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“We sages are constantly harassed in the forest of Dandaka by the Rakshasa demons who wear different shapes at will. Only You can protect us, Oh Rama.” (Valmiki Ramayana, Aranya Kand, 10.10-11)

One of the more noteworthy characteristics of the modern day terrorists is the way in which they fight. Resorting to any means necessary to inflict pain and fear, the terrorists adhere not to any standard rules of warfare as adopted by the various international governing bodies.

The second great world war, World War II, saw many countries joining together and fighting for a common cause. Since the war involved so many different cultures and geographical boundaries, there were a set of rules adopted afterwards known as the Geneva Conventions. These conventions, along with the previously adopted Hague conventions, set the guidelines for how war should be fought internationally, how prisoners are to be treated, and how civilians are to be protected. Though consisting of a comprehensive set of rules, one of the primary stipulations of these conventions is that those engaged in fighting must wear identifiable uniforms. This not only helps fighters identify whether a fellow soldier is a friend or foe, but it also protects innocent civilians. Not all wars take place on battlefields anymore, a fact which has made those not engaged in fighting, the civilians, much more prone to attack. Standard rules of warfare exist primarily to protect the innocent.

The idea of adhering to a set of rules while fighting a war is an outgrowth of the original Vedic system. The Vedas are the first set of scriptures for mankind emanating from India. Aside from knowledge of the soul and its relationship with Lord Krishna, the Supreme Personality of Godhead, the Vedas also provide detailed information on almost all material subjects, from math and science, to politics and war. In Vedic times, wars were fought by the kshatriyas, the warrior class. In the varnashrama dharma system, there is a specific group of people that is responsible for providing protection to the other members of society.

“Heroism, power, determination, resourcefulness, courage in battle, generosity, and leadership are the qualities of work for the kshatriyas.” (Lord Krishna, Bhagavad-gita, 18.43)

This isn’t an artificial designation, because kshatriyas naturally exist in any society. In America, the volunteer members of the armed forces are often lauded and treated with awe and reverence for their sacrifice. This is because most people would not be willing to do what they do, i.e. voluntarily put their lives on the line for the protection of their fellow man. Some people have a hard time grasping the fact that another person would be willing to do this. The Vedas fill us in on this secret by letting us know that the qualities of bravery, strength, and courage automatically exist in certain groups of people. Every living entity is born with a combination of the three qualities of material nature: goodness, passion, and ignorance. The qualities of a person are determined by their past karma, or fruitive activity. Our current life is not the first one we’ve had. Since the soul is eternal, it takes many many births in this world, accumulating karma along the way. Thus the kshatriyas acquire their penchant for protection at the time of birth.

The Vedas tell us that violence is necessary from time to time. Since everyone is born with different qualities, it means that not everyone will be nice and peaceful. Some people just won’t take to logic or reasoning. They turn to aggression to deal with their problems. When encountering an aggressor, violence is justified. There are many times when countries, states, and kings will have disagreements that can’t be solved through diplomacy. These disputes inevitably lead to war. In ancient times, these wars were common, and they were mostly fought under the principles of warfare delineated in the Vedic scriptures. In the famous Bharata War that took place some five thousand years ago, fighting would go on vigorously during the day, but at night, both parties would retreat to their camps. During these breaks, there was peace and both sides treated each other amicably.

Fighting and warfare took place as a sense of duty. For this reason, the general rules of warfare were adhered to. The concept is similar to how fighting goes on today in the sport of hockey. Hockey fights only take place when both players mutually agree to drop the gloves. Even then, there is a certain code of conduct. If one player falls down or gets seriously injured, the fighting stops. After the game, the fighting players generally act amicably towards each other.

In the modern age, advanced weaponry has skewed things a little. Fighting now takes place with bombs dropped from 50,000 feet in the air. War is also continuous now, for they don’t stop during the night hours. The Geneva Conventions and other rules were adopted to meet the demands of the changing times. The problem occurs, however, when people outside of the kshatriya class take to fighting. A kshatriya possesses the quality of passion. Yet when someone in the mode of ignorance takes to fighting, they see no need to adhere to the rules of warfare. The terrorists of today are an example of this. Any activity performed in the absence of knowledge and the absence of fruitive activity is considered in the mode of ignorance. Terrorists kill innocent people, including women and children, by blowing themselves up and others around them. In their minds, this is all done for religious purposes. Thus such activity represents the height of ignorance.

In the Vedic tradition, the Rakshasas were the equivalent of today’s terrorists. Also living in the mode of ignorance, Rakshasas were demons that lived off meat eating and intoxication. They were staunch atheists, so they viewed the devotees of God as their number one enemy. Ironically enough, the Rakshasas also believed themselves to be very religious. The Vedas are so comprehensive that they include sections targeted for people in each of the three modes of nature. This may seem strange on the surface. Why would God delineate a dharma for those in the mode of ignorance? The reason behind this is that even the unintelligent should be allowed to make spiritual progress. Even if someone takes to Vedic life for an impure motive, the idea is that they will eventually progress to the highest platform, love of God. This progression can occur very quickly or it can take many many lifetimes.

In the case of the Rakshasas, they performed many great sacrifices to propitiate the demigods. Lord Krishna is the original God who expands Himself directly into His forms of Lord Vishnu and His various other incarnations. The demigods are Krishna’s chief deputies that manage the affairs of the material world. Their duty is to grant boons to anyone who pleases them, irrespective of the worshiper’s motives or personal characteristics. During the Treta Yuga, the Rakshasas, headed by Ravana, propitiated many demigods in order to receive great material rewards. They then used these boons to fight against the very same demigods. Along with terrorizing the demigods, the Rakshasas used to regularly disrupt the sacrifices of the sages living in the forests.

The kshatriyas are the second societal division, and the brahmanas are the first. Since they live in the mode of goodness, the brahmanas spend most of their time cultivating spiritual knowledge and worshiping Lord Krishna. In an effort to remove distractions to their service, the great sages would often choose to live in the forests where they could enjoy peace and quiet. The Rakshasas were so vile that they would hunt these sages down in the dead of night. Not only would they disrupt the sacrifices, but they would kill the brahmanas and then eat them.

The brahmanas weren’t completely helpless. Since they are expert at chanting mantras, they could have cast various spells of their own as a means of self-defense. There were two problems with this however. The first was that the Rakshasas wouldn’t always appear in their original form. These demons were so vile that they would change their shapes at will, sometimes appearing even in the guise of a sage. This is further evidence of their ignorance. Only a person without any decency or scruples would resort to such tactics. The other problem was that the sages did not want to lose their religious merit by casting spells on the Rakshasas. Brahmanas have the power to curse anyone but they are hesitant to do so since cursing someone means they lose part of their accumulated religious merits. On a material level, performing great austerities and pious acts enables one to accumulate spiritual merits. These merits then bear fruit in the afterlife with ascension to the various heavenly planets. However, if a brahmana casts a curse on someone, then these merits become exhausted.

Faced with this conundrum, the sages turned to God to help them. These events took place during the Treta Yuga, the second time period of creation. At the time, Lord Krishna had descended to earth in human form as Lord Rama, a pious and noble prince. Rama, His younger brother Lakshmana, and His wife Sita Devi were roaming the forests as part an exile punishment handed out by Rama’s father, Maharaja Dashratha, the king of Ayodhya. Seeing the Lord in their midst, the sages took full advantage of the opportunity. In the above referenced statement, Lord Rama is describing to Sita how the sages petitioned Him. In the end, Lord Rama would come through for them by killing many demons, including Ravana.

The lesson to be learned here is that we can always turn to God when we are in trouble. Sometimes we may be in trouble on a material level, so God may or may not help us. But if the issue involves the execution of devotional service, deliverance is guaranteed. That is the covenant of devotional service. If we purely love God and make service to Him the only objective in our life, He will most surely offer us His protection. Nothing makes the Lord happier than to see one of His children executing devotional service. In these instances, He takes it upon Himself to help the devotee, just as He did with the sages of the Dandaka forest.
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“...At the end of the millennium, the Lord Himself in the form of Rudra (Shiva), the destroyer, will annihilate the complete creation as the wind displaces the clouds.” (Shrimad Bhagavatam, 2.10.43)

Scriptures of all major religions deal with the issue creation to some degree. The Old Testament of the Christian Bible deals with the beginning of time and which things were created in which order. In a similar fashion, the Vedas also detail the lineage of man and how the universe was first created. On the flip side of creation is dissolution; a topic not often broached.

The Vedas tell us that the current creation isn’t the only one to have ever existed. Rather the universe is created and destroyed repeatedly in a cycle. Lord Krishna is considered the Supreme Personality of Godhead, and the first created being is Lord Brahma. Krishna manages the material world in the form of three guna avataras: Lord Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva. Brahma represents the mode of passion, for he is deputed with creating everything in this material world, including begetting progeny. All human beings, and all other living entities for that matter, can trace their lineage back to Lord Brahma. He begets children, and in turn those children rule over the earth. Manu is considered the first man. Actually the term “man” has its origin in Manu, the progenitor of human beings. In the Bible there is the story of Noah and his arc, and in the same manner, the Vedas tell us that Manu survived the universal flood through the help of Krishna’s fish avatara, Matsya.

Each creation goes on for a full Yuga, which is millions of years. After this period expires, the world is destroyed by a universal fire caused by Lord Shiva. If one reads the Ramayana and other Vedic literatures such as the Puranas, they will find many references to this fire, which is often referred to as the fire of dissolution. It serves as a great reference point when trying to describe the intensity of someone’s weapon blast or some other calamity. “He released his arrows and the entire sky looked like the fire of dissolution.” Statements along these lines are found throughout the Vedas. So even people who lived along ago knew about how the creation would be destroyed. In fact, many great personalities of the past have actually witnessed the world’s destruction and lived to tell about it. Markandeya Rishi describes it in great detail in a conversation he has with the Pandava brothers. His description is found in the Mahabharata, wherein he tells of how the whole earth was destroyed and afterwards the only person he saw standing was Lord Narayana, who is Krishna’s four-handed form.

Therefore we can take the statements regarding the destruction of the world as fact. One may wonder why the world has to be destroyed in the first place. The answer is that this material world and everything in it are temporary. Many scholars tend to think of this world as being false. Brahma-satya jagat-mithya is a common phrase uttered by transcendentalists, which means that only Brahman, the impersonal feature of God, is true and everything else in the world is false. Pains and pleasures are certainly real, but they don’t last forever, thus it is more accurate to describe the material world as temporary rather than false. Due to this fact, everything that is created must inevitably be destroyed. Where there is birth, there is death. This is guaranteed.

“For one who has taken his birth, death is certain; and for one who is dead, birth is certain...” (Lord Krishna, Bhagavad-gita, 2.27)

“What goes up, must come down” is another common phrase that describes this same principle. It is for this reason that Lord Shiva sets fire to this world at the appropriate time, destroying anything and everything.

Lord Rama was an incarnation of Krishna during the Treta Yuga. He came to earth in the form of a pious prince who was dedicated to the welfare of His father Maharaja Dashratha, the king of Ayodhya. Rama was all set to be enthroned as the new king when, by the influence of Dashratha’s youngest wife Kaikeyi, the plans suddenly changed. Rama’s half-brother Bharata was instead chosen as the successor and Rama was at the same time ordered to live in the forest for fourteen years. Rama had three younger half-brothers, with Lakshmana being the one He was closest to. Just as Lord Vishnu, or Krishna, incarnated as Rama, so Lord Ananta Shesha Naga incarnated as Lakshmana. One will often see pictures of Lord Vishnu in Vaikuntha sitting alongside His wife, Goddess Lakshmi. They are usually found sitting on Ananta Shesha Naga, enjoying the protection of his unlimited hoods. Since he is God’s support in the spiritual world, he assumed the same role on earth as Rama’s brother.

Lord Rama had no problem with the new plans, for He wanted to maintain the good name of His father. During those times, kshatriya kings took honor and truth to be very serious matters. Once they promised something, they had to deliver it. Dashratha had promised Kaikeyi any two boons of her choosing on a previous occasion, thus it was his duty, or dharma, to fulfill those promises. However, since Rama was his favorite son, someone he couldn’t live without, Dashratha seriously contemplated reneging on his promises. Lord Rama sensed this and thus quickly accepted the order so as to prevent Dashratha’s potential transgression of the rules of propriety.

All set to depart for the forest, Lakshmana was quite saddened and angry at the same time. He couldn’t believe someone would treat his brother this way. “How can the king do this? Rama has done nothing wrong. Everyone loves Him; even His enemies can find no fault in Him.” These were the thoughts that went through his mind. What a wonderful person. Lakshmana had not a selfish bone in his body. His whole life was dedicated to Rama’s welfare. Such a brother, and devotee for that matter, is very hard to find.

“Oh best of men (Rama), using my arrows I will make all of Ayodhya desolate should they turn against You. I will kill all those who side with Bharata or wish him well. During such a time, acting in a soft manner will only bring about disgrace. If our father, being instigated by Kaikeyi, turns out to be our enemy, I will imprison him, or even kill him, myself.” (Lakshmana speaking to Lord Rama, Valmiki Ramayana, Ayodhya Kand, 21.10-12)

In the above mentioned statement, Lakshmana is boldly declaring his commitment to Rama. He is trying to coax Rama into taking over the kingdom by force. “Don’t worry my brother. You are the rightful heir to the kingdom. I will defend and protect You from anyone who objects to the idea of Your coronation.” Lakshmana was willing to fight even his father and other siblings. Now in reality there was no need for this since Bharata and Dashratha were equally as devoted to Rama. But Lakshmana’s mood of devotion is quite wonderful to see.

Lakshmana’s commitment to even destroy the entire city of Ayodhya with his arrows is rather noteworthy. Lakshmana is considered an incarnation of an expansion of Lord Narayana known as Sankarshana. Ananta Shesha Naga is an expansion of Sankarshana. Sankarshana is almost equally as powerful as God Himself, thus he has every power to cause the same universal destruction brought about by Lord Shiva. For this reason, it is not a good idea to cross Lakshmana. God should be worshiped and adored, and most certainly not vilified or criticized. Lakshmana took great offense to the treatment shown His brother, thus we should pay careful attention to not offend God and His devotees in any way.

Creation and destruction are guaranteed, for that is the nature of the material world. Besides the collective whole being destined for destruction, we as individuals will also suffer the same fate eventually. All our prized possession and family ties can be severed at any moment. For this reason, we should take up the process of devotional service immediately. If we become pure devotees of Krishna, we will gain the favor of Lakshmana. Just as he can destroy anything at will, Lakshmana can just as easily protect all the great devotees of the Lord. By gaining his favor, we can be assured that our souls will enjoy an eternal blissful life in the spiritual world after our time on earth is finished.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Groundhog Day





[image: image]


“From the highest planet in the material world down to the lowest, all are places of misery wherein repeated birth and death take place. But one who attains to My abode, O son of Kunti, never takes birth again.” (Lord Krishna, Bhagavad-gita, 8.16)

Groundhog Day is the holiday celebrated in America each year on the 2nd of February. Though not a major holiday by any means, the day is noteworthy for its relationship with winter. Groundhog Day is so named because every year in the city Punxsutawney, Pennsylvania, the famous groundhog, Punxsutawney Phil, comes out of his burrow while throngs of people look on. Legend has it that if the groundhog sees his shadow, winter will continue for an additional six weeks. If he doesn’t see his shadow, winter will likely be cut short.

The Groundhog Day celebration is so popular in Pennsylvania that Hollywood actually made a movie about it titled Groundhog Day. The movie stars comedian Bill Murray, whose character in the film, Phil Connors, is a weatherman for a Pittsburgh television station. He, along with two coworkers, go to cover the Groundhog Day event one year in Punxsutawney. Phil, the weatherman, is not too excited about covering the event, for he doesn’t see the need to travel so far and stand outside in the cold in the wee hours of the morning, waiting for the groundhog to come out. The movie gets interesting when Phil realizes that he is stuck in time, forced to repeat Groundhog Day over and over again. No matter what he does, every day he wakes up is the same. The same song plays on the radio, the same people walk along the same path in the streets, and it is always February 2nd, Groundhog Day. Everyone in the town is excited to the see groundhog, and no one has any recollection of the previous days which Phil has experienced.

Not knowing what to do, Phil decides to try to use his predicament to his advantage. Knowing that the next day will be the same no matter what, why not try to enjoy each day as much possible? One day Phil decides to eat as much junk food as he wants to. He goes to a diner and stuffs himself on doughnuts and other pastries. After a few days of trying this, Phil moves on to trying to seduce women. He makes note of certain women and gathers facts relating to their lives on certain days, only to then use that information in his pick up routine on subsequent days. He manages to successfully seduce women, but even that isn’t enough. After a while, his attempts at sense gratification fail to bring him any happiness. Phil then feels bewildered. He wants a way out of this repetitive cycle, but doesn’t know what to do. Next he tries suicide. He tries to kill himself in all sorts of ways, but nothing works. No matter what happens, he still wakes up every day to Groundhog Day.

To properly convey the relation of this movie with Vedic teachings, we must give away the ending. Phil’s producer, Rita, played by Andie MacDowell, is there alongside him every day covering the Groundhog event. While seeking out Rita’s help in regards to his precarious predicament, Phil develops romantic feelings for her, but is unable to seduce her. He tries everything, from quoting French poetry, to talking about his love for children, and nothing seems to work. In the end, Phil learns to love Rita without any motive. He enjoys her company so much that he loses his desire for liberation from the cycle of repeated Groundhog Days. Instead, he just wishes to have Rita’s association and to love her with all his heart. His loving attachment for her makes him a better person overall. He turns into a good-natured person and befriends everyone in the town. Due to his love for Rita, he becomes a completely different person than the original crotchety weatherman who dreaded covering Groundhog Day. As a reward for his unalloyed devotion to the object of his affection, Phil is finally released from the cycle of repeated days. He wakes up one morning lying next to Rita, and it is February 3rd, the day after Groundhog Day.

Phil’s Groundhog Day is actually a microcosm of the experience our souls go through. The Vedas tell us that our identity comes from the presence of the soul in our body. When we refer to ourselves as “I”, we are actually referring to the soul and not the body. Our hands, legs, and even our property can be referred to as “Mine”, but we can’t take our identity from these things. “I” means aham brahmasmi, “I am a spirit soul, part and parcel of Brahman, God’s all-pervading expansive energy.” As spirit souls, we are pure in nature. Spirit is God’s superior energy, and matter is His inferior energy. This material world therefore represents God’s inferior energy. If we are superior in nature, how did we end up in the material world, where we associate with God’s inferior energy? Though we are equal to God in quality, we are different in quantity. God is the great soul, and we are His separated expansions. Since He is superior to us and since He creates matter, God can never directly associate with matter, or His inferior energy. We, on the other hand, have this flawed hankering to imitate God. Since there can only be one God, the Lord needed to create a playing field, an inferior place, for us spirit souls to come and act out our desires to be like Him.

The material world serves as the field for the material activities of the living entities. A living entity is a spirit soul which assumes a body composed of material elements: earth, water, fire, air, ether, mind, intelligence, and false ego. God is very kind to us. Since we want to imitate Him, He allows us to come here and assume material bodies and act out our desires. We get to stay here as long as we want to, meaning our desires dictate our future fortunes and misfortunes. Since our material bodies suffer the effects of time and eventually wear out, God gives us new bodies to play in when our current ones cease to function.

“As a person puts on new garments, giving up old ones, similarly, the soul accepts new material bodies, giving up the old and useless ones.” (Lord Krishna, Bhagavad-gita, 2.22)

This changing of bodies occurs at the time of death. Since the soul is eternal, it can never take birth, nor can it ever die. Our desires at the time of death, along with the work we performed during our lifetime, determine what type of body we will get in the next life. As long as there is some desire to remain in this material world and continue our imitation of God, we are forced to take birth again. So in essence, each life we live is in itself a Groundhog Day. The duration of our lives may be longer than one day, but our activities are more or less the same. We take birth, remain for some time, leave some byproducts, and then die. In our daily activities, we like to eat nice food, sleep on a comfortable mattress, have sex with beautiful men or women, and defend our property and wealth. In a sense, each day in our material life can be considered a Groundhog Day. If we spend one day pursuing sense gratification in one way, and spend other days pursuing the same sense gratification in other ways, there is actually no difference between the days.

“O best among the Bharatas [Arjuna], four kinds of pious men render devotional service unto Me—the distressed, the desirer of wealth, the inquisitive, and he who is searching for knowledge of the Absolute.” (Lord Krishna, Bg. 7.16)

The Vedas tell us that human life is meant for inquiring about God. The famous Vedanta-sutras start off with the aphorism, athato brahma-jijnasa, meaning “Now is the time for inquiring about Brahman, or God.” Living entities don’t exclusively appear as human beings. Rather, there are up to 8,400,000 varieties of species, each tailored to specific qualities and desires. Human life is considered auspicious because human beings have the intelligence to realize their true identity and to also understand the repetitive nature of material life. One doesn’t have to be a Vedic scholar to realize that events in life repeat themselves. In general, most of society believes that success in life comes when you grow up to be self-sufficient and have enough wealth to maintain your bodily needs and wants. However, we see that the wealthy often don’t know what to do after they reach the top of their field. They realize that there is more to life than just material success, but they’re not sure what
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