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INTRODUCTION
TAKE TIME TO BE HOLY
IGNORANCE IS KEPT ALIVE because we are all so busy with so many activities. Take time off to think, to reflect. This is your time to be holy. When you pause to think this way, you will realize that in spite of what you know and what you can do, you still get anxious and you still have your moments of worry. If you take a moment to ask, “Why do I worry? Why am I upset?” most of the time you will be able to rebalance yourself pretty quickly.
It’s all right to be busy, but don’t be so busy that you don’t have time to think. For years I was very busy with the Ashram – meeting people, corresponding, traveling. I refrained from taking recreation because I realized it wasn’t the pleasure, the fun, that kept me in balance. It was my periods of thinking, of reflecting, that kept me balanced. Instead of participating in entertainments, I gave that time to thinking in depth. That was my time to be holy.
Take time to be holy. Make that one of your key sentences for conducting your future life. This kind of thinking is more important than meditation for the very reason that meditation will be more fruitful after you have gone through this process of reflecting. It will prevent unnecessary thoughts from going into the subconscious and bothering you from there. Once you have completed your process of thinking, then meditate.
– Swami Sivananda Radha







1 SWAMI SIVANANDA
MY GURU, SWAMI SIVANANDA, was a great master and was very well-known in India. When I met the late president of India, Dr. Rajendra Prasad, after my initiation, he said, “One day you will know what a great soul Swami Sivananda is and how fortunate you have been.”
My attraction to Swami Sivananda was not because of his miracles or psychic powers. Many people came to Gurudev because they wanted to see miracles. They would ask me, “Have you witnessed any? Have you ever seen anything?” People like to see miracles, but miracles don’t make people more spiritual. Swami Sivananda never demonstrated any and he even told the few people who knew about the experiences that I had in India to keep silent about them. He never did anything to advertise, or make his Ashram known, or attract people.
He attracted me by his greatness of character. For example, he had many orphans in the Ashram, but he never used them as a work force. He tried to find families to adopt them so these children, whose parents had died of starvation, would have a good life. And for many years after they had left, he would try to find out how they were.
Gurudev would say to a visitor, “Where do you live?” If the visitor said, “Delhi,” he would say, “Go and see such-and-such family. Find out about little Anil, and tell me how he is.”
He would always inquire to make sure that the people who had taken these children in would treat them well. He could have used them to become sanyasis, or even as workers to help in the Ashram, but he did not.
I knew one little boy there who wanted to be a great yogi like Gurudev was. One day he disappeared and it was thought he had run away, but he hadn’t. He had built a tree house so he couldn’t be found and sent to a family, because he wanted to stay in the Ashram with Gurudev Sivananda.
My attraction to my Guru came also because I saw his teaching in action. If somebody really needed him, he was ever ready. At any hour of the day, any hour of the night, he would be there. The swamis guarded him so that people wouldn’t take advantage of him, but they did not guard him to the point that no one could see him.
That does not mean that I didn’t see that Gurudev was very human. I had to deal with my own criticisms – for example, “How can he be a medical doctor, and serve milk from dirty cups that the dogs have licked?” There were many things that could have given me a solid basis for criticism. But then I had to sit down and ask myself, “Did I come here to sit in judgement? What do I really want? Why don’t I sweep everything else away, and go after what I want from him?”
Once this decision was made, I was able to receive his teaching very quickly. I never put up any struggle after that.
Swami Sivananda’s birthday is the eighth of September. That certainly was a blessed day. I don’t think anybody can estimate how great his influence was both in India and in many other countries. His message has gone around the world. The work that is done today by his disciples and the work we do here is all an extension of his work.







 
2 THE SPIRITUAL SEARCH
MY GURU WOULD HAVE CALLED ALL OF YOU who seek a life of Higher Consciousness “gods and goddesses.” The way he used that term it means exceptional people, people beyond the average. People who have strong attachments to pleasure and to life itself have no chance for spiritual attainment because they’re satisfied with what they have. They never think of seeking anything greater than what serves their immediate needs, even in the fields of their personal interest. So from that angle, people on the spiritual path can really be considered exceptional because they are seeking something more than the daily gratification of their desires.
Often, people don’t want to reach further. Let me explain that with an illustration. If a great violinist were to come to a town to give a concert of Bach, and I invited the whole population, how many people would want to come?
Some would say, “Oh, I’m playing bridge tonight,” or “We’re having a party,” or “I’m busy in the house,” or “I’m working tonight, I really can’t make it.”
Others would say, “I don’t have any money.” And if I said, “Well, I will give you a ticket,” they would say, “But I don’t have a car. How do I get there?” If I said, “I will take you there and bring you back home,” they would say, “Well, I don’t think I can make it.”
They are not interested in anything that is a bit demanding and does not immediately gratify their senses. The senses are indeed the windows through which we perceive life, but this seeking of immediate sense gratification, without ever making a change or reaching out further – that is what prevents them from having spiritual development.
It is not that the teachings are not available to everybody. They are. But you must want them. You must turn to the teachings, keep coming back to them, and keep asking yourself, “Why was I born? Why am I here? What is the purpose of my life? What should I pursue? How far should I go? What is my place in relation to the universe?” These are the things that are important. It doesn’t matter what words you use to formulate those questions – that’s very individual, that’s the way you speak, the way you see things. It’s that you ask those questions, and that you seek contact in life with a power greater than yourself, some Light greater than that visible to human eyes, that is what sets you apart from the masses. You are on the path to realization of the Self, realization of your own divinity. It makes no difference whether you are a woman or a man.
Keep asking questions. Try to go further. Remove your obstacles – your personality quirks and your personality aspects, which you often take for real, and give power to. The only thing that has power in you is your inner being or inner Light. You may call this inner being soul, if you like, or Higher Self – the term you use has to be meaningful to you, so choose your own words.
There is an underlying unity in all the teachings. What separates us most times is just doctrine. We should remember that even in the Christian faith the saints came first, with the process by which they had found God-realization. The monasteries and the doctrines were built around them later, and that’s when the divisions were created. All people who have had experiences of God-realization have no divisions among themselves. Their experiences are individual, but they know the truth they have realized is all one. It is doctrine that divides us. When people from other groups come to the Ashram, I say, “If you want to bring the picture of your guru to satsang tonight, that’s fine,” because I don’t want any divisions like that here.
Disciples often create division also. Some of them get possessive. I say to my students, “Don’t get into this, ever, because the divine work is one. We all have to do the same thing: to develop compassion, to develop understanding, to develop the Light within. Whether it is the Light of understanding, or the Light of love, or the Light of healing, it is that which we have to attain to.”
When I came back from India, I was looking for a place to stay for a while to sort out my mind. The people at the places I went to would say, “Yes, we accept anybody, whatever your background. But when you come to us, you must accept our belief system.” Many of them told me, “But Sivananda isn’t our Guru. You must accept our Guru.” Some of the Christians said, “No, you are too outlandish. You will create too much commotion, and with your orange robe you will attract too much attention.” So I couldn’t stay in any of those places.
I am glad for these experiences. They were very painful at the time, because I felt there was no place for me, but they showed me what can happen when divisions are created. My Guru had said I should start an ashram and other smaller centres. I decided that in this Ashram, I would not demand that people change their religion. I would just see if I could help them to become better Jews, or Catholics, or whatever. I made that a principle at the Yasodhara Ashram, and I have kept to that ever since, because doctrine is not what spiritual development is about.
Yoga is not a religion. It’s a technique that helps you to concentrate, that helps you to keep healthy (because you need your healthy body to find God-realization). It means, in simple terms, to know God – and to know the God within. Yoga is a technique to help you clarify. If you are a devout Christian, what are you really saying when you say the Lord’s Prayer? Do you really know what you are saying? It is this greater clarification that is the yoga process. All my students are trained this way: don’t try to change what people already have. Try to help them improve on it and bring the Light into it.
When people say, “Oh, Zen is very interesting. It appeals to my intellect,” I say, “Fine. But you must study the history of Zen and study the culture where it developed.” Because each culture puts its own stamp on a tradition. Buddhism in Japan is barely recognizable as the Buddhism which originally began in India. It was changed in China, too, and in Tibet, simply by the surroundings. The Tibetans lived in the mountains with terribly cold weather and short periods of natural growth. They had to develop fields thousands of feet up the mountains. Working at that height is difficult and it builds a very different body and stamina.
When I was in India, I visited some Christian churches and bought some Christmas cards. They are very different from our Christmas cards because the Indians have made something very different out of Christianity. In North America, we have done something else with it, and it does not look like the Christianity of the Middle East.
What really matters is your own personal self-development. You must develop so that, whatever tradition you have, you can see with greater clarity and understand with less confusion. Then you can know how your mind works and how to focus your attention. Changing your tradition is not what I or my students have in mind. Only take what you have and increase that. In business, to make money you need some money to begin with. In spiritual life, it is somewhat similar: you can use what you already have and increase your awareness from there. That process always leads you to greater knowledge. You can also build on your own creativity. For example, if you are a musician, you could take music to a great height just by adopting the principles of mantra. A poet could do the same thing, using poetic talent to become a prophet.
You can be what you are and go on from there. Just find out what you are. Ask yourself, “Who am I? Where do I want to go? What do I want to make out of this life? When I get older and I know that death is approaching, can I say I have lived a worthwhile life?” If you can say yes, you will have a very peaceful death. If you have a goal in life, your life will be richer than if you are just tottering and stumbling around, not knowing where you are going. When you have a goal, you know that stumbling is a necessary part of your journey, and you will pull yourself up by your own bootstraps and go where you want to go. If you ask yourself what kind of person you are now, and what kind of person you want to be physically, mentally, emotionally and spiritually, you can get the tools through yoga to achieve that goal. But you must decide on the goal. Nobody can do that for you.
The yoga that I learned from my Guru helps people to answer their own questions, helps them to find out what kind of life they want to live. You don’t have to give up what you have. You can pursue the life that you have already and the commitments that you have taken on in life. All you need to do is deepen what you have and clarify where you are going. That is all up to you. Some of you are probably aware quite clearly that you need to develop more deeply, and some may have just an idea that there is a need and maybe it will become clearer in the future. There is no particular urgency, except perhaps that life is becoming increasingly complex, and so you may wish to seek something of a greater and much deeper value in yourself. If the teachings can help you to uncover this, then they have served their purpose.
However, if you really want the Divine, the Divine has to be number one. It really has to be number one. People have sometimes asked me, “How did you do it with all the work you had to do?” The work has to be related to the desire for the Divine. You have to constantly keep people in the Light. Otherwise you can’t do it. If the work is one thing, and your spiritual practice is something else, then you can’t do it. If you think you have worked hard, then you were working from your human personality. If you give your hands and head and senses and say to the Divine, “Here, use them,” then you can do it.
I had never been able to give lectures or sing before an audience. But I could, once I was able to surrender and say, “Well, I have no control over this, but I will call on Divine Mother. Let Her do it. We’ll see.”
If you can make that shift at least every now and then (the more often, the better), you will feel all right. And there won’t be much question of, “Did I do the right thing?” Just bring the Light back to yourself. Make all the actions a service.







3 ILLUSIONS
THE WEST AND THE EAST ARE SO DIFFERENT. In my journal of the time I was in India,[1] I give a glimpse of what it meant for me to go there. It wasn’t just the travel itself that was such a big step. I was forty-four years old, and I had to quit a very secure job in which I had some seniority. My boss had talked to me as if I were out of my mind, because when I came back from India, I would be forty-five and I would be unemployable by the regulations of the company in those days.
But something in me wanted always to know: What was the purpose of life? Why was I born? Why was I here? Looking around and seeing what goes on in life had convinced me there must be something else. I saw people falling in love, getting married, having babies, divorcing, then looking for new partners and starting all over again. Children did not provide fulfillment for them either. So what else could there be?
A couple of my friends had got married more than once, and I saw that their problems didn’t change because they had not changed. Each one attracted and married the same kind of personality again, so they had the same problems again. It seemed to me that the cost – the emotional cost, the years, all the effort people put into living – was enormously high, and there was so little gain. I could see what was going on in other people’s lives, and I decided that I was not going to pay that cost. By that time I had already been twice widowed and I did not want to have another relationship. I felt that somehow destiny had put me into this situation to wake up and do something else. And that something else was a continuous questioning of the purpose of life.
There was a small group of people in Montréal who followed the teachings of an Indian guru. They did not have much money and they needed a place to meet. They asked me if they could meet once a week in my studio in which I practised dancing.
I said they could, and they met there for about a year. They tried very hard to persuade me to join them. I said, “Look, I left all this behind. I have no particular faith in any religion nor in any god. After the things I saw during the war and during the Hitler time when babies were killed, not just by the Nazis, but sometimes by their own grandmothers taking their food and milk, I have no particular faith in any religion. I’m just not a joiner.” I put them off for many months this way.
Eventually, I was persuaded by a woman who was very determined. She just did not give up. So one day I decided, “Okay, I will spend one evening with them to see what they do and then I can tell them why I don’t want to join. Right now I can’t really say anything because I don’t quite know what they do.”
They always had a picture of their guru on the altar. The group leader said, “Just look at his picture and close your eyes and see what happens.” They were not at all prepared for what did happen. For the next four hours I totally disappeared. I was physically sitting there, but I had no awareness of where I was, what was going on, nothing.
This was one of the times that I met Swami Sivananda in meditation. He spoke to me in a language that I did not understand. Later on, when I was in India, he confirmed this by telling somebody that he had called me to India from the West and he had spoken to me in Tamil on purpose. He said, “She didn’t like it, because she couldn’t understand Tamil.”
So, it was with great effort that I arrived at the Ashram in Rishikesh. I had to give up a job, I didn’t have much money, and then there I was in a room somewhere on a hillside in India. The walls of the room were literally dripping. Because of the monsoon, the humidity was so great that everything was wet. If you washed your hair, you didn’t need to worry about drying it. It wouldn’t dry. Clothes wouldn’t dry. Someone brought me a tray with hot tea and milk and biscuits and gave me instructions about living in this place. There was a little porch of very strong chain-linked metal. I was told, “Make sure you always close the door, because the monkeys will come in and take anything they can get.”
There are many such stories in Radha of my initial cultural shocks and adjustments to the circumstances. The Sivananda Ashram today has all the facilities – electric light, bathrooms, running water – so it’s very convenient now. But then, there was only one building that even had electric light.
I had to decide to forgo the way I was used to living, and to renounce all my ideas of how one ought to live, and to accept my Guru’s teachings. I had already gone through six and a half years of war which were a very good preparation, because many times during the war water or electricity or heat didn’t function because of the bombings. I was very sick a couple of times in those years. It was just a miracle that I survived a lot of things.
That experience helped a little in India. But that people would have a house and not take care of it, that they would leave it dirty and dilapidated, and not have proper bathroom facilities – all this was absolutely beyond me. I knew Swami Sivananda was a medical doctor and still these things were not taken care of. I soon found out that most of the time women didn’t stay there. They would come for a day or two and then leave, moving back into a hotel because they didn’t want to take the difficulties of that very, very primitive life. I had to make up my mind whether I cared for the comforts of life, or whether I wanted the teachings. If I wanted the teachings, that was the price I had to pay, and I decided that I was willing to pay the price. If anybody asked me today, I would say, “I would do it all over again.”
Have your comforts if you can, but don’t make too great an effort to have them and don’t cling to them. When you are living the spiritual life, you must be able to walk out on comfort any time. It must not make any difference to you where you are, what you do, where you sleep.
In India what I thought was a huge table turned out to be a wooden platform for me to sleep on. No one could sleep on the floor because all sorts of snakes, rats, and insects crawl there. In these conditions, you experience what it is like to live in a world with other creatures and share the world with them. Some creatures are very nice and charming, and others not so nice, and some are really hostile. Many of those characteristics we have too.
If you look at what is going on all around you, you will find out how much effort life takes. If you have experienced enough pain, disappointment and disillusionment, you will discover that most of your pain comes because you have approached a situation through unnecessary embellishment of your hopes and illusions. With your hopes and illusions you embellish even something so simple as thinking tomorrow morning you will have a wonderful breakfast. What if all of a sudden the electricity is shut off so you can’t have your favourite coffee, or an egg cooked in the particular way you like it? Everything is upside down. Is this going to ruin your day?
You have illusions about things, and illusions are never ever fulfilled. If you think you will be fulfilled if you can just achieve this social status, or that income bracket, there are always people who have more, whose social status is higher, whose influence is greater, and whose income is more. There is always somebody who has more.
If you have won part of the race by finally getting into a particular group, socially or financially, what have you got? You’re not satisfied because you become aware that this group is not really all that much better. You should be in the next one. There things will be better. You can go on and on this way, constantly in a race because desires and illusion go hand in hand. One desire creates another, and then all your time and effort go into the fulfillment of desires.
Then I come along and say, “Why bother?” If you want to belong to an exceptional group, belong to the yogis, who seek Higher Consciousness where there are no false promises, only clarification and the realization of how much of your power is illusory. Can you make this change? Can you stop living in illusion? From my experience I say, “Yes, you can.” Find out what you truly desire, and if it is Higher Consciousness, then go straight for it. No sightseeing trips.
I never went on sightseeing trips in India, and I was there a total of three times. I knew why I was going. I knew what I wanted. Sightseeing would have taken away my focus. I did my sightseeing in Italy and Spain. I went to India only to get Higher Consciousness because that is where there is the theoretical knowledge of it, the scriptural texts which show the way, and the people who have attained it. I wanted to meet people who were ahead of me on the same royal highway, because I could learn from them, too.
Today, Swami Sivananda and most of the other great souls have left the earth, but their teachings remain, so their messages about making different choices for a different life are available to everybody. Unfortunately, these teachings are counteracted by the biological forces of nature in people. But sometime, in some lifetime, everyone will have to make the effort to break away from these forces. Otherwise you will remain in the grip of instinct. Nature always wants to use you to reproduce – the purpose of marriage, really, is the propagation of the human species. And yet only a very few children are truly wanted. Most parents have just resigned themselves to parenthood. Nearly all the measures to prevent pregnancy just injure people’s health. Because we deny the purpose of sex, we are living against Nature.
If you go on the spiritual path, you live against Nature too, but with a very definite purpose that has nothing to do with self-gratification. Your purpose on the spiritual path is to achieve a very different state of mind – the pearl of great price. Everybody has to decide as an individual whether to pursue that pearl. If you decide you want it, you have also to be willing to pay the price. That price is your own self-gratification, self-glorification, self-importance, and the heaps of desires that you probably can’t fulfill anyway.
Look at your imagination. The power of imagination is very great. You use your imagination to anticipate events. You create illusions that don’t come about. If they did, every marriage would be happy. Every child would be received as the gift of the Divine. Every life would be wonderfully in harmony with all the cosmic forces. But if you look around, you see this is not the case.
So, go in search of the pearl of great price. Find it.







4 SELFLESS SERVICE
THE GOAL OF YOGA is to achieve true union with the Light – knowing that the Light is within, and acting on that knowing. My Guru, Swami Sivananda, used to say that selfless service was the way to achieve this. “Selfless service will make you divine,” he would often say. He would tell people to concentrate on that instead of intellectualizing about concepts like liberation, the Absolute, or atman. The Bhagavad Gita says the same thing too, over and over – selfless service is the way to the Divine.
No work is too lowly to be done in Divine Mother’s service, and none is too lowly for you to learn from. Often when people are asked to work in the kitchen, they think, “Oh, I’m only in the kitchen.” Only? I learned some of my most important lessons in the kitchen. I did all the Ashram cooking in the early years, and I did it on a stove which had no heat controls. I had to give up all my ideas about the wonderful meals I was going to prepare. The stove could handle only the simplest cooking, and even then it sometimes burned the food or didn’t cook it through. So I learned a lot about pride and letting go of results.
You can learn everything you need to know about yourself in the kitchen. That’s where you learn to get along with people. It’s where you can learn to serve with care and attention by learning how to cook with love. Food cooked without love does not get eaten.
If you have a great need for recognition, the kitchen is a place where you can get a lot of that. Chop a whole cord of firewood and nobody notices. Nobody will comment on how well you cleaned a room, or praise you for perfect bookkeeping. There is a lot of work like that done in the Ashram. On the other hand, in the kitchen, you can get lots of praise. Some people have spent enormous amounts of money on expensive ingredients because they were really soaking up the praise they got for their cooking. In their search for praise, they were wasting money which was in short supply in the Ashram, and they were creating gluttons. You can learn a great deal in the kitchen about how far you will go to be praised.
If praise comes to you, give it back to the Divine, because your ability to do a good job has come from the Divine in the form of intelligence and the Light of Understanding.
Sometimes people become sidetracked trying to understand what the Bhagavad Gita means by action and inaction. They think that action disturbs contemplation, but the fact is that very few people can contemplate. Who can be single-pointed for three, four, five hours? There are people who can trigger themselves into a trance, but trance is not contemplation or meditation. Even what we think is inaction really isn’t because the mind is constantly active, even in sleep. Also, as long as you are alive, you have to eat. Eating is action. So you have to act because you are alive. You may as well act to the best of your ability, and dedicate as much action as possible in the most selfless manner to the purpose and glory of the Divine. Rather than going around in circles, place the whole question of action and inaction in the Light. You will have much less worry about it and you won’t need to do fantastic mental acrobatics to explain it.
To practise Karma Yoga, the yoga of selfless service, the yoga of action without desiring the fruits of the work, you have to know your motivation. Then, in order to be successful, to reach your goal, you have to be complete and sincere in your dedication. Without sincere dedication, nothing specific can be achieved. We all have many personality aspects which often counter what we intend to do, but if your motivation and your dedication are right, in the end you are bound to win the battle – the battle in which you conquer yourself.
Letting go of your attachments to work and to its rewards will not happen immediately, but if you are sincerely trying, you will probably have some success within a week. As a small beginning, you might try giving a service of some kind to someone as an anonymous gift. Also, think about what selfless service means to you. Reflect on this deeply and often. In the end, you will see that being attached does not give you the rewards you think it will. If you list the debits and credits of your attachments, you will see that you’re in the red.
Selflessness is an attitude that you bring to your work, and everyone, individually, has to make a decision about that attitude. If you say, “I really don’t want to do this work. It’s a real sacrifice,” then this is where you are and this is where you have to start. Sacrifice whatever there is. If you think your work is too difficult or tiring or boring, make it an offering to the Divine. This will help you to achieve personal harmony inside. You have to drive out negative thoughts quickly, because if they become a habit, you won’t find any work that is agreeable. That can be very troublesome.
I did all the housework at the Ashram in the beginning. I had never done any housework before, and I had certainly never cleaned bathrooms. I vomited for the whole of the first week that I cleaned the Ashram bathrooms. Then one evening when I was going into the prayer room for satsang, as I put my hand on the doorknob, I heard what seemed like a voice saying very clearly, “It’s a privilege to serve those who seek the Most High.” So, there was my reward: the work itself – it’s a privilege to do this service.
If you have work you find disagreeable, do the Divine Light Invocation and put the work in the Light. Then make it an offering in your mind, or lay it before whatever symbol of the Divine you are using. Say, simply, “I give this work.”
The idea of getting rewards for work is a trap that will swallow up the benefits of your efforts to be spiritual. Jesus said if you expect rewards on earth for what you do, you may get them, but you can’t then have rewards in heaven too.
He also said there is much work to be done in the Lord’s vineyard, but very few want to do this work because they don’t get paid. When you work for the Divine, you don’t get paid in dollars and cents. But if you learn perfect surrender, who is to say that isn’t a reward in itself?







5 SURRENDER
SURRENDER IS ALL THAT YOU WANT TO GET FROM WORK, and the first thing you have to surrender is selfishness. You cannot do only the work that you know everyone will praise. You have to do the work, whatever it is, not because you like doing it, but because it is there to be done. Divine Mother gave it to you. You do it. You can never be truly a handmaiden of Divine Mother unless you do it to the very best of your ability – and don’t try to get out of it by dumping it on somebody else or leaving it undone.
Your surrender must have depth. You may let people wash the dishes or type letters their way instead of your way, but that is not surrender. That is only beginning to understand that there are many other useful ways besides your own. You may see that letting other people do work their way gets the job done faster, but that is still not surrender. That is only the beginning of making tiny little inroads on your own rigidity, on the idea that your way is the only way.
Surrender has to be done with discrimination. It makes no sense to move a lake from one valley to another by carrying the water one cupful at a time over the mountain. You have to think about what you are doing. God gave you intelligence. Use it. Go to the very edge of your mind, to the point where your mind can do no more and begins to run in circles. That’s the time to stop thinking. When the mind has exhausted its capabilities, that’s when the message will come. Surrender, and the answer will emerge.
Obedience and doing the work from a sense of duty, that is not surrender either. When I came back from India to establish an ashram as my Guru had instructed, my fear and lack of self-confidence were so great that in the beginning I did all the work simply out of obedience to Swami Sivananda. The next phase was duty. That lasted for several years. I felt it was my duty to carry on what I had started. Then one day in meditation I had an insight that work done from a sense of duty is not surrender. But the work is no different. Only the attitude is different. If you are working from a sense of duty, fulfill your duty as well as you can, but offer the work. Make that your gift, because it’s the only thing you really can bring to the Divine.
A duty is not done selflessly if all the time you are doing it, you are looking forward to when you will be off duty: “Oh, great, in three days, I have a day off.” If you want to move ahead in your spiritual development, you have to go beyond duty.
Also, you cannot make duty into surrender by saying, “Oh well, I don’t want anything anyway,” because that can be just indifference or sour grapes, not true letting go. You have to be clear when you are letting go, and when you are being indifferent. Discrimination is very important in surrender.
If you are not sure that you are truly surrendering – if you are not sure that you still mean it when you say “Thy will be done” – you simply have to sit down and take time to reflect, or ask for a dream. Drop everything else, sit down and figure out how you can clarify that uncertainty to yourself. Every time you doubt that you are still able to surrender, it’s very important to put that in your diary so you won’t forget it. Then you must find ways to clarify your uncertainty. You don’t just live with it and say, “Oh yeah, I know, but just for today it’s okay.” Do something.
Explain the idea of surrender to yourself in many ways. When you light a candle, you can see that the candle has to surrender to your action and to the flame. It has to burn down. It can’t say, “No, I don’t want to.” Ask yourself, “What am I surrendering to?” If you are surrendering to the Light, make sure it’s the Divine Light, not some coloured or black light.
People who live in the Ashram may think at times they are surrendering to me or to the Ashram or its policies and regulations, but really the Ashram is only the battlefield on which they battle their own problems and difficulties. It is here only to provide them with the opportunity to practise surrender. If it becomes really tough, I tell people, “Ask the Divine for a breathing spell, but don’t be foolish and pack and go. There is no great lesson in packing and going. Anybody can do that. If you feel like doing that, acknowledge those feelings. Don’t hide them in the closet. Don’t make ghosts out of them. But don’t act on them.”
When it comes to surrender, there is often less struggle for a woman than there is for a man. I did not have many of the struggles that a man undergoes, particularly if he has made a name for himself. Some men go through life always with the undercurrent in their mind, “I am superior. I can do this and I can do that and I can do the other.” Unless a man has developed the feminine part in himself, he feels very superior to any woman because he has greater physical strength and he is usually physically taller.
If you are a woman and you feel badly about your position, think also of the advantages you have on the spiritual path. To surrender to the Divine is, from my experience with what I have seen of the struggle of men, considerably easier for a woman. A woman doesn’t usually need to nourish intellectual pride. If she feels like crying, she cries. A man too often feels, “No. Men don’t do this,” or “That is beneath my male dignity.”
Women don’t have that problem. But a woman must be careful to surrender to the Divine and not to the desires of her feminine nature. Look at all your desires. Don’t surrender to them. Don’t scheme the fulfillment of those desires.
You will go through phases in your efforts at selfless service, but the important thing is to do it. The quality of your work and the quality of your attitude will improve if your dedication is complete.
Why is surrender essential? Because you can’t always know when your self-will is active. There may be just a tinge of greed or desire in your attitude to the work – and just a tinge is too much. Let go and say, “Well, I will wait and work and when the time comes, the answer will be given.” You will see that it will be given.
Every now and then, review how you are doing with surrender and obedience. Put a list on the inside cover of your diary and tick it off. When you come to the bottom of the list, put up a new list and start all over again, because it is so very easy to slip up. You have to keep your mind on the many things that have to be incorporated into your spiritual practice.
Self-will and work done selfishly keep you in bondage. The biggest enemy of your spiritual development is stubborn resistance and self-will. The Buddhists have given perhaps the most detailed description of how to control the mind, and it’s mainly control of self-will. You have to keep asking the questions: “What am I doing with this life? Am I really making the best use of it?” Those are the questions everyone has to ask himself or herself. No teacher can do more than present you with them and advise you how to apply them. These questions have to be ingrained, they have to become part of you so that you can help yourself. A teacher can give you the opportunity, but what you do with the opportunity is up to you. As a teacher, I can stimulate, coax and sometimes give you a little shove, but you have to do the walking. I cannot just pick you up like a stone and fling you into the lake. That wouldn’t work.
So, let go of self-will. Work done selflessly in the service of the Most High – and that Most High is also in part within yourself – is what will get you to your destination. Selfless service will bring you into contact with that guru within and that will make you independent.
Selfless service is also your protection in these times when the obstacles to Higher Consciousness can have a devastating dimension. Krishna in his last message to the world says, “Whenever people suffer at the hands of others, I will destroy evil.” To the evildoers, he says, “If you remain hard-hearted, I will destroy you.” Today there are millions of people suffering at the hands of others. How do you protect yourself in such times? By practising selfless service, for that is what will make you divine. It is the road to return to the Light, to your inner being.







6 SELFLESS SERVICE WILL MAKE YOU DIVINE
TO WORK “WITHOUT SELF” means to work without seeking any personal gratification. You are not working to attract compliments, or to satisfy the ego’s pride, or to achieve identification through your work. Selfless service is work performed as well as you can do it, because Divine Mother needs it done, whether or not anybody notices you doing it. That’s not easy, but selfless service can take you beyond your small s self. Your work can become sattvic or pure. Doing the work because it needs to be done will purify the mind, taking you beyond birth and death.
If you have likes and dislikes about the job before you, or if you think it’s beneath your social status or educational level, you are not doing selfless service. Forget those considerations. Have no attachment to your reactions. Try to get over and through them as fast as you can. It is this non-attachment that will give you the knowledge of selflessness. Otherwise, your understanding remains only intellectual and you will take whatever Light comes to you and your feeling of satisfaction as rewards. Then your emotions will get the better of you and you won’t be able to let go of self-gratification.
It helped me to think of myself as Divine Mother’s handmaiden. Anyone – man or woman – can be Divine Mother’s handmaiden. Or you may wish to think of yourself as Lord Krishna’s assistant. With the attitude that you are serving the Divine, you can protect yourself from becoming attached to what you are doing. Then you can see everything that comes to you as a contribution to your learning process. If you become aware also of the mistakes of others, you can decide how to avoid making those same mistakes. This way, you find your path to the Divine within yourself.
When I first came back from India, I worked very hard to understand Karma Yoga and the renunciation of the fruits of work. I thought of myself as Divine Mother’s handmaiden, because that gave me something tangible and personal, something I could relate to in my daily reflections. I would look over the day and clarify my degree of selflessness. Where was I the handmaiden of Divine Mother? Where was I gratifying myself? I would note these in my spiritual diary.
If you do this kind of clarification, it will help you to achieve inner equanimity. You will not be exhilarated because you received praise, or upset because somebody criticized you. Criticism will mean very little, as long as you are clear that your selflessness was as complete as you could make it on that particular day.
It is very important to combine selfless service with spiritual practice and reflection. There were some missionaries in India who worked with people who had leprosy. Some of them became ill. I could not understand why this would happen to such good people. In answer to my question, Swami Sivananda said, “Work and reflection are your right and your left eye. You need both to see properly.” If either is missing, he said, you are only a do-gooder. That is a place to start, but spiritual development comes only if you bring spiritual practices and reflection together with your service.
There are many ways of running away from the work we need to do. We may fear criticism, or wish to avoid unpleasant people, or allow ourselves to sink into bad moods, or hide in ideas of duty. Fearing criticism, for example, is the other side of seeking praise. In your work, you want to please Divine Mother. You don’t have to please anybody else. Fear of criticism in spiritual work is something you have to overcome because it puts you into a straitjacket. It is also a difficult habit to give up once you get yourself into it. You have to have courage, and you have to learn to accept even unjust criticism. It is self-serving to abandon your work because you are afraid of criticism. You are making yourself more important than the work. If you do that, naturally you won’t receive any of the blessings of doing selfless service.
If you run away into your work, that is not selfless service either. People often come to an ashram and find themselves behaving in ways they never did before. They are irritated by those around them, they become impatient, bad-tempered, because suddenly they are in an environment where they can no longer hide their negative personality aspects. Many people then take refuge in work. They make it their hiding place. They don’t come to satsang. They don’t do spiritual practice, or they do so little they do not get to a point of concentration.
Your work is not selfless if you try to avoid the people who irritate you. You cannot run away from such people. You shouldn’t even try. You will make great progress by staying where you are and working out your problems. If you pack and go somewhere else or try to hide in your work, your problems will stay with you and you will still have to work them out.
When you find yourself in a bad mood, it may be that you have not done the best job you could and something in you knows that. You have been trying to sneak out a back door and even though no one saw you, something within knows and is unhappy. Pull yourself out of that negative mood, out of that depression, by taking immediate action. Find out what you have left undone, what you did from selfish motives, or where your desire for recognition was disappointed. If you seize the mood quickly before it goes too deep, you can begin to cut it down, perhaps to half a day, then to a couple of hours, then to half an hour. Be as aware of your moods as you can.
Service given without any expectation of self-gratification or praise or recognition – that is true selfless service. Do all actions and all work selflessly in the service of the Most High and remember that the Most High is also in part within yourself. Have faith in your Divine within and that will get you there. But without selfless service, you will not come in contact with the guru within, and then you will become very upset and frustrated because without that you will never succeed on your spiritual path. You will depend on this and that and the other – on things outside yourself. Become independent. If you surrender your self-will and put your will without self into the service of the Divine, you will get there. But self-will and selfish work will only keep you in bondage. Let it go.
And never think you are too small, too insignificant, or too ignorant. Divine Mother needs many kinds of workers. All She asks is that you do the work.







7 CONTROL
TO GET TO YOUR OWN TRUE SELF, you have to learn how to control your personality aspects. This is no easy matter. Each personality aspect has its own ego. I learned this horrendous fact from my Tibetan Guru. I didn’t know how many personality aspects I had or how they worked. I wondered if they would converge, or if they were all in just one aspect of ego. The answer is no. They all have separate egos, and they are all at war with each other.
Many people have a great desire for control, and it makes them do horrible things, not just on the world scene but in daily life and even in spiritual centres. Such people have a whole army of personality aspects over which they have little control. But instead of learning to control them, they try to control other people. They do not realize that these personality aspects create a great barrier between them and their inner Light.
This need for control comes from a merciless ego. No tiger or lion could ever be fiercer than that kind of ego.
Your attempts to control others can be very dangerous. You can spend three hours in meditation and then give in to this powerful desire to control somebody else’s life and lose all the effects of the meditation – even if you had an experience of divine ecstasy. It’s gone. You destroyed it just by giving in to the desire to control the life and the surroundings of somebody else.
Of course, it’s much easier to project your desire to control outwards, because the more you control everybody else, the less time you have to examine how your own personality aspects need to be controlled. And the more you believe it is others who need to be controlled, the less responsibility you will have to take for your own actions.
The desire to control is very powerful. Even little babies have it. They know how to get their will, how to control their mother, their father, or the whole family. Everybody is focused on them. They can’t even talk yet, but by humming and screaming and crying and singing to themselves, they control their surroundings very precisely.
You can try to exercise that same kind of control in your spiritual life. What you are doing then is trying to control the Divine. Do you think that just because you go to satsang from eight to ten every night, or because you chant for two hours every day, you are so important that Krishna had better be there? It just doesn’t work that way. It takes surrender and humility to bring the Divine to you. That’s the only way, and sometimes that surrender requires a lot of patience. The Divine comes in its own time.







8 INTELLECT, KNOWLEDGE AND ACTION
KNOWLEDGE AND ACTION are two different processes of yoga. Both demand control of mind. In the Third Discourse of the Bhagavad Gita, Arjuna asks Krishna, “Which is the right path? One time you say knowledge, another time you say action, and now you say neither.”
All human beings are born to act. Even babies do. As long as a person can move, some action and some use of the senses will take place. Speaking is an action; so is seeing. To understand the action of seeing, think about these expressions:
I see
the act of seeing
what is seen
It is one thing to act, but we have to understand what we do. We can’t just act carelessly, because there is nothing we do that does not have a result of some kind. We must understand the responsibility we have for our actions and their consequences, and how we affect the lives of other people by everything we do. Everything is interaction.
Knowledge comes only through personal experience because without that we have only information. Information is not knowledge. My own Guru was very insistent on this point. You must be aware, too, that the experience of people in various walks of life is bound to be different.
In the West, we often think of intellect as a storehouse of knowledge, but intellect is not understood that way in the East. When my Tibetan Guru said he was not interested in disciples except those of superior intellect, I took that remark in the same way any Westerner would have done. It was some time before I understood. To him, intellect was something to be used to learn from the mistakes of others. Then you don’t have to make those mistakes yourself. All the PhDs in the world won’t do that for you.
Now, is there anything beyond the intellect? Certainly. But there is no clear-cut word for it, because there is no agreed-upon meaning for such terms as samadhi or nirvana or Higher Consciousness. Everyone who claims to be an authority has his or her own particular interpretation. This is knowledge that comes only through personal experience, so I suggest you find your own meaning. You have a right to find your own interpretation, and the sooner the better.
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