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The Bhagavad Gita contains a concise summary of the vast wisdom of the Vedic literature. Its influence has extended far beyond India and many people around the world have admired its spiritual message and progressive ideas. It’s also part of a gripping narrative. 

Bhagavad Gita originally appeared as a chapter within the Hindu epic the Mahabharata. The Gita is a conversation between Prince Arjuna and his chariot driver Lord Krishna. Arjuna and his brothers are preparing to fight their relatives in a war for sovereignty of their kingdom.

When people first encounter the Gita, they’re often surprised to find a spiritual book with a battlefield setting. God himself is advising Arjuna to fight a terrible war and the aim of the battle is apparently to gain material wealth and power. We expect spiritual activity to be peaceful and tolerant. The spiritual path is often presented as one which rejects violence, wealth and power and instead pursues higher ideals. 

This apparent contradiction is our introduction to the concept of dharma. Dharma takes some time for a Western mind to fully understand and appreciate. Arjuna is a member of the Kshatriya or ruling class. According to his dharma or duty, he has a responsibility to protect the citizens and uphold justice. The administration of a society is a practical necessity, someone must maintain order. This duty falls to the Kshatriya and sometimes that duty involves conflict.

Krishna doesn’t advise Arjuna to leave his present circumstances and travel to a mountaintop to meditate. Instead, he explains how everyone can combine their practical occupation with the goal of spiritual development. The spiritual advice of the Bhagavad Gita is very practical. A recurring theme in the Gita is how to act without attachment to the results. We’re advised to perform our duty, to do what is right, without considering personal profit or loss. By following our dharma in this way, our actions won’t bind us to this world, entangling us in our own schemes for exploitation.

Very few people can personally relate to the occupation of a warrior and the battleground setting, but the quintessential message of the Gita both includes and transcends how to live in this world. From the spiritual or universal point of view we’re all standing on a battlefield, the material world of birth and death. Like Arjuna, we must face the knowledge of our own mortality, as well as the mortality of those we love, our friends and relatives. The Gita confronts our common and urgent problem of suffering and death and gives us inspiration and hope.

While the teachings of the Gita are profound and spiritually transforming, one of the most charming features is the picture it paints of God’s personality. Lord Krishna isn’t an angry or domineering God waiting to punish you for your imperfections, but a God who is your dearest friend. A God who is willing to serve you by driving your chariot, standing by your side, ready to help you.

He gives you knowledge, not commands. Knowledge that will inspire you to rise up and bravely fight for what you decide is honourable and right. At the end of the Gita, after Krishna has explained the nature of the material world, the soul, God, and the various paths of yoga to achieve liberation from suffering, he says to Arjuna: “Now that you know what you need to know, you can choose what you want to do.”

This presentation of the Gita aims to convey the essential philosophical ideas of the Gita in clear modern language, rather than provide a word-for-word translation.

“Simply hearing this conversation with faith will liberate you from suffering and you will reach the abode of the virtuous souls.”

Chapter 18
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Chapter 1 – Arjuna’s Despair
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On the battlefield at Kurukshetra, two great armies have assembled. Their mighty legions stand facing one another, poised to engage in a civil war.

Within the opposing armies are the family members of the royal Kuru dynasty. Unable to reach a peaceful settlement, they have taken up their weapons to fight for sovereignty of their kingdom.

With a war cry like the roar of a lion, Bishma, the venerable grandfather of the Kuru dynasty, loudly sounded his conch shell.

Lord Krishna and Prince Arjuna, standing in a magnificent chariot drawn by white horses, loudly blew their divine conch shells.

All at once, a tumultuous vibration of conch shells, trumpets, drums and horns arose from the battlefield and resounded throughout the earth and the sky.

Seeing that the battle was about to start, Arjuna took up his bow and prepared to shoot his arrows. Observing the soldiers arranged for battle, Arjuna said,

Krishna, please draw my chariot between the two armies so I can see who is present here desiring to fight and those I must compete with in this battle.

At Arjuna’s request, Lord Krishna positioned the chariot between the opposing armies and said, Behold Arjuna, all the members of the Kuru dynasty who are assembled here for battle.

Within both the armies, Arjuna saw his grandfathers, fathers, uncles, cousins, brothers, sons, grandsons, teachers and friends. Seeing all his relatives and friends gathered on the battlefield, Arjuna was overcome with pity and he said, 

O Krishna, as I look at all my relatives and friends standing before me so eager to fight, I feel the strength draining from my limbs and my mouth is becoming parched. I am trembling and the hairs on my body are standing on end.

My bow is slipping from my weakened hand and my skin is burning. I cannot maintain my composure any longer. My head is spinning and I see bad omens. Nothing good can come from killing my relatives in this battle.

I have no desire for victory, sovereignty or the enjoyments of a kingdom. What is the value of a kingdom, royal pleasures or even life itself, when those for whom we desire these things are standing on this battlefield?

My relatives and friends are present before me ready to risk their wealth and their lives. Even if they want to kill me, I have no desire to kill them.

I am unwilling to fight with them in exchange for the entire universe, much less for a kingdom on this earth. Misfortune will overcome us if we kill our teachers and guardians even though they are adversaries.

O Krishna, how can we take the lives of our own relatives? What peace or happiness could we gain by killing our own family?

Greed has overpowered these men, so they cannot see the error in killing their family and destroying the dynasty. But we are aware of the consequences of such actions, so how can we perform such terrible deeds?

My dear Krishna, destroying the dynasty causes the traditional spiritual practices of the family to be lost and thus irreligion permeates the family.

Destroying the spiritual practices of the family ruins the civilised culture of society, as well as the noble lineage. Those who destroy family and religious traditions always reside in a hellish situation.

It is regrettable that we have resolved to commit such terrible and evil deeds. Because of greed for royal power and pleasure, we are prepared to kill our relatives and friends.

I would prefer to die without drawing my weapon or defending myself than to fight with any of them. Then Arjuna cast aside his bow and arrows and sank down on the chariot, his heart overwhelmed with sorrow.
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Seeing that Arjuna was overwhelmed with grief and his eyes were brimming with tears, Lord Krishna said,

Arjuna, how has this illusion overcome you at such a crucial moment? This attitude is inappropriate for a nobleman who understands the civilised ideals of life. You will not achieve honour by behaving in this way, it will only bring you disgrace.

Do not surrender to this demeaning cowardice. It will injure your courageous reputation. O great hero, abandon this miserly weakness and arise for battle!  

Arjuna said, Krishna, these men deserve my worship, how can I attack them with arrows? I would rather survive as a beggar, than gain a kingdom by killing honourable men who are my superiors.

If we kill them, we will enjoy royal pleasures stained with their blood. I do not know which is worse – victory or defeat, because if we kill our relatives and friends, we would no longer wish to live.

I am confused about my real duty and I am distraught over the destruction of our dynasty, so I am turning to you for guidance. Would you tell me which course of action is best? Please advise me.

Even if I win unchallenged sovereignty over the entire earth and dominion over the gods in heaven, I will not be able to overcome this debilitating grief. After speaking in this way, Arjuna declared, “Krishna, I will not fight” and then he was silent.

Lord Krishna was smiling as he said to the despondent Arjuna, You are speaking with such wise words while mourning for things undeserving of sorrow. The wise do not mourn for the living or the dead.

There has never been a time when you, or I, or any of us, did not exist; and there will never be a time in the future when we will cease to exist.

The soul remains unchanged while the body transforms from childhood, to youth, to old age. Similarly, the soul travels into another body at death. These bodily changes do not confuse the wise.

The body and the senses produce feelings of heat and cold, pleasure and pain. These sensations are temporary, they come and go, and you must endure them.

If you can remain undisturbed by the experiences of the senses and equal in both joy and sorrow, you will be qualified for immortality.

Those who seek the truth have analysed the nature of the eternal and the temporary. They have concluded that a changeable object has no eternal existence, and an eternal object is not subject to destruction or change.

The soul pervading the entire body cannot be destroyed. The soul is eternal, indestructible and immeasurable. It is only the physical body that can be destroyed. So arise Arjuna, and fight.

Anyone who thinks the soul can kill or be killed does not understand the true nature of the soul. The soul is never born and it never dies. Having once existed, the soul never ceases to exist.

The soul is immortal and indestructible
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