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“As long as the sunshine is there, our eyes are useful to a certain extent. But in the absence of sunshine, the eyes are useless. Lord Shri Krishna, being the primeval Lord, the Supreme Truth, is compared to the sun. Without Him all our knowledge is either false or partial.” (Shrila Prabhupada, Shrimad Bhagavatam, 1.11.9 Purport)

In the material world, every device or machine has a key component that defines its existence and makes it operate. Without these key components, these devices fail to operate and become utterly useless.

The automobile was one of the great inventions of the twentieth century. Able to transport people from place to place in a very short amount of time, it grew in popularity very quickly. Nowadays it is the preferred method of transportation for people living in industrialized nations. A car, just like the horse and buggy before it, requires wheels in order for it to work. Without wheels, a car cannot go anywhere. If we get a flat tire, we immediately need to replace it, for just having one malfunctioning wheel can stop a car dead in its tracks. The tires and wheels are so important that race car drivers regularly change them during races so that they can maintain the optimal performance of their car. Without wheels, an automobile is nothing but a hunk of shiny metal that just sits still, not being used by anyone.

A vina is a stringed instrument that is plucked, and it is very popular in India. It is the instrument of choice for the great Narada Muni. Narada is a rishi, or great sage, who is completely dedicated to serving the Supreme Lord Krishna. On one occasion, he was cursed by Daksha, one of the progenitors of man, to never be able to live in one place for more than three days at a time. Because of this, Narada Muni is always travelling the three worlds, providing spiritual instruction to those who need it. He was the spiritual master of the compiler of the Vedas, Vyasadeva. He was also the spiritual master of Maharishi Valmiki. In fact, he transformed Valmiki from a rogue thief into a true saint and expert poet. Narada always carries his vina with him, for he is always singing the glories of Lord Krishna. The strings are the key component of a vina, for the instrument requires the strings to be plucked in order for it to produce music. Without the strings, it is nothing more than a finely shaped piece of wood.

When Lord Krishna incarnated as Lord Rama during the Treta Yuga, He voluntarily accepted the punishment of exile from His kingdom of Ayodhya. The Lord was ordered to spend fourteen years in the forest, living as a recluse, by His father Maharaja Dashratha, the king of Ayodhya. The Lord happily agreed to the request and His wife Sita Devi also insisted on accompanying Him. Sita was the incarnation of Goddess Lakshmi, who serves as God’s wife in the spiritual world. As the wife is considered the better half of man, so Sita was considered the better half of Rama. She took personally any order given to her husband. If He was to live as a homeless person for fourteen years, then as His wife, she felt it was her duty to suffer the same fate as her husband.

“The Vina without strings does not sound, and the car without wheels does not move, so although having a hundred sons, a woman without her husband cannot attain happiness.” (Sita Devi speaking to Kausalya, Valmiki Ramayana, Ayodhya Kand, Sec 39)

Just prior to leaving for the forest, Rama’s mother Kausalya gave some words of advice to her daughter-in-law. She requested Sita to always remain by Rama’s side and to always serve and honor Him while living in the forest. Sita obviously knew all of this since she was a perfect devotee of God. Devotees, through their sincere service to the Lord, acquire all knowledge relevant to the codes of dharma, or religiosity. After listening to her mother-in-law, Sita humbly replied that she was well acquainted with the proper duties of a wife. Just as a car cannot function without wheels, and a vina cannot product music without strings, so a wife cannot have happiness without her husband. This is the Vedic tenet relating to marriage. Once married, a husband and wife become one person. There is no concept of independence. If the husband is forced to go to hell, the wife must follow. They equally share the merits and demerits of their action. Knowing this, it is in the best interest of the wife to faithfully serve the husband, so that he may be very pious and devoted to the highest dharma, devotional service to Krishna. If a husband becomes a top-notch devotee, the wife is guaranteed to ascend to Krishnaloka or Vaikunthaloka, along with her husband in the afterlife.

Though Sita was referring to happiness in relation to husbands and wives, what she was really saying is that we living entities cannot achieve true happiness without having God in our life. We may have all the material facilities available to us such as a nice car, a large bank balance, a high-definition television, or the latest music player, but these things can never bring about true happiness. The same goes for our family life. We may have a very beautiful wife and wonderful children, but in the end these things are temporary. Our relationship with God is absolute and permanent. The bond we share with Him remains alive even after death.

Material life means constantly hankering and lamenting. These two things are going on constantly and they are the cause of all our pain and suffering. Elevation in spiritual life means putting an end to hankering and lamenting.

“One who is thus transcendentally situated at once realizes the Supreme Brahman. He never laments nor desires to have anything; he is equally disposed to every living entity. In that state he attains pure devotional service unto Me.” (Lord Krishna, Bhagavad-gita, 18.54)

Sita Devi could feel no happiness without her husband, who was God Himself. While in the forest, she was kidnapped by the evil demon Ravana, who held her captive in his kingdom for many months. She was able to persevere through such a horrific condition by always keeping her mind fixed on Lord Rama. We may not always have the benefit of personal association with the Lord, but thinking of Him, remembering His pastimes, and chanting His names are equal substitutes. God and His names, forms, attributes, and pastimes are all non-different from Him. Simply by remembering, we can have association with God.

Sita Devi gave us the path to true, eternal happiness. Our relationship with Krishna is what defines us, for without Him, we cannot have any happiness. In the Vedic system, the brahmanas, or priestly class of men, are referred to as dvija, or “twice-born”. Our first birth is when we come out of the womb of our mother. The second and more important birth is when we take initiation into spiritual life from a guru, or spiritual master. Real initiation means sincerely devoting oneself to serving Krishna. Pledging our unending devotion to God, we can all take our second birth and begin our real life. Krishna is our dearmost friend and inner life partner. He is always with us, we just need to recognize and love Him. We spirit souls are meant to be eternally blissful and full of knowledge.
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“Whatever is piled up, finally disburses. Whatever rises, must eventually fall. Those that come together, separate in the end. Life eventually meets with death.” (Lord Rama speaking to Bharata, Valmiki Ramayana, Ayodhya Kand, Sec 105)

This instruction given by Lord Rama, God Himself, to His brother is almost identical to that given by Lord Krishna to Arjuna on the battlefield of Kurukshetra. Everything in this life is temporary, even if we fail to realize it. Whatever one gains, they are sure to lose, with the ultimate loss being one’s life at the time of death. One must not become bewildered by the temporary nature of things.

Immediately upon taking birth, a cloud of ignorance envelops the newborn child. We have information from the Shrimad Bhagavatam that the child in the womb has consciousness of its previous lives. The child promises to remember God in this life and to make sure that they never take birth again. Yet immediately after coming out of the womb of the mother, that experience is forgotten. Not only do we forget the nine months we spent in the womb, but we also forget the experiences of our many past lives.

“The Blessed Lord said: Many, many births both you and I have passed. I can remember all of them, but you cannot, O subduer of the enemy!” (Bhagavad-gita, 4.5)

This forgetfulness is all due to Lord Krishna’s illusory energy known as maya. This isn’t God’s fault, for we want to falsely enjoy in the material world. Maya facilitates our desire. For this reason a newborn child is completely uneducated in spiritual matters, and in actions is no different than an animal. This ignorance then leads to the false identification with the body. This line of thinking continues into adulthood if no spiritual education is given. Since this is the age of quarrel and hypocrisy, the Kali Yuga, most everyone is living their lives under this false pretense. “I am Indian, I am American, I am black, I am white, etc.” In actuality, we are spirit souls, aham brahmasmi. Our body is but a temporary material covering consisting of bile, mucus, air, blood, puss, etc. It is constantly changing, but this change is so subtle that we don’t realize it. Still, we can understand that the body we have as an adult is completely different from the body we had as a child. Our identity has remained the same throughout, so one must conclude that we are not this body. Then what are we? Our identity comes from the atma, or the soul residing within our body. The soul cannot be seen with the naked eye or with fancy scientific instruments. It is similar to the wind in that regard. Yet through the event known as death, we can come to know of its existence. For example, we may have an attachment for a parent or other loved one. At the time of their death, the body remains in front of us, yet we still lament. “Oh my father has died. I am so sad.” But why are we sad? The body still lays in front of us. The reason we lament is because the individual, represented by the soul, has departed the body.

“For the soul there is never birth nor death. Nor, having once been, does he ever cease to be. He is unborn, eternal, ever-existing, undying and primeval. He is not slain when the body is slain...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, Bg. 2.20, 2.22)

No sane person can say the gross material body represents our identity. Nevertheless, this is precisely the mode of thinking of many people. The Vedas, the ancient scriptures of India, instruct us to break free of this false logic. In fact the very first instruction of the Vedas is that we are not this body. This simple fact represents the beginning of spiritual instruction, not the end. The end is Krishna, or God. As the saying goes, Ram nam satya hey, “the name of Rama (God) is the truth”. The Supreme Absolute Truth represents the final piece of knowledge.

Aside from the event of death, there are many other ways that God shows us the temporary nature of things. Not only is this body temporary, but everything in this material creation as well. This includes any wealth or possessions accumulated during our lifetime. Great emperors of the past all thought they were immortal and that their reign would never end. Yet not only did they all die, but their empires all vanished as well. In a similar manner, all the great dynasties and empires of today will one day dissolve. Thomas Jefferson, one of the Founding Fathers of the United States, believed such events were a good thing.

“The spirit of resistance to government is so valuable on certain occasions, that I wish it to be always kept alive. It will often be exercised when wrong, but better so than not to be exercised at all. I like a little rebellion now and then. It is like a storm in the atmosphere.” (Thomas Jefferson to Abigail Adams, 1787)

Not only the power of government, but every person’s power and feeling of false proprietorship needs to checked. Aside from falsely identifying with the body, the other major problem facing the living entities is their desire to lord over material nature. God is one and He is supreme. Yet by taking birth in this material world, by nature we come to believe that we are God in a sense. “I will perform such and such work and then acquire rewards for it. I will make such and such plans and then I will be happy.” This is the mindset of all living entities. Yet material nature, through the laws of karma, always checks our plans. No matter how hard we may try, something is bound to thwart us. No one can be infallible except God, whose many names include Achyuta, meaning one who is infallible.

It is common to see people be envious of someone else who is successful materially, thinking that everything goes right for them. This is especially seen in the world of sports. The perennially successful teams are the ones hated the most. In Major League Baseball, the New York Yankees are one of the most hated teams. There are thousands of fans who watch Yankee games simply to root for them to lose. The Yankees are one of the oldest teams in baseball, having a rich historical tradition. They have won the most championships and they have the highest annual payroll amongst all teams. This is the primary reason for the hatred directed their way. In the late 1990s, the Yankees had won three World Series in a row, and four out of five going into the 2001 playoffs. Fighting their way through tough teams, the Yankees made it back to the World Series where they faced an upstart Arizona Diamondbacks team. After two miracle ninth inning rallies in games 4 and 5, the Yankees took a 3 games to 2 lead going back to Arizona. Arizona fought their way back to force a decisive game 7. Facing a tough pitcher, the Yankees somehow clawed their way into the lead going into the ninth and final inning. Once again, it seemed like the Yankees could do no wrong. They brought in their ace closer, Mariano Rivera, to pitch the ninth inning. Rivera was pretty much unhittable as a pitcher, especially during the postseason. But the laws of nature took over, and the Diamondbacks did the unthinkable by coming back and scoring two runs off Rivera to win one of the most memorable World Series in history.

So however invincible we may think someone is, everyone is destined to fail at some point. Even the most successful people face defeat every now and then. The ultimate equalizer is death since we can’t take our trophies, material possessions, or family relationships with us to the afterlife. Even God personally showed us this example during His different advents on earth. Lord Rama was forced to separate from His dearly beloved brother Lakshmana, His father Dashratha, and even His wife Sita Devi. Lord Krishna similarly had to depart for the spiritual world, leaving the Vrishnis behind. Obviously God can never be killed, nor is His body material like ours. Nevertheless, He gives us that illusion so as to teach us a lesson. God sets up events just right to make it appear that karma affects Him, but one should never think that it actually does.

“There is no work that affects Me; nor do I aspire for the fruits of action. One who understands this truth about Me also does not become entangled in the fruitive reactions of work.” (Lord Krishna, Bg. 4.14)

Knowing the temporary nature of this world is one thing, but how should we act on such knowledge? The answer can be taken from Lord Rama’s example. The above referenced statement was made to His brother Bharata while the entire family was staying in the forest. Lord Rama had been exiled from the kingdom at the request of His father King Dashratha, who had since passed away. Bharata, being a younger brother, thought it improper to ascend the throne as Dashratha had wished. Bharata immediately set out to look for Rama in the forest and to beg Him to come back and rule over the kingdom. Rama’s point to Bharata was that everything in this life is temporary, so we shouldn’t be overly attached to good or bad results. The events of our life will play out, but we should never swerve from the path of dharma, or religiosity.

The Vedas declare many different dharmas, or types of religion, but only one is completely free of material effects, and that is bhagavata-dharma. God is known as Bhagavan, so the religious system that aims to connect with Him is known as bhagavata-dharma, also known as devotional service. If we shift our priorities in such a way that we do everything for God’s benefit, we become immune to the effects of karma. The detachment we so desperately seek comes of its own volition. Just knowing that everything in life is temporary is not enough. It is much easier said than done to actually become detached from mundane sense gratification and the desire to lord over material nature. Devotional service helps us foster attachment to God, which will then automatically give us detachment from everything else. This was the example set by Lord Rama. He did everything for the benefit of His devotees, so we should be kind enough to return the favor.
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“Why are you asking for only one flower? I would like to give you a whole tree of parijata flowers.” (Lord Krishna speaking to Queen Satyabhama, Krishna, The Supreme Personality of Godhead, Vol 2, Ch 4)

According to Vedic injunctions, a woman is to be given protection throughout her lifetime. Similar to the way we treat our children, women are to always be provided for and watched over. They are the caregivers and nurturers in society, thus men must take responsibility for their welfare and safety.

In a girl’s youth, she is to be protected by her father. Maharaja Janaka, the king of Mithila, showed us the proper way to care for our daughters by the way he brought up Sita Devi. As the goddess of fortune herself, Sita Devi appeared on earth many thousands of years ago on a field in the kingdom ruled by Janaka. He was ploughing his field at the time when suddenly he discovered the baby girl. He was so enchanted by her that he took Sita in as his own daughter. Since she was his prized possession, she was given the best upbringing a girl could have. Though women didn’t attend school back during those times, Sita acquired perfect knowledge of Vedic principles from her mother and father and the brahmanas of the royal court. From Janaka’s example, we can learn the proper way to raise a child. Children should be given full protection and instructed on all Vedic principles throughout their childhood. In the modern age, we sit our children down in front of televisions to watch movies or play video games, but such a lifestyle isn’t very conducive to higher thinking. If we can arouse an interest in religion in our children, we are performing the highest service for them.

After a girl gets married, she lives under the protection of her husband. Not like the modern day system where husbands and wives get into arguments and then divorce, the Vedic system enjoins marriage to be a lifetime commitment. Even if the husband takes to the renounced order of life, sannyasa, the couple is still considered to be married. When they are living as grihasthis, or householders, the husband is required to protect the wife and ensure that she is always happy and satisfied. If a wife is devoted and chaste, a husband should do everything he can to see to her happiness. Lord Krishna, God Himself, lived by this principle during His time on earth. Once while visiting the heavenly planets, one of Krishna’s wives, Satyabhama, plucked a parijata plant. The demigods became very angry at this and lodged a complaint against Krishna. Unable to settle the dispute peacefully, the Lord, wanting to please His wife, went to war with the demigods over the flower. He of course emerged victorious and brought the flower down to His kingdom of Dvaraka so that His beloved wife could be happy. In this way, the Lord taught us that we should go to great lengths to ensure the happiness and protection of a good wife.

In her old age, a woman is to be protected by the eldest son of the family. In the Vedic system, one’s life is to be divided into four stages or ashramas. The final stage of life is known as sannyasa, where the husband completely renounces family life and dedicates himself to serving Krishna and preaching His glories to others. Though the exact requirements for a sannyasi have changed over time, the most important rule is that there must be no intimate connection with women. Sannyasa means complete renunciation from sex life. The husband and wife are still married, but the wife lives at home under the protection of the eldest son. The great devotee of the Lord, Queen Kunti, lived under the care of her five sons after her husband, King Pandu, died prematurely due to a curse. The Pandava brothers took perfect care of their mother, and she in turn was quite pleased with them.

Of these three protectors of women, the husband is considered the most important. Once married, a husband and wife become one entity, sharing a common fate in the afterlife. For this reason a husband is to be considered the most important person in a woman’s life, for he can deliver her to the heavenly planets, or better yet, to Lord Krishna’s spiritual planet, where having gone once, one never returns. The protections and benedictions given by the father and the eldest son are very nice, but they don’t compare to what a good husband can do for a woman.

When Sita Devi grew up, she was married to Lord Rama, a kshatriya incarnation of God appearing in Ayodhya as the son of Maharaja Dashratha. Due to unfortunate circumstances, after enjoying twelve years of blissful married life, Lord Rama was ordered to leave the kingdom and spend fourteen years as an exile living in the forest. Sita, the perfect wife, refused to let her husband live in the forest alone, so she accompanied Him along with Rama’s younger brother Lakshmana. Just prior to leaving for the woods, Rama’s mother Kausalya imparted some final words of advice to Sita. She asked Sita to always remain by Rama’s side and to always serve Him. Now Sita obviously was well aware of her prescribed duties, for she recited them as arguments in her favor when Lord Rama had asked her to remain at home and not follow Him to the woods.

“The father gives in measure. The mother also gives to a limited extent, as does a son. Knowing this, which woman wouldn’t worship the giver of endless riches, the husband?” (Sita Devi speaking to Kausalya, Valmiki Ramayana, Ayodhya Kand, Sec 39)

Sita responded to her mother-in-law with the statement above. She wanted to let Kausalya know that she was well acquainted with the proper duties of a wife. Sita wanted to stress just how important
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