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Introduction

 

Vālmīki
Rāmāyaṇa,
Araṇya-kāṇḍa,
Chapter 36:

tam tathā śoka santaptam
vilapantam anāthavat ।

mohena mahatā
āviṣṭam paridyūnam
acetanam ॥ 

tataḥ saumitriḥ āśvāsya muhūrtāt iva
lakṣmaṇaḥ ।

rāmam saṃbodhayāmāsa caraṇau ca abhipīḍayan

“Rāma bewailing thus, like
one who had no protector, being stricken with grief and overwhelmed
by great illusion appeared impoverished and lifeless. 
Thereafter, Lakṣmaṇa, the son
of Sumitra, lovingly pressing His lotus feet, instantly reassured
Him thus:” (66.1-2)

mahatā tapasā rāma mahatā
ca api karmaṇā ।

rājñā daśarathena asi
labdho amṛtam iva
amaraiḥ

“Like the demigods obtaining ambrosia, King
Daśaratha, after performing great austerities and great deeds,
obtained You as a son.” (66.3)

tava caiva
guṇaiḥ baddhaḥ tvat
viyogāt mahipatiḥ ।

rājā devatvam āpanno bharatasya yathā
śrutam

“Being attached to Your qualities, the king,
as we have heard from Bharata, attained the divine nature due to
separation from You.” (66.4)

yadi duḥkham idam prāptam kākutstha na
sahiṣyase
।

prākṛtaḥ
ca alpa sattvaḥ
ca itaraḥ
kaḥ sahiṣyati

“O Kakutstha, if You are unable to tolerate
this distress, then how will the common person or the meager be
able to tolerate it?” (66.5)

āśvasihi
naraśreṣṭha
prāṇinaḥ kasya na
āpada ।

saṃspṛśanti agnivat rājan
kśaṇena vyapayānti
ca

“Tell me, O best of men, which living
entities aren't affected by danger, which is like a fire that
catches on and then eventually vanishes?” (66.6)

duḥkhito hi bhavān lokān tejasā yadi
dhakṣyate
।

ārtāḥ prajā nara vyāghra kva nu yāsyanti
nir।hvṛtim

loka svabhāva eva
eṣa
yayātiḥ nahuṣa
ātmajaḥ ।

gataḥ śakreṇa sālokyam anayaḥ tam samaspṛśat

“My Lord, if, through Your
effulgence, You set the entire planet ablaze and put it into a
distressful situation, where will the distressed citizens go, O
tiger among men, for solace? This [having to deal with temporary
setbacks] is certainly characteristic of this world. Even King
Yayāti, the son of Nahuṣa, after ascending to the heavenly
planets of Indra was touched with inauspiciousness.”
(66.7-8)

mahāṛṣi yaḥ vasiṣṭhaḥ
tu yaḥ
pituḥ napurohitaḥ ।

ahnā putra śatam jajñe tathaiva asya punar
hatam

“Vasiṣṭha, who is a
mahārṣi and our
father’s priest, begot one hundred sons in one day, only to see
them slain again in one day.” (66.9)

yā ca iyam jagato mātā
sarva loka namaskṛtā ।

asyāḥ ca calanam bhūmeḥ dṛśyate kosaleśvara

“O Lord of Kośala, even the Earth, who is
the mother of the world and respected by everyone, suffers distress
in the form of earthquakes.” (66.10)

yau dharmau jagatām netre
yatra sarvam pratiṣṭhitam ।

āditya candrau
grahaṇam
abhyupetau mahābalau

“Even the mighty sun and moon, who are the
eyes of the world, the epitomes of virtue and duty, and in whom the
whole world is situated, have to suffer through eclipses.”
(66.11)

sumahānti api bhūtāni
devāḥ ca
puruṣa
ṛṣabha
।

na daivasya
pramuṃcanti sarva
bhūtāni dehinaḥ

“O best among men, what to speak of demigods
and even great beings [planets] - every living entity who accepts a
material body becomes subject to the influence of destiny.”
(66.12)

śakra
ādiṣu api
deveṣu vartamānau
naya anayau ।

śrūyete nara śārdūla na tvam vyathitum
arhasi

“We have heard that even the demigods, who
are headed by Śakra [Indra], are subject to auspiciousness and
inauspiciousness. Therefore, O tiger among men, You should not be
perturbed.” (66.13)

hṛtāyām api vaidehyām
naṣṭāyām api
rāghava ।

śocitum na arhase vīra
yathā anyaḥ prākṛtatathā

“O Rāghava, even if Vaidehī [Sītā] has been
killed or taken away, it is not appropriate for You, O brave one,
to lament in the same way as an ordinary person.” (66.14)

tvat vidhā nahi śocanti
satatam sarva darśinaḥ ।

sumahatsu api
kṛcchreṣu rāma
anir।hviṇṇa darśanāḥ

“O Rāma, keen observers such as Yourself
never lament even when faced with the most distressful of
situations, for they are able to maintain a steady outlook.”
(66.15)

tattvato hi
naraśreṣṭha
buddhyā samanuciṃtaya ।

buddhyā yuktā mahāprājñā vijānanti śubha
aśubhe

“O best among men, after fixing Your
intelligence in transcendental knowledge, do You follow completely
the course of action decided by Your mind. Being engaged in
activities guided by intelligence [buddhyā-yukta], those possessing
great wisdom can decipher between auspicious and inauspicious
activities.” (66.16)

adṛṣṭa guṇa doṣāām adhṛvāṇām ca karmaṇām ।

na
antareṇa kriyām
teṣām
phalaṁ iṣṭam ca
vartate

“Unseen and indefinite are the good and bad
reactions of fruitive work. And without taking action, the desired
fruits of such work cannot manifest.” (66.17)

mām evam hi purā vīra tvam
eva bahuśo uktavān ।

anuśiṣyāt hi ko nu tvām api
sākṣāt
bṛhaspatiḥ

“O hero, many times in the
past You had spoken the same words of instruction to me. Of course
how can anyone, be they even Bṛhaspati [the priest of the demigods]
himself, be capable of instructing You?” (66.18)

buddhiḥ ca te mahāprājña
devaiḥ api
durhanvayā ।

śokena abhiprasuptam te
jñānam sambodhayāmi ahaṁ

“O You of great intellect, not even the
demigods can fathom the level of Your intelligence. Due to
bereavement Your wisdom is currently in a dormant state, and I am
here to rouse it.” (66.19)

divyam ca
mānuṣam ca evam
ātmanaḥ ca
parākramam ।

ikṣvāku vṛṣabha avekṣya yatasva dviṣatām vadhe

“O best of the
Ikṣvākus,
considering Your powerful divine and human capabilities, please
strive for the destruction of Your enemies.” (66.20)

kim te sarva vināśena
kṛtena
puruṣa
ṛṣabha
।

tam eva tu ripum pāpam vijñāya uddhartum
arhasi

“O best of men, what is the use of Your
destroying the entire world? After finding out Your sinful enemy,
You should uproot him alone.” (66.21)

 


Chapter 1 - Ambrosia

 

“Like the demigods
obtaining ambrosia, King Daśaratha, after performing great
austerities and great deeds, obtained You as a son.”
(Lakṣmaṇa
speaking to Lord Rāma, Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa, Araya-kāṇḍa, 66.3)

Obtaining a direct audience with God is the
only way to achieve true immortality. Our lives are destined to end
at some point, and our future destination remains unknown to us.
Great devotees of the past showed us by example how to make the
most of our auspicious human life. They performed great austerities
and religious functions over many lifetimes to finally achieve
direct association with God. The dream of immortality can be
realized by following their lead and always performing devotional
service.

There are many examples in
history of ordinary human beings performing extraordinary religious
feats. One such person was Mahārāja Daśaratha, the king of Ayodhyā
during the Tretā Yuga. Daśaratha was a highly pious individual who
was part of the famed Ikṣvāku dynasty. The Vedas, the ancient
scriptures of India, tell us that the first king on earth was
Mahārāja Ikṣvāku.
Since he was the first king, he set the standard for good
government and chivalry. All his direct descendants were known as
the Ikṣvākus, and
they were all equally as pious. The Śrīmad Bhāgavatam tells us that
the Ikṣvāku
dynasty finally ended with King Sumitra.

 As a pious king,
Daśaratha regularly performed elaborate sacrifices. He also lived
by austerity, or tapasya. Saintly kings in the Vedic tradition are
known as rāja-ṛṣis, meaning they are more than just kings. A king refers to a
government leader or a ruler of a kingdom or community. The term
“king” also connotes an idea of supreme dominion and unfettered
sense gratification. “If only I could be king for a day” is how the
famous saying goes. This points to how the leader of a country is
seen as the most privileged citizen. Leaders call the shots; they
make all the decisions. The Vedas tell us that kings have a much
higher responsibility than to simply indulge their senses. A king
is viewed as God’s representative on earth, so he must be
chivalrous and religious at the same time. Though kings weren’t
learned Vedic scholars or priests, they were smart enough to know
to take advice on all matters from the brāhmaṇas, or the priestly class of men.
Therefore a king who abided by the religious codes passed down from
generation to generation was considered to be saintly.

 Though in the past
there were many great kings, Daśaratha is particularly famous
because Lord Kṛṣṇa, the Supreme Personality of Godhead, kindly appeared on
earth and took birth as his eldest son named Rāma. On the surface,
this may seem like mythology. “How can God come to earth? This is
what every religion tries to do. They take an ordinary human being
who displays certain extraordinary traits, and they make him God.”
This line of thinking may seem plausible, but the Vedas provide
much evidence to back up the claim that Lord Rāma was an
incarnation of God. Knowing that the less intelligent class of men
would be prone to declaring incarnations of God willy-nilly, the
Vedas provide a detailed list of all of God’s primary incarnations.
Lord Rāma is declared an incarnation of God not only in one book,
the Rāmāyaṇa, but
in many other books. There are eighteen major
Purāṇas, or books
relating to Vedic history, and in many of them, the life and
pastimes of Lord Rāma are described. Therefore the followers of
Lord Rāma have much evidence that they can cite to back up the
claim that Rāma is indeed God.

How did Daśaratha become
qualified to have God appear as his son? The first thing he did was
perform great austerities. Austerities are known as tapasya, and
they are intended to be a sacrifice for God. We all perform some
sort of austerity to better our condition, but tapasya is
especially geared towards pleasing God. Why would the Lord want us
to punish ourselves? It can be thought of as a form of tough love.
Tapasya involves severely restricting the influence of the senses.
The senses are always telling us to eat more, drink more, sleep
more, and have more sex. We all know that too much of any of these
activities is bad for us. Tapasya takes this idea of regulation to
a new level. By observing fasts on auspicious days, and only eating
the remnants of sacrifice, yajña-śiṣṭa, tapasvīs gain the highest
benefit in life.

How can we benefit from fasting? If we
starve ourselves for a short period of time because God asks us to,
it is more likely that we will think of Him during the fasting
period. Not only will we think of Him, but we will be in a weakened
condition as well. We will be more likely to develop an attachment
to Him since the influence of the senses will be curbed. The Vedas
tell us that the primary aim of life is to learn about God, use
that knowledge to serve Him, and then eventually develop a loving
attachment to Him as a result of performing that service.

Daśaratha performed great
austerities not only in his current life, but in a previous one as
well. There is a pūjā, or religious ritual, observed by
householders of the Hindu faith known as the
Satyanārāyaṇa
Vrata. It is usually performed once a month during the full moon,
and it involves offering some food, reading a few stories, and
performing ārati, or the offering of lights. The stories read
during this pūjā tell us of the benefits related to performing it.
This pūjā is essentially a karma-kāṇḍa activity, meaning it is performed
by those desiring material benefits such as good health and a happy
family life. At the end of one of the stories, we are told of some
famous people who previously observed the vrata and eventually
achieved perfection in life. King Daśaratha is one of the people
mentioned. The story states that in a previous life Daśaratha
regularly performed the Satyanārāyaṇa pūjā and was rewarded by taking
birth as a pious king in his next life whose son would be Lord
Rāma.

After performing two great sacrifices in
particular, King Daśaratha was finally blessed with a son; four in
fact. Rāma was the eldest son and the one closest to the king.
Getting God as a son is one thing, but how does this relate to
achieving perfection in life? Due to the attachment he had for
Rāma, Daśaratha had the great fortune of thinking of God at the
time of death. Through a series of unfortunate events, Lord Rāma
was banished from the kingdom of Ayodhyā and forced to roam the
forests of India for fourteen years. Daśaratha couldn’t stand to be
separated from Rāma, so he died shortly after Rāma left for the
forest. He died while thinking of his illustrious son. The Vedas
tell us that this is the best way to die.

This may seem strange on the surface.
Daśaratha died due to being separated from his son, so how could
this be viewed as a good thing? The Vedas tell us that our
consciousness at the time of death determines the type of body we
will receive in the next life. Many of us are under the belief that
if we simply act somewhat piously in this life, then we will go to
heaven after we die, and that conversely, the sinful will go to
hell. This is true to an extent, but Vedic information provides a
little more clarity on the issue. The material creation consists of
innumerable planets. Life doesn’t just exist on earth. If we act on
the level of karma, meaning if we perform fruitive activity aimed
at achieving some desired material result, we can certainly ascend
to heaven or descend to hell in the afterlife. However, residence
in either place is not permanent because both heaven and hell are
part of the material creation. Heaven is considered part of the
upper planetary system and hell the lower planetary system. This is
why most of us point to the sky when referring to heaven and to the
ground when referring to hell.

This repeating cycle of birth and death,
travelling from one planet to another, is known as reincarnation.
The type of body we receive in the next life is determined by our
consciousness at the time of death. Our consciousness at the time
of death is determined by the activities performed over the course
of our many many lifetimes on earth. Daśaratha thought of Rāma, or
God, at the time of death and was thus rewarded with liberation, or
immortality in the spiritual world. This makes complete sense if we
think about it. The time of death is a time of great panic. The
life air is about to exit the body, so we have very little time to
get bogged down by the usual problems of life. In this state of
panic, our life essentially flashes before our very eyes. The
things that are most important to us in life are the things that we
will remember during this time. This consciousness is a harbinger
of things to come in the afterlife. If we are fortunate enough to
remember God at this time, we will surely be rewarded.

Note:  In the 5th
verse of the 8th chapter of the Bhagavad-gītā, Lord
Kṛṣṇa tells
Arjuna that anyone who, at the end of life, remembers Him while
quitting their body automatically attains the nature of the Lord,
and that there is no doubt of this.

The God conscious
travelling soul is rewarded with a nature similar to that of God.
In one sense, we are all already immortal. Our true identity comes
from the spirit soul residing within, and this soul is not subject
to birth, death, or destruction. When we speak of immortality, we
are referring to the type of body the soul is placed into.
Currently we are considered mortal because our material body is
subject to creation and destruction. Immortality can be achieved
when we are put into a body which is eternal and unchanging. This
type of body can only be acquired in the spiritual world. Matter is
subordinate to spirit, and in a similar manner, this world we live
in is subordinate to the spiritual world where Lord
Kṛṣṇa, or God,
resides. To live in the material world, which is governed by
matter, we require a material body composed of the five gross and
three subtle elements. To reside in the spiritual world, we require
a spiritual body. This spiritual body is awarded to those who
sincerely desire association with God. Since God is completely
spirit, His body is eternal and always full of bliss and knowledge.
By the same token, those who enjoy His company in the spiritual
world have a similar type of body.

The above referenced
statement was made by Lakṣmaṇa, the younger brother of Lord Rāma.
While residing in the forest, Rāma’s wife, Sītā Devī, was kidnapped
by the Rākṣasa
demon Rāvaṇa.
Initially, Rāma was grief-stricken over the incident, so
Lakṣmaṇa tried
his best to console his elder brother. In this statement,
Lakṣmaṇa is
reminding Rāma that Daśaratha worked very hard to get Him as a son,
and that He shouldn’t let all that hard work go to waste by giving
way to lamentation. Such a wonderful a brother as
Lakṣmaṇa has
never existed on this earth. Though this appears to be part of a
pep-talk, Lakṣmaṇa is
actually cluing us in on Lord Rāma’s divinity.

In his statement,
Lakṣmaṇa makes
reference to the fact that Daśaratha’s achieving Rāma was like that
of the demigods achieving amṛta, or ambrosia.
Amṛta is
considered nectar which grants immortality, so those who are pious
are always looking for this. The demigods and demons also once
famously churned the sea, from which amṛta was produced. Lord Rāma is most
certainly amṛta
for anyone who associates with Him. Daśaratha achieved immortality
in the spiritual world by getting Rāma as a son, so
Lakṣmaṇa wanted
to make sure that Rāma remained on earth to grant the same type of
liberation to other devotees.

The lesson here is that we
too can drink the sweet nectar of immortality that comes through
association with God. In this age, God incarnates in the form of
His holy names, so we simply need to regularly chant, “Hare
Kṛṣṇa Hare
Kṛṣṇa, Kṛṣṇa
Kṛṣṇa, Hare Hare, Hare Rāma Hare Rāma, Rāma Rāma, Hare Hare”, in
order to achieve perfection. The key is to adjust things in such a
way that we may always think of the Supreme Lord in the same way
that Daśaratha did. We don’t need to travel to the corners of the
earth to look for immortality, for the secret to an eternal,
blissful life can be found on the tip of our tongue. Simply
reciting God’s name in a loving way and having an affinity for
hearing about Him are enough to grant liberation.


Chapter 2 - Karma-mukta

 

“Being attached to Your qualities, the king,
as we have heard from Bharata, attained the divine nature due to
separation from You.” (Lakṣmaṇa speaking to Lord Rāma, Vālmīki
Rāmāyaṇa, Araṇya-kāṇḍa, 66.4)

In the course of our lifetime, we are bound
to come upon hard times. Especially as we get older, the days seem
to repeat themselves. Since we’ve worked so hard to achieve our
goals and maintain a steady family life, it just seems that there
needs to be a break at some point. We work hard at the office for
five days and then relax on the weekend. When the next week starts,
we repeat the same cycle. What is the point to all of this? Why are
we alive? Why do we have to perform activities to maintain our
body? Even if we never think of these things, others most certainly
do. Suicide hotlines exist to deal with these very situations.
While there may be a variety of answers given by suicide prevention
counselors as to why a person should remain alive, the most
important reason is that only by living can we perform devotional
service to God. This service is the highest occupation of man and
is thus known as bhāgavata-dharma. Commitment to this service
should be the only thing that keeps us bound to this
life. 

When we speak of someone being bound to the
material world, we are referring to attachment. It is our
attachments that guide our activities. When we form an attachment
for something, we feel that we can’t live without it. Whether it is
a certain type of food, going out on the town, drinking alcohol, or
even love for another person, attachments can give us a reason to
live, something to make us get out of bed in the morning. In
reality, we can most certainly live without these things, but the
mind tricks us into thinking that we can’t. These attachments may
seem harmless on the surface, but the Vedas tell us that if one
keeps these attachments up until the time of death, they will be
forced to take birth again.

Note:  In the 6th
verse of the 8th chapter of the Bhagavad-gītā, Lord
Kṛṣṇa states that
whatever nature one remembers while quitting their body at the time
of death, that state of being they will attain in the next life
without fail.

 One may ask, “What is
wrong with taking birth again? I think that’s pretty cool. It means
that we live forever.” It certainly is a great benediction from God
to be allowed to go through the cycle of enjoyment again. It is
nice to know that we get second and third chances to get things
right. But what exactly constitutes perfection in life? Why do we
keep taking birth, and what can we do to stop the cycle? To gain
liberation, the first requirement is the firm desire to stop
reincarnation. Attachment to material objects doesn’t help in this
regard. Attachment results in karma-bandha, meaning it guarantees
that we will assume another material body in the next life and be
forced to take to fruitive activity again. The aim should be to
gain release from having to perform fruitive activities,
karma-mukta.

The opposite of like is dislike, or hatred.
While some people view reincarnation as a great thing, others are
bewildered by it. “You mean I have to suffer through the trials and
tribulations of life all over again? I have to go through twelve
years of schooling and then work like a dog until the day I die? No
thank you!” Many suicide attempts are the result of the inability
to cope with the troubles of day-to-day life. Though suicide may
seem like a way out of our miseries, the Vedas tell us that it
actually leads to more miseries. Suicide involves self-inflicted
violence, something which the laws of nature must give punishment
for. Suicide involves a sort of material attachment as well, for
there is an attachment to the idea of violence. People who commit
suicide don’t even take birth again right away like other people.
Instead, they remain in their subtle body consisting of mind,
intelligence, and false ego. Hence they stay trapped in a
ghost-like state until a family descendant performs pious
activities in their favor.

So we see that strong
attachment and strong hatred for material life both lead to misery.
So what are we to do? In reality, there is only one reason to
remain alive: to take up bhakti-yoga, or devotional service to God.
As spirit souls, it is our constitutional position to be eternal
servants of Lord Kṛṣṇa, the Supreme Personality of Godhead. Kṛṣṇa is God, even though others may
refer to Him by a different name. Even if one is unwilling to
accept Kṛṣṇa as
the original form of Godhead, they can still practice devotional
service, provided they have an object of worship who is
non-different from Kṛṣṇa. The idea is to perform all of our activities as a sacrifice
for the Lord. Similar to how sports teams will dedicate a
particular game or a season to a fallen teammate, we living
entities should dedicate all of our activities to the Supreme Lord.
This was the path taken by the great King Daśaratha many thousands
of years ago, and he was rewarded with salvation.

In the above referenced
quote, Lakṣmaṇa is
counseling his elder brother, Lord Rāma. In the Vedic tradition,
God’s original name is Kṛṣṇa. He resides in the spiritual sky
on the planet of Kṛṣṇaloka. For the purposes of creation, maintenance, and
destruction of the innumerable planetary systems,
Kṛṣṇa expands
Himself into Lord Viṣṇu. To show even more mercy to the fallen living entities
dwelling on earth, Viṣṇu appears from time to time in various guises. As Lord Rāma,
God appeared as a handsome and pious prince, dedicated to the
welfare of the saintly class. Since God is so wonderful, naturally
all His closest associates will also be. Rāma’s father was Mahārāja
Daśaratha, the king of Ayodhyā.

Though Daśaratha had many responsibilities
associated with being king, he was not attached to any of them. He
neither loved nor hated his title of king; he was firmly detached.
Yet he still had someone in his life that served as his reason for
living. That someone was Lord Rāma, who was the son that Daśaratha
had long hoped for. The king’s attachment to his eldest son was no
secret. His entire life force was supported by the activities of
Rāma. In this regard, we see how to attain perfection in life. Even
though he didn’t know it, Daśaratha was the perfect yogi in that
all his activities were dovetailed with Rāma’s service.

Due to a series of
unfortunate events, Rāma had to leave the kingdom at a young age.
He was banished to the forest and forced to reside there for
fourteen years, having no connection with the kingdom. Daśaratha
couldn’t bear the separation from Rāma, so he died soon after Rāma
left. In the above referenced statement, Lakṣmaṇa is reminding Rāma about how and
why Daśaratha died, as they had heard from their brother Bharata.
It is said that Daśaratha entered the divine [devatvam] realm, or
assumed the divine nature. This means that he went to heaven and
took on a spiritual body. At the time of Lakṣmaṇa’s statement, Rāma’s wife, Sītā
Devī, had just been kidnapped by the demon Rāvaṇa while the group was residing in
the forest. Rāma was feeling great grief due to separation from
Sītā. Moreover, He didn’t know what had happened to her, so He
feared the worst.

Lakṣmaṇa tried to keep Rāma’s spirits up.
In essence, he said, “You were the only reason that our father
remained alive. He was so attached to You that he gave up his body
as soon as You left him. We are all equally as attached to You. If
You give way to lamentation right now, what will be left of us? We
will have no reason to live. You must continue Your activities so
that our attachment will have meaning.”

Lakṣmaṇa’s words give us insight into how
the great minds think. Why is it a good thing to be attached to
God? From Lakṣmaṇa’s
statement, we see that Daśaratha attained the divine state since He
thought of Rāma at the time of death. This is God’s promise to us.
If we remain attached to material life, we get a material body in
our next birth. By the same token, if we remain attached to the
supreme spirit, Lord Kṛṣṇa, we will attain a spiritual
state in the next life. Having a spiritual body means we no longer
associate with matter. The spiritual world is full of living
entities possessing spiritual bodies who constantly associate with
the Supreme Lord in His various forms.

We should be very thankful
that we are alive and well, for every day that we wake up is
another day that we can perform devotional service. If we are dead,
we have no control over where we will end up next. We are alive
today and conscious of our predicament. We should make the most of
this opportunity by taking up the sublime mission of life, that of
developing a total loving attachment to God. Though the Supreme
Lord may not take birth as our son, we can have the same level of
devotion to Him that Daśaratha did by regularly chanting the Lord’s
names, “Hare Kṛṣṇa
Hare Kṛṣṇa,
Kṛṣṇa
Kṛṣṇa, Hare Hare,
Hare Rāma Hare Rāma, Rāma Rāma, Hare Hare”.

If we don’t take up this mission, then our
lives are essentially meaningless. Simply getting up every day and
performing animalistic activity doesn’t help us or those around us.
On the flip side, performing devotional service not only helps the
plight of our own soul, but of those around us as well. Aside from
giving us a reason to live, chanting and hearing help others find
their true purpose in life. The beauty of devotional service is
that it is a full-time occupation, complete with variety and
nuance. This means that each of us can find our niche in spiritual
service, choosing that one special way to show our love for the
Lord.

The more people that take
up this sublime service, the more that will be rescued from the
ocean of nescience represented by the activities of intoxication,
gambling, and meat eating; activities which are just like quicksand
in how they drag people further and further into hellish life. To
make our lives perfect, we simply have to follow the great examples
set by Daśaratha, Lakṣmaṇa, Sītā,
Hanumān, and all the other great Vaiṣṇavas of the world. By saving
ourselves, we can rescue others and thereby perform the highest
service for mankind.


Chapter 3 - The Rock

 

“O Kakutstha, if You are
unable to tolerate this distress, then how will the common person
or the meager be able to tolerate it?” (Lakṣmaṇa speaking to Lord Rāma, Vālmīki
Rāmāyaṇa,
Araṇya-kāṇḍa,
66.5)

Not everyone is born to be a leader, which
means that most of us look to others for leadership and guidance.
In times of trouble, even the strongest among us look to others for
comfort and stability. If a friend or close confidante shows grace
under pressure, our spirits are uplifted, and it makes it easier to
persevere through tough times. Even if someone just says something
as simple as, “Everything’s going to be okay”, it’s enough to give
us temporary relief. Having these kinds of people in our life is
very important, even more so for society at large. If our leaders
exude confidence and show steadiness under pressure, the rest of
society will follow suit.

Why is it important to not
panic in emergencies? An emergency, by definition, is a troublesome
situation. Who wouldn’t give way to lamentation or fear during such
a time? This is precisely why it is necessary to have people around
who don’t give way to grief, for most of us wouldn’t be so calm. If
our authority figures panic under duress, it makes it easier for
the rest of us to lose our cool. The famous American television
sitcom, Seinfeld,
had an episode that illustrated this principle. One of the main
characters on the show, George Costanza, was attending a children’s
birthday party when a fire broke out. George’s character type was
that of a seedy fellow, someone who was selfish and didn’t abide by
social conventions. He was always looking for shortcuts in life,
and he didn’t care who got in his way.

In this particular episode, when the fire
broke out, instead of remaining calm, George panicked. In fact, he
lost his cool in the worst possible way. He repeatedly screamed
out, “Fire! Fire!” and then ran out of the house, throwing aside
any women and children that were in his way. Later on, the adults
at the party confronted him regarding his behavior, and George
tried to lie his way out of it. The adults were angry because he,
as an adult, should have acted more maturely. Young children
growing up in school are given lessons on fire safety. The breakout
of a fire is one of the more common emergency situations that come
up. Students repeatedly go through fire drills, wherein they are
told to remain calm and exit the building, single-file, in a
controlled manner. If clothing should catch fire, children are
taught to remember three words: stop, drop, and roll. These three
words are used to convey the need for calm and peace during an
emergency. Fire on the clothing requires immediate attention, so it
can be considered a greater emergency than a general fire. Yet the
protocol during this increased emergency doesn’t call for increased
panic, running, or screaming. Rather, the victims are told to
immediately stop what they are doing, drop to the floor in a calm
manner, and then roll so that the effects of the fire will be
limited.

The heroes in society are those who don’t
get flustered under pressure. Firefighters and police officers are
especially recognized for their bravery. In the infamous 9/11
attacks in New York City, firefighters and police officers were
called to the rescue. Based on the firsthand accounts of the people
on the scene, many firefighters and police officers refused to
leave the burning Twin Towers, for they did not want to leave any
innocent victims behind. Many of these brave men were told that the
buildings were about to collapse and that if they didn’t leave,
they would surely die. Many of them still decided to stay, thereby
voluntarily giving up their own lives in favor of helping
others.

The heroes teach us by example. If they show
steadiness under pressure, we are more likely to have our fears
allayed. If you conducted a poll around the world and asked people
what would be the one thing they would want, the most common
response would be “World peace.” Heroes help to give us some
semblance of peace, especially during troubling times.

By the same token, our life
here on earth can be thought of as a continuing saga of misery and
heartache, chaos and despair. The Vedas, the ancient scriptures of
India, tell us that this world is not meant to be our permanent
home. It is a temporary place, full of miseries. This may seem like
a pessimistic view, but it is not intended to be. Human life is
considered a great boon because it is our best chance to learn
about God and use that information to love Him. This love can then
take us to the spiritual world, which is free of anxieties and
miseries, Vaikuṇṭha.

The root cause of our anxiety stems from our
forgetfulness of God and His powers. This is easy to forget because
we are born into ignorance. We have lived many previous lives, and
those past experiences determined the circumstances of our current
birth. Nevertheless, we are pretty much ignorant once we come out
of the womb. We have to be taught everything that we know, either
directly by someone else, or indirectly through new life
experiences. If no one teaches us about God, or if we remain
obstinate in our pursuit of material sense gratification, we will
lose touch with the Supreme Lord. Since the material world is
ultimately subject to destruction, so is everything contained
within. This includes our own bodies, along with all of our
possessions and relationships. Knowing that we are going to die is
probably the greatest cause of our distress.

Note:  In the 20th
verse of the 2nd chapter of the Bhagavad-gītā, Lord
Kṛṣṇa tells
Arjuna that the soul never dies or takes birth.  It never came
into being nor will it cease to exist in the future.  The soul
is permanent, eternal, and the oldest entity.  The soul does
not die when the body is killed.

Since we know we are going to die, some of
us try to cram as much sense gratification into our lives as
possible. This isn’t really a good solution because death is not
the end, but rather the beginning of a new life. Just because we
die once, it doesn’t mean that we don’t take birth again. But most
of us don’t realize that we’ll take birth again, for we have no
knowledge of our previous lives. If we understand the imperishable
nature of the soul, we can understand that we have no reason to
fear death or the loss of our valuable possessions.

So if we shouldn’t focus on
sense gratification, what should we do with our time? What is the
purpose of our being put on earth? How should we act? To guide us
in our activities, Lord Kṛṣṇa, the Supreme Personality of
Godhead, gave us dharma, or religiosity. Dharma actually never gets
created, but rather exists at all times. Issues arise because we
forget what dharma is and why it exists in the first place. The
exact definition of dharma is “something which defines the essence
of something”. When applied to the living entities, it means that
which defines our existence as spirit souls. Since our original
nature is to be loving servants of the Supreme Lord, dharma can be
taken to be religiosity, or our occupational duty.

This occupational duty
manifests through a set of law codes and recommendations that we
must follow in order to make our lives perfect. Perfection in life
means returning back to Godhead in the afterlife. Knowing that we
would have a hard time residing in the material world,
Kṛṣṇa imparted the
system of dharma to the first created living entity, Lord Brahmā.
He then passed it down from generation to generation. The
principles of dharma are set forth in the Vedas, which are the
original scriptures for mankind. Veda means knowledge, and since
the original Vedas expound on the system of dharma, they are
considered the highest form of knowledge.

If these scriptures have existed since the
beginning of time, why do most of us continue to live in fear? Why
do we overly lament over misfortunes, and overly rejoice during the
good times? Why are we fearful of death, and why do we go to any
means to try to prolong our life of sense gratification? What
happens is that, over time, the system of dharma deteriorates.
Though we are naturally disposed towards abiding by dharma, contact
with material nature tends to skew things. Matter is subordinate to
spirit, but we become illusioned into thinking that the reverse is
true. Material life means worshiping matter. This worship involves
the intense search for sense gratification in the form of beauty,
wealth, and fame. These things are all related to matter, something
which is controlled by spirit.

Note:  In the 7th
verse of the 4th chapter of the Bhagavad-gītā, Lord
Kṛṣṇa tells
Arjuna, a descendant of King Bharata, that whenever and wherever
there is a decline in religious practice, and a predominant rise of
irreligious behavior, the Lord personally descends to
earth.

The more time spent
associating with matter, the further we drift away from dharma. To
reestablish the principles of dharma, to annihilate the miscreants,
and to also give pleasure to the devotees, the Supreme Lord
personally advents on earth from time to time. One such occasion
was during the Tretā Yuga when Lord Kṛṣṇa appeared on earth in the guise
of a handsome and pious prince named Rāma. Each of
Kṛṣṇa’s
incarnations has specific characteristics and features, and as Lord
Rāma, God was especially focused on abiding by established dharma
and setting a good example.

As the eldest son of the
King of Ayodhyā, Lord Rāma took it upon Himself to uphold the great
tradition of the Ikṣvāku dynasty. The rulers in this line were all known for their
strict adherence to piety. They were all chivalrous and ruled the
citizens perfectly. They didn’t play any favorites as far as the
people went; everyone was treated fairly. Lord Rāma was so well
known for His detachment and equanimity that even His enemies had
respect for Him. Even though Lord Rāma punished them, the criminals
knew that He had no personal grudge against them, for He was simply
following the proper code of conduct.

Lord Rāma not only set an
example on how to be a great government leader, but He also taught
us how to persevere through troubling situations. We tend to think
of God as being very opulent and powerful, and while this is
certainly true, the Lord also possesses the quality of renunciation
to the fullest extent. This quality was exhibited by Rāma through
His reactions to a series of unfortunate events. First, the kingdom
which was rightfully His was taken away from Him. Not only was Rāma
passed over to be the next king, but He was banished from the
kingdom for fourteen years, forced to wander the forests of India.
Then, as a result of being separated from his son due to the exile,
Rāma’s beloved father, King Daśaratha, died prematurely. To make
matters worse, while residing in the forest, Rāma’s beautiful and
chaste wife, Sītā Devī, was kidnapped by the Rākṣasa demon Rāvaṇa.

The combination of these
tragic events would be enough to make even the strongest person
contemplate suicide. Though Rāma was God Himself, He still played
along in His role as a human being. After Sītā was kidnapped, He
lamented greatly. He was ready to destroy the entire world with His
arrows. Rāma was an expert kṣatriya warrior, skilled in using the
most powerful of mantras. Recitation of these mantras would make
the arrows shot from His bow equal in potency to today’s nuclear
weapons. Lord Rāma didn’t know what had happened to Sītā, so He
thought the worst. He gave way to lamentation and grief.

Rāma’s younger brother,
Lakṣmaṇa, stepped
in to console his brother. Instead of giving way to grief,
Lakṣmaṇa gave
Rāma a pep talk. In the above referenced statement,
Lakṣmaṇa is
reminding Rāma that He is supposed to be a leader. If Rāma were to
give way to grief, then every ordinary person in society would have
an excuse to give up when the going got tough. Obviously Rāma
wasn’t really grief stricken, for He was God Himself, but this
situation nevertheless shows the greatness of
Lakṣmaṇa. We
could only wish to have such a brother as Lakṣmaṇa. He was so devoted and pious that
he was willing to even correct God Himself.

Eventually Lord Rāma
regained His composure and decided to continue His search for Sītā.
He would be successful in finding and rescuing her and killing
Rāvaṇa in the
process. Lakṣmaṇa’s words
were certainly true though. If Rāma had given up, all of His
devotees and followers would have an easy excuse to give up and to
not try to make the most of their lives. We should all follow
Rāma’s example and try to remember that we should never deviate
from the pious path, even if the worst things happen to us. Good
and bad things happen on their own, and we should not let them
affect us.

Note:  In the 15th
verse of the 2nd chapter of the Bhagavad-gītā, Lord
Kṛṣṇa tells
Arjuna, the best among men, that the person to whom all the
temporary conditions in life borne of sense perception are never
distressing, who is undisturbed and patient in both happiness and
distress, becomes eligible for immortal life, or
liberation.

In today’s age, however, it
is easy to forget these things. One of the symptoms of the Kali
Yuga is that most people are not religious. Taking the gross
material body to be the beginning and end of everything, we are
worshiping matter instead of God. Therefore it is the duty of
devotees of Kṛṣṇa
to follow in Lakṣmaṇa’s
footsteps. If we believe in Kṛṣṇa, have knowledge of the Absolute
Truth, and have firm faith in the superiority of devotional
service, we should take it upon ourselves to share this information
with others. Since devotees know that Kṛṣṇa is the creator, maintainer, and
destroyer of all things material, they are able to persevere
through even the most troubling of situations. It is incumbent upon
the devotees to set a good example for others to follow. Lord
Caitanya said that all of us should become gurus, or spiritual
masters, simply by talking about Kṛṣṇa with others. If we regularly
chant, “Hare Kṛṣṇa
Hare Kṛṣṇa,
Kṛṣṇa
Kṛṣṇa, Hare Hare,
Hare Rāma Hare Rāma, Rāma Rāma, Hare Hare” and abide by the four
regulative principles, other people will have a nice example to
follow. We can make the most of this precious human form of life by
being solid as a rock in our performance of devotional
service.


Chapter 4 - Weathering The Storm

 

“Tell me, O best of men,
which living entities aren't affected by danger, which is like a
fire that catches on and then eventually vanishes?”
(Lakṣmaṇa
speaking to Lord Rāma, Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa, Araya-kāṇḍa, 66.6)

One of the more memorable
instructions from the Bhagavad-gītā is that one should remain calm
and peaceful at all times, even through adversity. The Gītā is a
spiritual text describing the famous conversation between Lord
Kṛṣṇa, the Supreme
Personality of Godhead, and His disciple and cousin, Arjuna. The
conversation touches on a wide variety of topics, including the
eternal nature of the soul and how one should go about conducting
themselves in their day-to-day lives. Since the work is so
compelling, even non-devotees and religious scholars have taken to
studying it. The passages relating to how one should deal with
stressful situations are very appealing to people of all
persuasions. Lord Kṛṣṇa’s ultimate instruction is that we should not let the ups and
downs of material life get in the way of executing our prescribed
duties. Nothing should get in the way of achieving perfection in
life.

Who among us doesn’t have trouble dealing
with adversity? Something as simple as bad weather can put us in a
foul mood. In the Northeastern part of the United States, the
weather is always changing. It never stays too hot or too cold for
any extended period of time. People living in this area have
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