acknowledgment.”

Despite the doubts and lack of concrete knowledge pertaining to spirituality within the individual, the worthiness of worship of the Supreme Divine Entity doesn’t change. In the playpen, one child may say that he has created the blocks, another may say that his parents provided the toys, while another may say that the blocks don’t exist at all, but the true fact of the matter is that all blocks are composed of material elements, matter which existed long before our present birth. Though the blocks were given to the children because of their desire to play, those who are able to make use of their time in a constructive way will be benefitted in the future. In a similar manner, those who abide by the eternal law codes of the Vedas, which are known as sanatana-dharma, will be able to make the best use of the material elements with which they are forced to associate.

“Dharma refers to that which is constantly existing with the particular object. We conclude that there is heat and light along with the fire; without heat and light, there is no meaning to the word fire. Similarly, we must discover the essential part of the living being, that part which is his constant companion. That constant companion is his eternal quality, and that eternal quality is his eternal religion.” (Shrila Prabhupada, Bhagavad-gita As It is, Introduction)

Is the dharma espoused by the Vedas any different than other religious systems? The goal of all religion, or at least what should be the aim, is to love God. In the absence of such a goal, any system, spiritual or otherwise, can be considered substandard. In order for love to manifest, there must be specific actions, behavior which is indicative of a purified consciousness. Simple pledges of allegiance and performances of perfunctory rights and rituals are not enough. While abiding by law codes of spirituality may help elevate one to the platform of loving God, the actual success is only achieved through a full shift in the predominant thought process, one where the consciousness remains always fixed on the interests of the sweet and magnanimous Lord.

For children, the building blocks they are given can be used to learn how to work cooperatively with their fellow man, build small structures using logic and reasoning, and take to a venture and see it to its completion. While these avenues present various benefits, the best use of the blocks is to make something that will please the parents. Since they are the immediate suppliers of enjoyment for children, the parents are naturally worthy recipients of all hard work and endeavor. On a larger scale, God created all of the elements that we currently enjoy without His association. So we can make temporary gains in terms of behavior, knowledge and perseverance through association with maya, but if we take directly to loving the Supreme Lord, an engagement which represents our true dharma, our efforts will be superior in their results. The elements of nature were given to us by choice, and if we kindly invoke our free-will and independence for the benefit of the Supreme Master, a pleasurable condition can always be found.

The mouth is one part of the body given to us by God. In the absence of spiritual consciousness in the mood of love, or bhakti, the mouth is used to eat food for personal enjoyment, sing songs describing worldly affairs, praise friends, and yell and curse at enemies. When under the umbrella of purified activity, the mouth is used to eat Krishna prasadam, or food sanctified by first being offered to the spiritual master, or guru, who in turn offers it to Lord Krishna, the Supreme Personality of Godhead. Rather than follow the impulse opinion that Krishna is a sectarian figure, it would help us to understand that the Supreme Lord must be the most attractive person in all the universes. Hence the Sanskrit word “Krishna”, which means all-attractive, would accurately apply to Him. Indeed, if you are the Supreme Entity, your powers must be superior in all areas of endeavor and interaction. As such, the name Rama, which means one who gives transcendental pleasure, also accurately applies to God, as He is the most capable of providing bliss to His associates. When authorized food, items in the mode of goodness, are offered to the Reservoir of All Pleasure, He will surely eat it and then return the remnants for us to partake of and distribute.

One who follows the path of bhakti also uses their mouth to expound on the glories of the Lord as they are described in the sacred texts like the Shrimad Bhagavatam, Bhagavad-gita and Ramayana. Krishna’s pastimes performed on this earth are wholly sublime, for they involve all aspects of life with which we are already familiar. Krishna played pranks in His childhood, enjoyed time with His friends, gave pleasure to His parents, always supported and took care of His friends, interacted with the most chaste, beautiful and dedicated of women, and always provided protection from the demoniac elements of the world. Since we already perform some or all of these activities on a very minute scale, we can automatically relate to many of the pastimes that Krishna performed. Hearing about these activities, especially those that took place during the Lord’s youth in Vrindavana, bring sweet nectar to the ear and to the mind.

The material elements that constitute the mouth of the human being really reach their true potential for securing benefits when they are used to chant the holy names of the Lord, “Hare Krishna Hare Krishna, Krishna Krishna, Hare Hare, Hare Rama Hare Rama, Rama Rama, Hare Hare”. Chanting this mantra is unlike any other religious practice. Perfunctory rules and regulations of spiritual life have auspicious times for performance and specific moments of maturation, wherein the desired objective is attained and the need for the performance ceases. Chanting, which is the most effective process of bhakti-yoga, or devotional service, is unique in that it is both a means and an end. It is the means for salvation for those who are eternally conditioned by the elements so kindly bestowed by the Supreme Lord. And yet chanting is also the end, as the liberated soul always recites the names of God wherever they go. Though they are no longer affected by the inhibiting nature of the material world, the pure devotees nevertheless continue to recite the holy name and glorify the person it addresses.

Goswami Tulsidas, in trying to accurately convey the intensity of his attachment for chanting the name of Rama, declares that the mouth of one who has no taste for performing Rama japa, or transcendental recitation of the holy name, is no different than a serpent hole. If we see a hole in the ground that is large enough for a snake to crawl into, we don’t necessarily feel good. In fact, this vision can be the cause of great fear, as a snake isn’t too pleasant an entity to be around. It is cold-blooded and married to a sinister lifestyle built on causing pain to others. Indeed, nefarious characters in life are often compared to snakes because of their slimy behavior. The Vedas also tell us that those who are overly sinful get cast into the hellish realm where there are many serpents just waiting to inflict punishment. For the living entity traversing the evolutionary process of reincarnation in the material world, the snake species represents one of the lower life forms that one must suffer through.

By making the comparison to the serpent hole, Tulsidas accurately points out that the mouth is meant for chanting the names of Hari, which is another name for God that describes His ability to remove all fears and distresses from His devotees. The mouth is very powerful, as it can be the agent for liberation. Of all the blocks we are given to use in our building, the mouth and the tongue inside of it are the most important. Any person, at any age and at any time can take to chanting. The name of God immediately evokes remembrances of His forms, qualities and pastimes; hence it is the most potent of the divine incarnations. Under the mindset where the individual is seen as the ultimate enjoyer, the mouth can become the home of the snake-like influences of material nature. But under the proper consciousness of bhakti, wherein the mouth only speaks about and glorifies Krishna, all the material elements are both understood and utilized properly, allowing us to build the path back to the spiritual world.
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“By what means shall I be able to see Maithili, the daughter of King Janaka, without being recognized by Ravana, the evil king of the Rakshasas?” (Hanuman, Valmiki Ramayana, Sundara Kand, 2.37)

kenopāyena paśeyaṃ maithilīṃ janakātmajām |

adṛṣṭo rākśasendreṇa rāvaṇena durātmanā

Shri Hanuman, the exalted Vanara warrior and one of the kindest entities to have ever graced this earth, wasn’t allowed to see Sita Devi, the goddess of fortune in human form, without opposition. Who would object to such a meeting? After all, even the most popular of celebrities, be they a rock star, politician, or movie actor, have public meetings every now and then where they greet their fellow fans. Sita Devi is the well-wisher of every living being residing in the three worlds; yet one grossly foolish person in particular wouldn’t allow anyone to see her, not even Hanuman. Despite this restriction, the servant of Lord Rama, the faithful and courageous devotee, Shri Hanuman, would not be deterred. Not even the most powerful of demons could stop him from accomplishing his task of meeting Sita and relaying information to her about her husband’s fervent desire to rescue her from danger.

Who was this cruel person impeding Hanuman’s path? It should be acknowledged from the outset that this figure had no idea of Hanuman’s presence in his city. Rather, he had taken Sita away from her husband, Shri Rama, under the cloak of darkness, through a ruse that would embarrass even the most cowardly of fighters. Wanting Sita, who was another man’s wife, all for himself, this demon, who was aptly given the name of Ravana by Lord Shiva due to his terrorizing abilities, kept the princess of Videha safely guarded to prevent others from seeing her. Was Ravana love-starved? Did he not have a sufficient number of women at his beck and call, tending to his every need? On the contrary, as the ruler of the island kingdom of Lanka Ravana had every material amenity available at his fingertips, including the association of hundreds of the most beautiful princesses in the world. But this world has never seen a more beautiful woman than Sita, for she is a divine figure and the eternal consort of Lord Rama, an incarnation of Godhead.

Ravana, not believing in the highest authority of the Supreme Lord, who is always full of form, bliss and knowledge, stole Sita to enjoy for himself. This is certainly the behavior of an ignorant person, for one who is in knowledge understands that originally everything in this world belongs to the Almighty Creator. Not a blade of grass moves without His intervention, direct or otherwise. The possessions that we do acquire and inherit during our time on earth are simply on loan from the Lord. Any property that we do have can only be utilized properly when the aim is to further one’s awareness of the presence of the Supreme Spirit, who is within every sphere of this and every other creation. Through activities driven by the proper objective, the individual blinded by the allures of the sense objects clears their vision and eventually learns how to see things as they are.

Knowledge is not meant just for satisfaction of the mind however. A lawyer may have a law degree, but he doesn’t take on his true potency until he actually practices law and helps defendants and plaintiffs argue their cases. A doctor may have spent many years in medical school, but if he can’t help a sick person, his knowledge of medicine is useless. By the same token, all the rules and regulations of religious life, which involve knowledge-acquiring processes and dedication to austerity, are meant to alter one’s consciousness. A purified consciousness then leads to pure activities; hence there is always an outward indication, or result, coming from a change in mindset. One who forcibly takes another’s wife may have great education in the material estimation and terrific prowess as it relates to fighting, but their skills are essentially meaningless. Theft and impiety are acts of the ignorant, products of the animal instinct.

Ironically, the “everything belongs to me” mentality is not even very prominent in the animal species. For example, a dog may go up to another dog and start sexual relations without any thought, but there is no subjugation involved. The dog doesn’t drag its sexual partner back to some home and keep them there as a prisoner. Similarly, another animal may look for food from certain areas, but it will never take more than it needs because it is worried about running low on supplies. In the human species, the potential for intelligence is far greater, but when acquired knowledge is used for any purpose other than service to the one entity deserving of our eternal love and respect, the resulting activities take on varying degrees of impiety.

Since the human being is capable of taking shelter of logic and argument, even the thief’s mentality is sometimes given credence, as is seen in elected governments around the world. Under the vox populi system, politicians must get elected to their posts. Once in office, the best way to guarantee reelection is to hand out favors and special projects to members of your community. But the government doesn’t generate any revenue on its own; all wealth in the treasury must be accumulated through the tax dollars of the hard working citizens. Since spending levels perpetually surpass receipts to the government, there is always a need to generate more revenue from the taxpayers. In these instances, rather than curbing their own spending habits, the politicians will take to demonizing various members of the population who serve as easy targets for punishment. “The rich aren’t paying their fair share. We have certain people making billions of dollars, while others are without a job. How are we not increasing taxes to level out this discrepancy?” Obviously these are all fallacious arguments, for one man’s salary which is earned honestly has no bearing on another’s distressed condition. Moreover, if all the money of the so-called “rich”, an identification which can vary based on time, location and circumstance, is taken from them, there will be no benefit whatsoever to the middle class or the poor, aside from maybe schadenfreude, or the pleasure derived from another’s misery.

A thief, trying to justify their stealing, will resort to similar baseless arguments. “It’s okay if I steal from this store because their prices are way too high. Plus, they make so much money as it is, so what’s it going to matter to them if I take this insignificant item and walk out of the store?” This mindset is completely based off ignorance, for the laws of nature don’t spare anyone. A fire burns whoever’s hand is placed into it, even if the hand belongs to an innocent child who doesn’t know any better. Because of the impartial workings of nature, as soon as money is unjustly taken from one individual, that thief will be forced to suffer the same fate in the future. In Sanskrit, short-term enjoyment is referred to as preyas and long-term benefit as shreyas. The thieves, operating under complete ignorance of the laws of nature, work hard for the preyas that comes from taking another’s property, while completely ignoring the lack in long-term benefit. One in knowledge, however, always takes to meeting the interests of the Lord, and thus they receive the highest shreyas, or long-term and long-lasting benefit.

One individual who always acts in knowledge is Shri Hanuman, the celebrated divine figure of the Vedic tradition. Many thousands of years ago, during an ancient time known as the Treta Yuga, the Supreme Absolute Truth, the original Personality of Godhead, the entity we all know as God, descended to earth in the guise of a pious and noble prince named Rama. Lord Rama is not a Hindu figure or a sectarian myth, but rather a prince who exhibited all the divine qualities possessed by the Supreme Lord. If there is a God, He must certainly possess every beneficial quality simultaneously and to the highest degree. Since it is the natural quality, or dharma, of the soul to be a lover of God, there must be activities provided to individuals to allow that characteristic to remain predominant. Just as everyone is looking for pleasure in their activities, the spirit soul is meant to always feel a thrill through an active engagement. When in the company of the Lord, which is established through acts of devotion exhibited through thoughts, words and deeds, life becomes a thrill at every moment for the devotees.

In order to give the most exalted associates, the purified souls who always act in knowledge, a chance to remain in His direct association and feel the ultimate thrill of transcendental life, Rama created various circumstances which required outside help, with Sita’s rescue being one of them. Rama’s stated purpose for being on earth was the demise of Ravana, for the celestials in the sky, the demigods in charge of managing the material affairs, had petitioned Lord Vishnu, another non-different form of the Almighty, to come to earth to alleviate the distresses felt by the people of the world at the hands of this evil king of Lanka. As a pious and chivalrous prince, Rama refrained from outwardly destroying Ravana. Instead, He set up a situation which gave Him an excuse to take on Ravana in a fair battle.

The first business in Sita’s rescue was finding out her location. Enlisting the help of a band of monkeys living in the forest of Kishkindha, Rama was confident in a successful outcome. This assuredness was due entirely to the fact that the lead army of monkeys included Hanuman, the faithful servant of Sugriva, the king of the monkey party in Kishkindha. Not surprisingly, Hanuman braved every obstacle and impediment thrown his way and eventually made it to Lanka. Just getting to the island, however, was not enough; he had to find Sita. Ravana, ever the miscreant, had well-protected his kingdom, disguising his lifestyle based on gross ignorance with tremendous opulence. Hanuman was quite taken aback by the grandeur of the city, so much so that he doubted whether anyone could take down the formidable Rakshasa force.

In the above referenced passage from the Ramayana, we see Hanuman posing a series of questions to himself about what strategy should be undertaken. He surely is in a quandary, as he needs to find Maithili, which is another name for Sita, relay information to her about Rama, and then safely leave Lanka and return back to Rama and Sugriva with information of the princess’ whereabouts. Normally, gaining direct audience with Sita was not that difficult, as she was extremely kind, courteous, polite and charitable to all the noble souls of the world. Just prior to embarking on His fourteen year trek through the woods, Rama asked Sita to distribute all of the couple’s wealth in charity to the brahmanas, the priestly class of men. Sita Devi, while in the forest, several times promised sacred rivers and trees that if they allowed Rama to successfully return home after His fourteen year stint in the forest, she would come back and honor them in the highest possible way.

Hanuman, as the dear friend of Rama’s, surely should have been allowed to see Sita. After all, she was Rama’s wife, and Hanuman was sent by Rama. But Ravana, knowing he had done something wrong, kept Sita carefully tucked away in an ashoka garden. All Hanuman wanted to do was execute his service to Rama, but the demon wouldn’t allow for it. Not only did Ravana erect walls blocking Hanuman’s path, but the king of Lanka would also surely kill anyone who dared even try to see Sita.

Did Hanuman just give up? Did he say, “Oh well, I tried my best, but what can I do? Too many obstacles are in the way.” It would have been understandable if that was the route he would have chosen, but Hanuman is no ordinary creature. He feels a thrill at every moment due to his constant connection with the Supreme Lord through yoga. Hanuman can never be separated from Rama in thought, word, or deed. He would rather have died in battle than abandon the mission of finding Sita. Hanuman would end up deciding upon a sound strategy, one that would allow him to meet Sita and give her some hope as it related to Rama. Through Hanuman’s courageous efforts, all would indeed end well.

Though we may be unaware of it, we all find ourselves in a situation similar to the one presented to Hanuman. In this day and age, the adherence to religion is very lax. Even in religious circles, spirituality has turned into a game of politics, one more geared towards adherence to established sectarian traditions and their dictates formed through legislative acts than actually purifying consciousness. As spirit souls, our identities come from our relationship to the Supreme Lord, a bond whose properties are not dependent on any rules, regulations, or stipulations put forth by governing bodies. The aim of human life is to always maintain the bond to the transcendental world in the face of all obstacles. The rules and
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