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To my gurus...

Praise for Paths to God
“Ram Dass makes the Bhagavad Gita . . . easily accessible and practical in how we can touch the deep mystery and live a good life in modern times.” 
—Angeles Arrien, Ph.D.,
author of The Four-Fold Way
and Signs of Life
 
“What a blessing: Ram Dass on the Bhagavad Gita. Who better to lead the Western mind into the profound depths of this spiritual classic. With wisdom, humor, and great compassion, Paths to God illuminates the liberating power of the Gita—a rare gift in these unsettled times.” 
—Joseph Goldstein,
author of One Dharma: The 
Emerging Western Buddhism
 
“Ram Dass is the perfect person to relate the timeless wisdom of the Bhagavad Gita to the real challenges, joys, and sorrows of our present time. Through offering a wide variety of approaches to spiritual happiness,  Paths to God is one of the most inclusive and inviting books available to us.” 
—Sharon Salzberg,
author of Faith: Trusting Your Own
 Deepest Experience
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BACKWARD AND FOREWORD Or . . . Where This Book Came from, and How It Might Be Used
This book has a curious history. It grew out of a workshop called “The Yogas of the Bhagavad Gita” that Ram Dass taught in the summer of 1974. He presented the workshop as part of the curriculum for a summer session at the newly established Naropa Institute (now Naropa University) in Boulder, Colorado.
Naropa was founded by Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche, a Tibetan Tulku and Vajrayana master. Trungpa was trained in the philosophical and meditative traditions of two branches of Tibetan Buddhism—the Kargyu and Nyingma sects—and he was one of the first teachers to begin introducing Tibetan practices to the West.
Naropa’s aim was to explore the teachings of Eastern religious traditions within a rigorous, Western academic environment. The program for the summer session announced, “The purpose of Naropa Institute is to provide an environment in which the Eastern and Western intellectual traditions can interact and in which these disciplines can be grounded in the personal experience and practice of staff and students. All of the staff members are involved in the practice of some discipline related to psychological and spiritual growth. It is this direct experience which can form the sound basis for integrating the complementary intellectual and sensory-intuitive approaches to living in the world.” 
In other words, Naropa set out to meet the Western academic establishment on its own terms, to become an accredited, degree-granting institution of higher learning, but one that would offer degrees in fields like “Buddhist Studies, Exploration of Self and Society, and a cross-cultural, inter-disciplinary combination of the two.”  Courses included “not only the more intellectual disciplines—the humanities and the social and physical sciences—but also meditation, sensory awareness, dance, t’ai ch’i chuan, theater, art, and music.”  You could get credit toward a B.A. from Naropa for taking Ram Dass’s workshop.
Ram Dass supported the establishment of Naropa because he was interested in the experiment that such an institution represented. But more than that, Ram Dass honored the teachings and traditions of Trungpa Rinpoche, and wanted to help them take root in the West. And so, in June and July of 1974, he joined the faculty for the summer session that would inaugurate Naropa.
That summer at Naropa brought together an outstanding cast of teachers. Besides Ram Dass and Trungpa Rinpoche, the faculty included Allen Ginsberg, Gregory Bateson, José Arguelles, Jack Kornfield, Ben Weaver, and some two dozen others. Ram Dass’s own staff of teaching assistants included Krishna Das, Joseph Goldstein, Rameshwar Das, Mirabai Bush, Paul Gorman, and Ram Dev. Mirabai called that summer at Naropa “the seedpod” for the teachings that would shape the growing presence of Eastern spirituality in the West. There were courses in Tibetan and Theravadan Buddhism, in the Sanskrit and Mongolian languages, in Tantric literature and Japanese art—even in artificial intelligence (which was distinctly cutting edge in 1974!). One of the participants called that summer at Naropa “the Hindu-Buddhist Woodstock.” 
And in the program for the summer session, under the heading “Modes of Self-Exploration,” was listed Ram Dass’s course, “The Yogas of the Bhagavad Gita.”  The course description read: “The Bhagavad Gita (The Song of God) is both one of the most sacred books in India and also one of the most profound statements of yoga. In the West many of us find that karma yoga is the most suitable practice, and the Bhagavad Gita is unparalleled as a statement of this form, i.e., the yoga of conscious service. Through reflection on the text and the many commentaries (Krishna Prem, Gandhi, etc.), we can evolve a perceptual framework which allows us to transmute daily life experience into a vehicle for liberation.” 
Ram Dass’s workshop was held in a building on Pearl Street in downtown Boulder. Photos and videos show a plain, whitewashed, cement-block building. There was a big stage, Ram Dass recalls, to accommodate the many musicians who took part in the program at one time or another (including K. K. Sah,1 an extraordinary kirtan singer, who came from India for the workshop).
Naropa essentially offered Ram Dass free rein as to the topic for his workshop; so why did he choose to teach about the Gita? Ram Dass says, “Maharajji was always giving away copies of two books:The Ramayana and the Bhagavad Gita. Since those were the books he seemed to think were most important, I felt it behooved me to learn as much as I could about them. Through being around Maharajji and spending so much time at his temples, I felt I had absorbed at least some understanding of the Ramayana. Teaching this course at Naropa seemed like an opportunity to plumb more deeply into the other book, the Gita.” 
Ram Dass had a second motive for focusing on the Gita, as the course description suggests, and that was his appreciation for its unique appropriateness to our own cultural circumstances. The philosophy of the Gita is one that turns out to be especially suitable for us in the West, because instead of encouraging us to turn away from the world, it turns our lives in the world into our spiritual work. We don’t have much room in our society for wandering mendicant monks, or many caves where sadhus can hang out. We’re a culture of “doers,” and so, as the course description pointed out, “Many of us find that karma yoga is the most suitable practice.” 
Ram Dass prepared intensively for the seminar. He had an old school bus, which he’d outfitted as a camper,2 and he spent the two months before the workshop living alone, out in the desert, immersing himself in the Gita. He spent his time reading the Gita, meditating on the Gita, studying commentaries on the Gita. He had with him some half dozen or so different translations of the Gita, and he read and reread them all. He typed out the text of the Gita, with big spaces between each of the verses, where he wrote comments about the slokas. He stayed at Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument in Arizona for a while, and then at Joshua Tree National Park in California; he said, “I gave the first version of the Gita lectures to the jackrabbits that were hanging around the bus.” 
At Naropa, Ram Dass’s class alternated evenings with a class called “The Tibetan Buddhist Path,” taught by Trungpa Rinpoche. Although Ram Dass and Rinpoche deeply respected one another, their teachings were widely divergent in style and approach. 
Trungpa’s teachings were rooted in his lineage, and they followed a traditional Buddhist intellectual approach, with exact categories and precise definitions. Ram Dass’s teachings were devotional, rooted in the intuitive and less tightly structured. Ram Dass said, “Trungpa was teaching about meditation and emptiness, and I was teaching about devotion and the guru. The students felt like they were at a tennis match!”
There were over a thousand registered students in Ram Dass’s workshop. Although students were supposed to register for one course or the other, there were many “crossover” students who came to Ram Dass’s workshop and vice versa; and while most of them came simply to hear what Ram Dass had to say, some were Trungpa partisans who came to needle Ram Dass. Ram Dass remarked at one point that he had received “lots of letters from you, with many qualitative judgments about me.” 
There were no ill feelings between the two teachers; in fact, at the end of the summer Trungpa offered Ram Dass a place on the Naropa faculty. Trungpa said that that kind of diversity was good for the students. But the students themselves were more factional in their feelings; the conflicts came to be known around Naropa as “the Holy Wars.” 
In an interesting way, those circumstances turned out to be uniquely fortunate for Ram Dass’s workshop. Rameshwar Das wrote, “The confluence of Buddhism, Hinduism and America in Boulder that summer was chaotic but profoundly unifying. Trungpa and Ram Dass teasing each other on stage provided great humor and lightness, and the contrast between Buddhist clarity of intellect and the Bhakti heart has never been better illumined.”  The situation imposed a more rigorous standard of expression on Ram Dass’s teaching. If preparing for the workshop deepened Ram Dass’s understanding of the Gita, teaching the workshop honed his formulation of that understanding.
In teaching about the Gita, Ram Dass was exploring one of the most significant and influential books in Indian culture. Mahatma Gandhi wrote of the Gita, “When doubts haunt me, when disappointments stare me in the face and I see no ray of hope on the horizon, I turn to the Bhagavad Gita and find a verse to comfort me, and I immediately begin to smile in the midst of overwhelming sorrow. Those who meditate on the Gita will derive fresh joy and new meaning from it every day.” 
The influence of the Gita has not been limited to India; it has touched the West as well. Henry David Thoreau said that in comparison with the Gita, “our modern world and its literature seem puny and trivial.”  Ralph Waldo Emerson called it “the first of books . . . the voice of an old intelligence.” 
It is believed that the Bhagavad Gita was written sometime during the first millennium B.C., and later inserted into a much vaster and probably much older work, the Mahabharata. 
The Mahabharata is not, strictly speaking, Hindu scripture (as are the Vedas and the Upanishads), but one of some twenty Indian epics, called the Puranas. The Puranas contain the stories of the lives of the various incarnations or living manifestations of God: there is the Brahma Purana, and the Garuda Purana, and the Linga Purana, and so on. And among those are the two so-called Mahapuranas, or Great Puranas: they are the Mahabharata and the Ramayana. The two Mahapuranas are woven so deeply into the culture, life, and thought of India that one pundit said, “The Mahabharata and the Ramayana are India.” 
In the middle of that great tale of the Mahabharata we find the Bhagavad Gita, said to contain “the essence of Hinduism.”  Historically speaking, the Gita did, in fact, represent Hinduism’s response to certain Buddhist ideas that were exerting increasing influence on Indian thought at the time. The Gita specifically addressed the Buddhist emphasis on disengagement from the world as the primary path to God. In place of that, the Gita offered a practice of action in the world as a method for coming into unity.
The Gita is at once an instruction manual for living a spiritual life and a profound, ecstatic vision of the ultimate nature of God. There are many beautiful English versions of the Gita, but the one chosen for the Naropa workshop was the translation by Juan Mascaro. Ram Dass said, “I picked the Mascaro text because it’s delightfully easy to work with. It is, in some ways, wanting in its profundity of interpretation, its sophistication from a Sanskrit point of view; but it doesn’t seem to have as many axes to grind as some of the other translations do. And I confess: I also chose it because it was the one that happened to be available in the temple where I lived in India in 1969, and so it was my first introduction to the Bhagavad Gita. And you know how you always get hooked on your first love!”
Although Ram Dass’s lectures at Naropa (and by extension, this book) were based on the Gita, it would be a mistake to think that they were about the Gita in the usual sense. What Ram Dass offered at Naropa was not a scholarly exegesis on the Gita, or an analysis of its text, but a series of riffs on the Gita’s major topics. 
The themes of the Gita were the launching pad for what turned out to be Ram Dass’s quintessential teaching on applied Hinduism. His premise is that the Gita outlines a series of practices that taken together comprise a complete yoga for living our lives as a spiritual act. Ram Dass’s accomplishment in the workshop was to shape those practices into a form that we as Westerners could understand and adopt.
This book is derived from transcriptions of the lectures Ram Dass gave at Naropa. It is both historical document and perennial philosophy. The workshop was a unique blend of metaphysics and methods, and so this book is also a rich weave of philosophy and practice. Ram Dass presents a vision of where we’re going, and he also teaches us about the path for getting there.
Ram Dass’s lectures were only part of the participants’ experience of the workshop. Each student received a copy of a syllabus, which presented a series of experiential exercises, through which the participants could begin “bringing the Gita back home,” so to speak. The introduction to the syllabus stated, “In addition to the lectures, this course includes a number of exercises designed to provide experiences which can evolve into a complete sadhana (a program of spiritual practices), based on the Gita.”  Participants set up puja tables in their rooms; they made their own malas and chanted with them. They took silent meditative walks, and they practiced hatha yoga asanas. There were eating meditations, and journal-writing exercises, and all-night chants. And every afternoon there were discussion circles, led by Ram Dass’s staff of teaching assistants. In short, what the workshop provided was the opportunity and the encouragement to focus intensively for a time on cultivating the spiritual side of things; it provided a space to plunge deeply into spiritual practice.
Emerging as it did from the workshop, which was a participatory experience, this book presents you with a choice. The first possibility is to take it simply as a book to read. Great!—you’ll find it’s a wonderful book. It’s Ram Dass’s most profound teaching on the nature and practice of Hinduism, and his insights and observations will deepen your understanding of the Gita and its message.
But you’ll find there is another option available. You can engage with this book in a way that makes it personal. 
You can take it to be a kind of do-it-yourself workshop; it can be a path to enter, a way of coming into a new relationship with your life. Taken that way, you’ll discover that the book presents you with a delicious array of opportunities, with descriptions of practices, and little samplers of various techniques. Should you find yourself drawn to one or another of the methods, there is a wealth of resources to help you get started. The syllabus from the workshop is one such resource. There is also a supplementary syllabus, comprised of some instructions and examples of practices presented during the workshop. The resources guide will lead you to books, CDs, tapes, videos, and websites. It’s a rich offering.
So what started life as a series of lectures given to a family of jackrabbits in the California desert has morphed into the book that you are holding in your hands. It’s a book that represents Ram Dass’s deepest wisdom about one of India’s most profound spiritual texts. It shows us the way those of us here, in this contemporary Western culture, can translate the yogas taught by the Bhagavad Gita into a living spiritual practice of our own.
Marlene Roeder, editor

 
 
Offer in thy heart all thy works to me,
and see me as the End of thy love,
take refuge in the Yoga of reason,
and ever rest thy soul in me.
 
Bhagavad Gita, ch.18, verse 57
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Ram Dass’s Lecture Notes: A portion of Ram Dass’s handwritten notes, with an overview of some of the themes of the course.

Introduction
This is a book that is based on a course about an ancient Hindu text, which was taught at a Buddhist university, by a Jew who has a great love for Christ and Muhammad—so you can imagine what you’re in for!
When I say this is “about an ancient Hindu text,” I don’t want to mislead you. This isn’t really a book “about” the Bhagavad Gita. It isn’t an analysis of the Gita, or a commentary on the Gita, or anything like that. Rather, it’s a series of reflections about the major themes of the Gita—themes that touch on the various yogas, or paths for coming to union with God, that the Gita investigates. It’s an attempt to look at how those yogas might be relevant to our own lives, in this day and age.
The Buddhist part of the equation, Naropa, was an institution founded by Trungpa Rinpoche, a tulku of a Tibetan Buddhist lineage. But it was an institution concerned as much with the development of the intellect as with its Buddhist lineage, with scholarship as much as with tradition. And that presented me with a number of interesting challenges, because my course on the Gita was primarily concerned with issues of the heart—with the devotional and karmic-yogic aspects of life. Mine was not “the thinking man’s” course.
I should point out that I’m not anti-intellectual. I think the intellect is a beautiful instrument that can be used very productively, when one isn’t attached to the idea that thinking is what it’s all about. But we are coming out of a kind of sickness here in the West, a sickness in the way in which we have overthought, the way in which we have been intellectually way ahead of our hearts’ and our bodies’ wisdom. We’re just now learning how to quiet down a bit, and get it all together, which means that people who are trying to work with the intellect as their primary yoga are dealing with a very hot fire. I honor them, but it isn’t my own major path.
Besides feeling a little intellectually out of place, I had some other qualms about my plans for the course. In talking with Swami Muktananda (a very beautiful holy man from India) just before I went to Naropa to teach that summer, I expressed to him my feeling of presumptuousness at attempting to teach about the Gita. What could I possibly have to say about it? Most people in India probably know more about it than I do. In India, many ordinary people are great scholars, really, who have made extensive studies of the Gita. Often in India I’ve gotten into long, philosophical discussions about the Gita with a railway conductor, or a sweeper—people who, when they’ve finished with whatever job they do for a living each day, do their important work, which is studying spiritual books like the Gita or the Ramayana.
So I was telling Swami Muktananda that I thought I was being a little presumptuous in imagining that I had anything to teach about the Gita, and in response, he told me this story.
Krishna, at one stage of his incarnation as an avatar, was a beautiful, young boy (something you’ll need to know to understand this tale). Now there was a great student of the Gita, an old man. He was so intent on studying the Gita that he had stopped doing all of his work; he wouldn’t do anything but read the Gita all day long. Soon he and his wife were without food. His wife was very harsh with him, saying, “You have a duty to go out and bring food home for the family.”  She kept pressing him, making his life very difficult, but he’d just go off into the woods and study the Gita every day.
One day, as he sat in the woods studying the Gita, the old man came across a line in the book in which Krishna said, “If you offer all of your devotion to me, you need worry about nothing in the world. It will all be taken care of.”  And the man thought, “Well isn’t that a peculiar line? I mean, here I am, totally devoted to the Gita, to Krishna, but my wife and I have no food, and she’s all upset with me. It says right here that if I am devoted to the Gita, everything will be taken care of. Why isn’t everything being taken care of? Could there possibly be something wrong with the Gita?” At that point he took his pen and drew a line through that sentence, because he wasn’t sure about it.
Now at that moment, back at his house, there was a knock at the door. The wife went to the door and there stood a handsome young man, with bags of rice and of lentils and of flour—huge bags, a supply to last for many months.
The wife said, “Who are you? What is all this?”
The young man said, “This is for the family of somebody who studies the Gita.” 
As the young man started to carry the bags of food into the house, the wife noticed that his shirt was open, and that there was a wound on his chest, with blood oozing out of the wound. She said to him, “What happened? Who did this to you?”
He said, “This was done to me by a man studying the Gita out in the woods.”  He said no more, put down the bags of food, and left.
When the husband came back home and saw all the food, he asked his wife about it. She said, “You know, the most peculiar thing happened.”  She proceeded to tell him about the young man’s visit, and she said, “When I looked at him, I saw there was blood coming out of a wound on his chest. And when I asked him how it had happened, he said it had been done by a man studying the Gita out in the woods.” 
At that point, Swami Muktananda told me, the old man realized what had happened, and he fainted. Because he saw that when he had underlined the book out of his sense of doubt, he had wounded the body of Krishna. Swami Muktananda said, “You see, you have to understand:The Gita isn’t a book about Krishna—the Gita is Krishna.”  And then he said to me, “You don’t have to worry about teaching the Gita—that’s none of your business. 
The Gita will teach itself. Krishna will do it in spite of you.”  So I felt I was taken off the hook by Swami Muktananda.
One important reason why I agreed to teach at Naropa that summer was because I wanted to honor its founder, Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche, and the lineage he represented. Once we here in the West began to turn our attention to consciousness and the spirit, we discovered that there were traditions that had been concerning themselves with those questions for a long, long time. Trungpa represented one of those exquisitely pure traditions or lineages.
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Ram Dass and Chögyam Trungpa: Chögyam, the Tibetan founder of Naropa and a graduate of Oxford, and Ram Dass, the Harvard social scientist, would hold colloquia in the afternoons and debate the fine points of bhakti, or devotional practice, versus Tibetan Mahayana Buddhism. It was a very playful exchange, but behind the laughter both shared a deep understanding of dharma and an appreciation for one another’s spiritual paths.
We in the West seem to have become very reactive toward traditional religious forms, which I think comes from the way we’ve seen rituals and ceremonies used as ends in themselves—as a mechanical, ritualistic priestcraft, with the living spirit gone out of it. That has certainly happened in the East, and it’s happened in Western religions as well.
A lot of us now have come through a time of throwing over one tradition after another. In this culture, we’ve thrown over sexual traditions; we’ve thrown over traditional social relations concerning marriage and the family; we’ve thrown over traditions about economics and working conditions; we’ve overthrown all kinds of political traditions. In most cases, that’s come out of a healthy awakening to the deadness of the existing structures. But somehow we’ve gotten a little lost in thinking that traditions per se are bad, when maybe what’s needed is not to throw them away, but to reawaken them. I think that one of our challenges now is to become sophisticated enough not to throw out the baby with the bathwater.
I have gone to a lot of traditional religious ceremonies in both the East and the West. 
You go into a church or a temple, and often what you see is that everybody’s going through the motions: they go through the ritual as if they were checking off their shopping lists at the supermarket. They may be singing wonderful songs about resurrection and rebirth, but nothing’s happening. The ceremony and the ritual originally came out of living spirit, but that’s gotten lost in the shuffle, and what’s left is just the mechanical stuff.
But now if I come back to it with eyes that are tuned to other planes of consciousness, and if I can center and not get lost in my old reactions to the situation, suddenly there it all is: Living Spirit again. I think that we are all being prepared—all of us—to serve in that capacity of reinvesting our society with Living Spirit. And that happens through our becoming Living Spirit—because the only thing you really transmit to another person is your Being. The fancy words don’t mean a thing.
In that awakening process we’re all going through, there are various stages, levels in the evolution of consciousness, and some of those stages are characterized in the Gita, as we trace Arjuna’s awakening through the eighteen chapters of the book. First there’s despair, then there’s possibility, then there’s the beginning of awakening. Then comes the opening of the mystic vision, and the deepening of the direct experience—that’s in chapters 7 through 12. Then comes the last part, which happens when the faith is strong: there’s an opening to the deeper wisdom. That’s the way the phases of the journey are spelled out in the Gita.
We represent among us many different levels of consciousness. It’s not a matter of better or worse, we’re just at various stages of the trip. Some of us are just beginning to feel the first touch of unease, a little discomfort with the way the game’s been going. And at the other end of the scale, some of us are so drunk with the bliss of mystic visions that it’s all we can do to stay here and not go running off to a cave!
As we move through levels of consciousness, we find that our understanding about the nature of our lives changes. Just to get the flavor of the transformation, let’s listen to the statements of some of the beings who have gone the whole journey. For example, this is Jakob Böhme, the Christian mystic, speaking: “The external world, or the external life, is not a valley of suffering for those who enjoy it, but only for those who know of a higher life. The animal enjoys animal life, the intellect the intellectual realm. But he who has entered into regeneration recognizes his terrestrial existence as a burden and a prison.”  1
Kabir said: “Dancing is not for me any more. The mind no longer plays the tune. The vessel of desire is broken, the gown of desire has become frayed. Parts enough have I played; I can act no more. Friends and companions have all forsaken me. God’s name alone I now have.” 2
And Thomas Merton: “The lightning flashes from east to west, illuminating the whole horizon and striking where it pleases, and at the same instant, the instant liberty of God flashes in the depths of a man’s soul, and he is illumined. At that moment he sees that, though he seems to be in the middle of his journey, he has already arrived at the end. Although he is a traveler in time, he has opened his eyes for a moment in eternity.”  3
Each of those is a statement of the possibility inherent in human consciousness. And while some of them may be spoken in ways that are difficult for us to hear just now, perhaps in the course of exploring the Gita we will start to have a new perspective on things. 
We may notice that our primary identification is no longer with the plane of reality that we started out with; we may notice that we are already participants in another realm or plane of consciousness, which has become more real to us than the one we left behind. (This new realm, too, will turn out to be an illusion, of course . . . but that will come in its own due time.)
As we start to reperceive the nature of our lives through a book like the Gita, it gets harder to play out some of our old social roles. I remember when that began to happen for me: It was back at Harvard in the early sixties. 
Tim Leary and I were doing research on psychedelics under the umbrella of the university, and Harvard was getting a little concerned, because we had just ordered half a million dollars’ worth of LSD from Switzerland. So the university set up a “watchdog committee.”  It was unheard of for faculty members to watch over each other, but Harvard was getting pretty desperate. I was on that committee, actually, and we couldn’t agree on anything; finally, some of the members took things in their own hands, and arranged a public meeting to put down our work. The thrust of the meeting was that we were not being “scientific”—mainly, they said, because we were ingesting the chemicals ourselves, and how could you be a “scientist” when you were changing your perceptual viewpoint in the midst of your observations?
Now there is, in fact, a very rich tradition in psychology called “introspectionism,” which deals with inner experience, but it was held in very low repute in those days because of the takeover of psychology by the behaviorists. Behaviorism had embraced physics as its model for the study of the human mind, and so it rejected anything that could not be seen from the outside. Our interest in presenting the things that were happening  inside of us as the data in our experiments flew in the face of all that behaviorist theory.
At the meeting,Timothy took the stand and said, “You’re wrong— I am a scientist. 
You people just don’t understand what real science is.”  He argued that they were persecuting scientific inquiry because of their own preconceptions.
Now, Timothy happens to have been a darned good philosopher of science, and I think he had a very good argument, but it wasn’t quite the same as mine. The most powerful things that had ever happened to me were happening to me through our Saturday night sessions with psychedelics, and somehow that was more real to me than what I was teaching on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. I was not sure, though, that I could make the point about our scientific methodology, so I took a stance very different from Timothy’s. I said, “Ladies and gentlemen, you’re absolutely right. I am no longer a scientist. I’m turning in my badge. From now on, I should be considered a ‘datum.’ I’m the data, and you may study me, to see what happened to him who ‘did that in the sixties.’ You can be the scientists; you can have that role. I give it up. I really don’t want it anymore.” 
Why didn’t I want it? Because I’d discovered it’s a drag. If I adopt that role, I’ve got to sit in intellectual judgment on everything that comes to me. I’ve got to say, “Will I accept this? What is its statistical likelihood? What is the probability of its recurrence?” I’ve got to live inside a probabilistic model, and sit with a skeptical stance of doubt.
I had realized I didn’t want to do that anymore. I wanted to be at the place where, later on, when I sat in a village in India, and heard people tell me miracle stories that would set off the doubt alarms in all my Western scientific friends, I could say, “Yeah! Of course! Far out!”—and mean it! I had realized I’d rather cultivate faith than skepticism. It was a new definition of who I am.
Now, we have been talking about this whole process as a transformation, as an evolution of consciousness. But maybe it’s less a matter of evolving or changing, than of simply acknowledging who we already are. The way I see it is that there are states of consciousness that are always available to us if we have not veiled ourselves from them through our attachment to our own thoughts. All of it is always available to all of us—but whether we know that or not (or, better, the degree to which we know it) depends on who we think we are. What the Gita does, then, is to present us with a template for expanding our definitions of who we are, and therefore for appreciating our lives in a whole new context.
P. D. Ouspensky said an interesting thing—he said: “I found that the chief difficulty for most people was to realize they really heard new things—that is, things that they had never heard before. They kept translating what they heard into their habitual language. They had ceased to hope and believe that there might be anything new.”  4 He’s reminding us of how hard it is to open to something new without immediately labeling it in terms of our old formulas, our old attachments.
I’d like to encourage you to come to our exploration of the Gita being open to the possibility of hearing something new—that is, being open to a new perspective, to a new understanding of how we might perceive and live our lives. The Gita is Krishna, remember, and Krishna is a manifestation of our own inner being, so opening to the study of the Gita will open us, in a profound way, to our own deeper selves.
In what I’m going to be saying now, I’ll have to assume that you’re familiar with the Bhagavad Gita, at least in a general way. If you haven’t read it yet, I encourage you to do so; it will only take you about three or four hours. I would suggest that you read it through that first time just as a very interesting story: Who is Krishna? Who is Arjuna? And how do they find themselves in this peculiar predicament, sitting in a chariot, out on a battlefield?
I would further suggest that you plan to read the Gita twice more. I would suggest that you read it again after we have finished our discussion in chapter 1 about the basic conflict in which Arjuna finds himself, and after you have personalized that conflict sufficiently so as to understand what his predicament is. I suggest you read it that time identifying with Arjuna; that is, once you have figured out what your own conflict is, your own spiritual struggle, then use that as the framework, and listen to Krishna telling you how it all is regarding your own battleground.
Then, when you are ready, may I suggest a third reading of the Gita, in which you read it identifying with Krishna. Because that, in fact, is also who you truly are.
Now, that last reading may raise some interesting problems for you. If you are Krishna, then you are the Gita. Maybe you’ll be reading along, and you’ll come to a line and you’ll think to yourself, “I would never say that!” But the fact is, the Gita does say that, and we’re supposed to be taking Krishna’s perspective. What to do?
This is where your spiritual exercises come in, like the ones we’ll be talking about or the ones in the syllabus. For instance, you might work with your perplexities through a practice like contemplation:You sit down in front of your puja table or in any quiet space; you take both the line as it’s written and the line as you think it ought to be, and you sit with both those thoughts. 
The process will show you exactly where you’re hanging on. You’ll think, “I never would have said that!” Ah!— there it is. That’s the one! Who is the “I” who would never have said that? Where is the clinging? Those are the lines that will turn out to be the richest ones for you, because they will show you where you’re holding on, where your secret stash of attachment lies.
Implicit in the suggestion that you use an exercise like contemplation to go deeper with your third reading of the Gita is a more general thought about the way you might want to approach this exploration. Since this book emerged within the context of a workshop, it includes suggestions for practices, like the contemplation exercise we just talked about. The practices offer an opportunity to expand your experience outside the covers of a book, and to engage with the material in a deeper way. 
The practices can profoundly enrich your appreciation of the way the Gita’s teachings work.
Here’s another example: journal keeping. Since going through this experience will, in a way, be like going on a journey of exploration, you might want to consider keeping a journal as you make your way through this book. When you travel, don’t you keep little journals of all the far-out things that happen to you? Writing about those things can be useful, in showing you transformations that might otherwise slide by or be forgotten. Something that puzzles you this week may seem crystal clear a few weeks from now, and that’s interesting to notice. Or something that happens through your reading disconfirms some cherished belief system; if you don’t write it down, you might selectively forget it, in order to keep your ego-sense consistent. 
That’s why journals and diaries can be very useful devices.
(Maharajji, my guru, always kept a diary. Every day he would close himself up in his room and write two pages in his diary. Now, you might wonder, “What would a guru’s diary be like? What would he write in it?” Would it be “I saw this many people today. . . . I gave them ‘the touch.’ . . . I spent the afternoon with Krishna and Rama and Christ. . . . Christ is looking much better these days”? What would he put in a diary? After Maharajji had left his body, we were finally shown the diaries. For each day, there would be the date, and the name of the place where Maharajji was staying; and then there would be two pages where the major events of the day were written: “Ram, Ram, Ram, Ram, Ram, Ram, Ram, Ram, Ram, Ram, Ram, Ram, Ram, Ram . . .” —on and on, for two pages. The name of God was all that seemed to have been relevant that day. And the next day. And the next.)
If you decide to keep a journal, please start right away; you’ll find it’s much more useful if you do it continuously, right from the outset. You can use it to record your reflections about lines in the Gita, or examples of the ways you personalize the teachings of the Gita through your own experience. 
You can add quotes or pictures. Some of the journals I’ve seen over the years are incredibly beautiful, filled with artwork, with wonderful poetry, with all the stuff of our ruminating minds.
So keeping a journal is one more way you might consider deepening your participation in this journey. There will be more suggestions as we go along, so you can jump into the whole process at whatever level of involvement feels right for you. 
You can simply read this book, and maybe find in it some thoughtful perspectives about the Gita and about Hinduism. Or you can personalize it, you can use it in a different way: you can dive into it as a spiritual exercise, with journals and puja tables and contemplation practices and all the meshuga stuff. Those are all like the side trips on a tour, and you can take as many or as few of the excursions as you’d like. It’s up to you to decide what feels right for you at this moment.
As we read the Gita, we’ll notice that it is designed in a very interesting way. Everything that really needs to be said is pretty much said in the first two chapters. After that, it’s said over and over again, but with more and more exquisiteness and with more and more detail. The whole book becomes like a spiral, and we find that we see the themes of the Gita from many different vantage points as it unfolds, and as our engagement with it deepens.
This book will unfold in the same way, with ideas appearing again and again in new contexts, and with methods and practices that complement and build on one another. That whole process will keep presenting us with new perspectives and new possibilities as we go along, and each one will be an invitation to go a little deeper, something coaxing us to awaken a little more.
And if this book really works, it will turn out that who you are at the end of it won’t be quite the same you as the one who’s reading these words right now.

1
Context and Conflict
Before we approach the Bhagavad Gita, we need to have a contextual framework for the way it fits into the Mahabharata, of which it’s a part. 
The Mahabharata is one of the two great Indian epics (the Ramayana being the other). The Mahabharata is a huge book—a typical edition runs to nearly six thousand pages. It is said to be the longest literary work in the world; it is seven times the length of The Iliad and The Odyssey combined, and the only unabridged English edition runs to twelve volumes. It’s thought to have been written somewhere between 500 and 200 B.C., and it covers a distant period of Indian history: tradition places the battle of Kurukshetra in 3102 B.C., although historians say it was probably more like 1400 B.C. when the events that inspired the Mahabharata took place.
At one level, the Mahabharata is an historical study of a kingdom; but at another level, it is an extraordinary symbological study of all human interactions, of all human emotions and motivations. It’s like an incredible psychology book cast in the form of a drama, and it’s written from a very conscious point of view, which means that although it can be read just for its romantic, melodramatic story line, it can also be read to uncover its deeper symbolism. And right in the middle of the Mahabharata, on the eve of the climactic battle between the kingdom’s two warring families, comes the dialogue between Krishna and Arjuna that’s called the Bhagavad Gita, or “the Song of God.” 
The story of the Mahabharata concerns the kingdom of Bharat, in northern India. The king of Bharat had two sons, Dhritarashtra and Pandu. Dhritarashtra was the elder brother, and ordinarily would have been next in line to inherit the throne after their father died; but he had been born blind, and the traditions of the time didn’t allow for a blind king, so Pandu became the king instead, and ruled the kingdom.
Now, what it is that Dhritarashtra’s blindness represents in the story is something that has been expounded upon with great relish by countless Hindu pundits over the centuries. Some say his blindness represents his attachment to his son, Duryodhana, which makes him blind to the dharma, blind to truth or to higher wisdom. Some say the blindness represents the nature of the human condition, which is blind because it lacks the higher intellect. 
The symbolism is very rich.
Pandu, the younger brother, the king, had two wives—Kunti and Madri—and he had five children by them. Of these five children (and these turn out to be the good guys, by the way—the Pandavas), Yuddhisthira was the eldest. 
Yuddhisthira was virtually the embodiment of dharma, although he did have one minor failing, which was that he gambled—he liked to play dice—and that, we will see, is what ultimately leads us to the predicament we find ourselves in at Kurukshetra. Bhima, Pandu’s second son, was very strong and rather reckless. Arjuna, the third, was pure, noble, chivalrous, and heroic; he turns out to be our hero in the Gita. And there were two younger sons, twins by Madri.
Dhritarashtra—the elder, blind brother—had a hundred children, all by one wife. (I know—a hundred children—but we’re just going to have to allow for these strange things in the Mahabharata. 
We make room for them in the Old Testament, with 120-year-old men having scores of children. So let’s just assume that things are different in different times.) Dhritarashtra’s wife, Gandhari, was incredibly devoted to him. She was so devoted that since he couldn’t see, she kept her own eyes bandaged throughout her entire married life, because she said that it would be unseemly for her to see when her husband was blind. That’s devoted!
Well, a few years into his reign, Pandu accidentally killed a Brahmin. Killing a Brahmin, even by accident, is a very bad thing to do, so to atone for it, Pandu retired to the forest to do tapasya (penances), leaving the kingdom in the care of Dhritarashtra. After some years, while he was still away in the forest, Pandu died as the result of a curse, and Dhritarashtra just went on ruling Bharat.
[image: image]
Ram Dass Blowing the Conch Shell: The conch shell is significant in Hindu symbology; the spiral form reflects the upward journey of the soul, and since the shell is one of the articles carried by Vishnu, the preserver of creation, its sound is considered auspicious. The conch shell is blown at the start of rituals such as arti to summon the deities and to awaken the power of Truth, which the shell represents.
As the children grew up, Duryodhana, Dhritarashtra’s eldest son, grew more and more jealous of Yuddhisthira, the eldest son of Pandu. You can see that the laws of succession would be a little hazy in this situation, but it looked as though Yuddhisthira, as the eldest Pandu son, was going to be the one to inherit the kingdom whenever Dhritarashtra died—and Duryodhana wanted it for himself. He pulled every dirty trick in the books to try to get it; the Mahabharata devotes hundreds of pages to descriptions of all the ways Duryodhana went about scheming to get rid of the Pandavas, so he could take over the kingdom. Finally, Duryodhana held a huge celebration, and invited all the Pandavas to attend. He had a magnificent palace built to house them, but he had it made of some very flammable material, and during the night, when he expected all the Pandavas to be asleep inside, he set the building afire. Luckily, the Pandavas had been forewarned by a loyal servant, and so they—the five boys and their mother—had escaped through an underground passage and gone off into the jungle, into hiding.
Now, just to give you a little more of the flavor of this story: While they were in hiding, living in a cave in the jungle, the Pandava boys heard that there was to be a swayamvara, a husband-selecting ceremony, for Draupadi, the beautiful daughter of a very high king, to find a suitable mate for her. All the princes would be there, of course, because they all wanted to marry this rich, beautiful lady.
At the gathering, a number of tasks were set for the would-be suitors: stringing a magical bow, shooting a target by looking at its reflection in a pool of water, feats like that. All the princes tried, and all the princes failed. Then this poor young Brahmin priest came along, and he easily accomplished all the tasks, one after the other. That was Arjuna in drag, of course. So Arjuna won Draupadi’s hand, and he and his brothers took her and headed back to their cave in the jungle.
As they approached the cave where they were living, the boys yelled out to Kunti, their mother, Come out, Ma! See what we have brought today!
Kunti was in the cave and couldn’t see her sons, but she called out, Whatever it be, share it equally among all of you. That’s a good thing for a mother to say to her five children—usually! But this time it meant that all five brothers ended up being the husbands of Draupadi—she had five husbands by the mother’s “boon.” 
Well, after some years in hiding, the Pandavas made their way back to the kingdom of Bharat, and Dhritarashtra (who wasn’t a bad guy, really—it was his son who was out of control) insisted that Duryodhana give them a piece of land to rule. Duryodhana, as you’d expect, picked out the worst piece of land in the kingdom to give to the Pandavas; it had nothing going for it. But in spite of that,Yuddhisthira and his brothers made a go of it, and created a very good kingdom, prosperous and well ruled. That just made Duryodhana more jealous than ever, of course; he grew insanely jealous, and all he could think about was plotting against the Pandavas.
Duryodhana remembered that Yuddhishthira, the oldest Pandava brother, really liked playing dice, so he challenged Yuddhisthira to a dice game, and got a crooked dice player to play opposite him. The two of them played out their dice game, and in the course of it Yuddhishthira lost everything: He lost his kingdom, he forfeited his brothers into servitude, he sold Draupadi down the river—everything he had, went.
Duryodhana was ecstatic! He was so haughty about what he’d done that he had Draupadi brought in, planning to strip her naked in front of the court, to shame her. But when he went to pull off her sari, he found that no matter how many saris he pulled away, there was always one more underneath. He had piles of saris everywhere, but Draupadi was still clothed, because she was protected by the purity of the dharma. (And, of course, Krishna, whom the Pandavas had met while they were off in hiding, was helping secretly, on the side.)
When Dhritarashtra heard about the episode with Draupadi, he was so embarrassed by his son’s behavior that he offered Draupadi three boons. She said,Well, for the first one, let my husbands go free, and for the second, give them back their weapons. And that’s enough—I won’t even need the third boon. They’ll be able to take care of things from there.” 
Well, Dhritarashtra kept his promise and freed the Pandavas; but as soon as the brothers were free, Duryodhana sucked Yuddhisthira into another dice game. (Yuddhisthira just never seems to learn, does he?) In this dice game, the losers (who, of course, turned out to be Yuddhisthira and his four brothers) had to go off and live in the jungle for twelve years. And then, in the thirteenth year, it got even worse: They had to hide out for that whole year, because if they were found by Duryodhana during the thirteenth year, they’d have to do still another twelve years in the jungle. But if they made it through all that, Duryodhana promised that at the end of their exile they’d get their kingdom back.
So back they went to the jungle. They did their twelve years, and in the thirteenth year, in order to hide out, they became servants to a king in a neighboring kingdom. Duryodhana tried everything to find them, but he couldn’t. At the end of the thirteenth year, they came back to Bharat and presented themselves before Duryodhana and said, “OK, we did it. Now we want our kingdom.” 
Duryodhana said, “ Tough. I’m keeping it.”  He said, “I wouldn’t even give you enough land to carry on the tip of a needle.” 
Now that is the background to the situation in which we find ourselves at the time when the events in the Bhagavad Gita are about to take place. That is, Duryodhana has finally pushed the Pandavas too far, and they have no choice now but to fight. Injustice has taken over their kingdom. Arjuna and his brothers have been cheated and lied to; truth has been trampled on. The dharma has to reassert itself—the good guys have to make a statement. War is their only recourse.
At this point in the story, an interesting event takes place: Arjuna and Duryodhana both go to Krishna, who happens to be God in an avataric form, and they both ask him for his help. In a kind of Solomon-like decision, Krishna says to them, “OK, here are your options: One of you can have  all of my weapons and all of my armies . . . and the other one can have me, but without any armies or weapons.”  Arjuna immediately says, “Well, I want you—forget about the armies.”  His mind was turned toward God, and so he said, “All I want is God on my side.” 
Well, Duryodhana was very pleased with that! He, being the worldly, adharmic fellow, said, “That’s perfect! I’m very happy. I get all the arms and all the might.”  So now the bad guys have this  huge army, while the good guys have a much smaller force. And Krishna, although he’s God, is only the charioteer for Arjuna—he’s not even carrying a bow.
At this point, let me introduce you to a little more of Krishna’s story, so we can see how he came to this moment on the battlefield. Krishna was the child of Vasudev and Devaki, and Devaki had a very mean brother named Kamsa. Kamsa was so mean that he put his own father in jail, just in order to take over the kingdom.
But mean though he was, Kamsa had a soft spot in his heart for his sister Devaki. So when she married Vasudev, Kamsa threw a big celebration for her, with a great feast, and afterward announced that he would drive the chariot himself to take the couple to their new home. While they were on their way there, however, a great voice suddenly spoke from the sky and said to Kamsa, “Beware! The eighth child of this couple will kill you.” 
Well, that, of course, freaked the brother completely! He was about to kill Devaki and Vasudev right on the spot, but they begged for their lives, and he finally relented. He said, OK, I won’t kill you. But you’ll have to agree to live in jail for the rest of your lives, and to give me all your children as soon as they’re born.
What could they do? They agreed.
So Devaki and Vasudev were imprisoned, and their first seven children were taken away the minute they were born. The first six were killed by Kamsa; the seventh has a complicated story of his own, which we won’t go into here.
When the time came for the eighth birth, Kamsa was especially wary. He put extra guards on duty at the prison, and he locked Vasudev and Devaki in chains. But as the time of the birth approached, the guards began to feel very sleepy, and they all dozed off. And then the baby was born. As he came out of the womb, the baby (who, of course, was Krishna) said, “Take me to Gokul, to Nanda’s house, and there you will find a girl-child. Substitute me for that baby girl.” 
Vasudev said, “How can I take you to Gokul? The doors are locked, and I’m in chains.”  At that point, Vasudev’s chains dropped away and the prison door flew open. Well, Vasudev felt that was a pretty clear message, so he took baby Krishna to Gokul and brought the baby girl back in his place. The guards woke up and saw the baby, and went to tell Kamsa. 
The wicked brother came to the cell, and thinking that the little girl was his sister’s child, he grabbed the baby by her feet, planning to throw her to the floor. But as he touched her feet, she flew out of his hands and up into the sky. As she was going, she called back, “I would have killed you, but you touched my feet; and even though you did that intending to kill me, I will treat it as though you were honoring me and let you go this time.”  Then she disappeared up into heaven.
That left baby Govinda (which is what Krishna was called as a child) over at the other house in Gokul, where he was raised by a simple village woman—Yasoda, the wife of Nanda. As Govinda was growing up, all sorts of miracles kept happening around him, but everybody just treated them as if they were hallucinations. I mean, how could anybody believe that they had the avatar of the ages living right there, in their village!
For instance, at one point somebody came to Krishna’s mother and said, “Yasoda, your little boy, Govinda, has been eating mud!”
Yasoda said, “That’s terrible! Come here, Govinda—open your mouth and let me see.”  Govinda opened his mouth, and Yasoda looked in . . . and there inside his mouth she saw the entire universe: all the galaxies, and all the stars, and all the planets—even a little Earth, with her and Govinda on it. 
Yasoda freaked completely! And then, the Puranas say, “Govinda, out of the compassion of his heart, veiled her eyes again with mother love.”  Isn’t that a beautiful image? So once again she saw only her child standing there, and she dismissed what she had seen. She said, “Why—I thought I saw . . . tsk, tsk! I’d better lie down, I think I’m feeling faint. ” You know how that goes.
When Govinda was still a tiny baby in the cradle, a demon was sent to kill him, and Govinda kicked the demon so hard that he went spinning into the air and was killed. 
The people of the village said, “Wasn’t it lucky the way that hurricane came and carried the demon away, so the baby wasn’t hurt?” When Krishna killed a huge poisonous snake that was living in the river, everyone said, “It’s a good thing that snake drowned before it could bite Krishna.”  Nobody could accept what was really going on, so they found other explanations for what they were experiencing. (Sound familiar?)
But even though everybody in Gokul dismissed the miracles, they couldn’t help being thoroughly charmed by Krishna. He was a cowherd as a boy, and he was very mischievous, very much the rascal, stealing butter, and teasing the village women. But he was hardly ever punished because he was so incredibly captivating. And, of course, he played a very good flute!
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