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The book is a conversation between Anjli Singh and Pujya Swamiji. Have reproduced excerpts from the book. A few sentences by Swamiji in the beginning of the book, ‘‘When an action becomes a habit it is time to wean oneself away by going in moderation.’ ‘Friends, how do you get rid of such persistent pursuers whose intentions are so noble?’ ‘No action is absolutely good or absolutely bad. Action itself is in a relative world; it is not in the absolute. Action is a relative manifestation of reality’. ‘In rational thinking, you are judging today with reference to your entire past experience, called wisdom, which is recorded in the memory. With reference to that we try to judge the present. The more you compromise with it, the more the conscience is ill at ease”. 

“Upon Om, Atman, your Self, place your meditation. Glory unto you in your far-away journey beyond darkness”. Mundaka Upanishad. The part has three chapters –

1. General Ethics
- includes what is morality, criteria for judgment of an action, conflicting standpoints, fallacies and guidelines for judgment.

2. Religion & Morality
- includes its relationship, trusting instincts, imparting values to children, non-violence, service, duty and meditation.

3. Social Issues
- includes abortion, sati, ethical lapses during the Mahabharata war and vegetarianism. 


General Ethics







Chapter 1

What is Morality?

Anjli: Swamiji, how would you interpret the words ethics and morality? 

Swamiji: The right and healthy values of life that you preserve in yourself comprise ethics, while morality is manifest in your behavior vis-à-vis the outer world. immoral thoughts are not possible. There are either unethical thoughts, or ethical thoughts. There is no ethical action, but moral and immoral activity. The two words are used in this sense: one is for the discipline of one’s behavior in the outer world and in one’s relationships; the other is subjective-ethical values and moral behavior. So unless you have got healthy ethical values you cannot live a healthy moral life.

Anjli: Would you say that ethics is the theoretical aspect?

Swamiji: No, the subjective. Ethics is more subjective, something you have to cultivate in yourself. Then its expression in the world outside becomes morality. A bad man ethically cannot be morally good. A moral man springs from the ethical values he preserves in himself.

The Criterion of Judging an Action

Anjli: What is the criterion that makes an action right or wrong? How do we judge its moral worth?

Swamiji: Having performed an action, its reaction in the form of agitation, disturbance, self-criticism, or an accusation shows that the action was wrong. And that action which in its perpetration brings peace, contentment, or self-congratulation to the mind is a good action. According to Hinduism, that which gives you sorrow do not give to others but do unto others as you would do to yourself. You know the saying, the same says the Bible. Therefore a morally good or morally bad act depends upon whether the action gives you regret or joy. In the case of the former it is a sin, or a morally bad action.

Motive

Anjli: Don’t motives count in the ethical worth of an action?

Swamiji: Yes. For example, a surgeon uses a knife in the operation theatre to save a patient’s life, and even though the patient may die it cannot be called a sin, whereas the act of killing somebody with the same knife for personal gain is decidedly sinful. The merit depends upon the motive of the act.

Anjli: If an action is to be judged good or bad by its motive, which of the several complex motives involved in any one action are to be taken as the main standard of judgement?

Swamiji: There can be only one motive; its branches will be the other motives. There is only one motive.

Anjli: But when I give charity I can have several motives in giving away the money.

Swamiji: Then it is not charity.

Anjli: No?

Swamiji: Giving money or signing a cheque is not charity.

Anjli: Let’s say the act of giving money, may have several motives.

Swamiji: Yes, according to the motive, it will be charity or something else.

Anjli: I may feel kindness toward somebody and give him some money. But at the same time I know that people are watching me, and at the back of my mind I feel I will get some applause. On the other hand, I may be getting some income-tax relief, or maybe I want to balance out some guilt having cheated someone earlier, or something. So there are several motives involved in giving away the money.

Swamiji: Then it will be the cumulative or the average of all these motives that will decide the result of it. That’s why the Karma Phala Data (the dispenser of the fruits of action) is Isvara, the Lord. So many factors go into the determination of the final result of an action. Even a computer may not be able to sort it out. That is why the Lord is called the Supreme Intelligence. So when you do an action and then surrender it to Him, He judges the moral worth of the action, and the results come back to you in the forms of what you meet in life.

Anjli: Should the totality of motives be taken into account?

Swamiji: The totality of motives must play into it, but then for your practical purpose you should only think in terms of how far am I? By giving this am I trying to gain joy and a sense of fulfillment and satisfaction or is it going to disturb me? Suppose your main motive was only the applause, which you did not get, your action will bring you only disappointment. Then it is not a morally good one. It is not charity. You with that amount are showing off and this way you are trying to purchase something to further your vanity.

Anjli: That means the result of your action is directly related to the totality of motive, the motive with which you give.

Swamiji: Yes, naturally! That is why I said every action, even in secular law is calculated by means of the motive behind it.

Anjli: An action may be prompted by dual or complex motives which may be mixed in being both lofty and base at the same time, for example, money given out of kindness as well as for recognition. If the action is to be judged not by one motive but by the totality of motives, then no action is absolutely good or absolutely bad, it can only be predominantly good or predominantly bad.

Swamiji: Yes, that is true. Really speaking, an action itself is neither good nor bad. And you cannot say it is absolutely bad or absolutely good. It is relative. Action itself is in the relative world it is not in the absolute. 

Anjli: Krishna also says in the Bhagavad Gita that all actions are riddled with imperfection. Is it a fact that there can be no absolutely good action?

Swamiji: Action itself is a relative manifestation of reality, a delusion. So in that action how can there be an absolutely good action?

Happiness as the Standard

Anjli: Which is more valuable-present or future happiness in this life-and why? Which should be given precedence?

Swamiji: The present is the womb of the future. A greater future happiness can be had only by investing the present correctly. Look after the present and the future will look after itself.

Anjli: Can you clarify the difference between the types of happiness?

Swamiji: Happiness that arises from constant effort and inner self-control can yield a greater beauty and a larger sense of fulfillment. In the beginning its practice may be painful and arduous, but a person who has the necessary courage and heroism, to walk the precipitous path of self-purification, creativity, and inward balance comes to enjoy the subtlest happiness and the all-fulfilling sense of inner peace. The flimsy happiness that is gained through sense indulgence and sense gratification is a joy that is fleeting, vanishing as quickly as it comes, and after its onslaught there is a terrific undercurrent that upsets our equilibrium and drags us into ill-reputed dissipation. This happiness lasts only so long as the sense organs are actually in contact with sense objects.

Anjli: Why then are most of us tempted by this fleeting happiness?

Swamiji: Because its results are immediate. There is no waiting period and not much effort required.

Anjli: From where does happiness arise?

Swamiji: There is no intrinsic happiness in objects. The same objects do not please everybody. We associate happiness with the objects we desire. Happiness is the nature of the real Self of man, which expresses and functions through his body, mind and intellect. This Self, expressing through a mind agitated with desires, throws shades of sorrow. The Self-expressing through a mind unagitated, because of desires satisfied or stilled, throws its own light of joy. Happiness lies within one’s Self, as the Self and not in the objects outside.

Anjli: Which is more important-happiness of another or happiness of oneself?

Swamiji: Certainly of another. This is the crux of any religion. Aiming at happiness for oneself is selfish. Every animal does that.

Anjli: In choosing between happiness of another and happiness of myself, why should I give precedence to the other? I am speaking of the pursuit of happiness as akin to the pursuit of individual perfection. 

Swamiji: If the word “happiness” is used in that sense of the term, your happiness comes first, because you are realizing the Self, the very source, the goal.

Anjli: If I use the word happiness in the other sense, still, why must I aim at another’s happiness and not my own? The Upanisads state that man does act only for his own happiness so then what is the significance of saying he ought to seek another’s happiness? A mother denying herself for the sake of the child is really so for her own happiness, for it would give her more pleasure to see her child happy. It would seem it is not possible to act only for the happiness of another!

Swamiji: You know the real happiness that man seeks for himself, but the word “self” of “himself” is misunderstood as “I” the physical, the mental, the intellectual entity. So to avoid or end that jivatva bhavana the feeling of limitation, that I am only the body, mind and intellect, we liquidate ourselves by taking interest in others. My actions are motivated not for my happiness, but for giving happiness to others. By thus working with the Karma Yoga spirit, the ego gets sublimated at which stage your state of mental poise takes you ultimately to your own satisfaction. When the ego is eliminated or sublimated or your viewpoint is uplifted, in the services of giving happiness to others, extraordinary changes take place within.... The mind within becomes quieter, a contemplative mood arises, and you ultimately come to experience absolute happiness. So there is no contradiction. The contradiction is only because of the misunderstanding of the word “self,” from which we are calling upon you to wake up. Therefore it only appears there is a contradiction. Actually there is none.

Conflicting Standpoints

Anjli: In the 2nd chapter of the Bhagawad Gita Krishna explains that it was morally correct for Arjuna at that time to fight the battle. He considered the action from various standpoints and gave arguments in support of this. He first started from the highest philosophical standpoint (stanzas 11 to 25) then from the standpoint of glimmering consciousness in stanza 26. He further explains the materialistic standpoint in stanza 28, the sociological view in stanza 31, the standpoint of result (heaven) in stanza 32, of one’s duty and station in life in stanza 33, and lastly from the standpoint of society’s opinion. The question is, what if these standpoints happened to conflict? Supposing it were correct from one point and not from the other, should one still undertake the action? To which standpoint would one give precedence and how would one judge the greater value of one over the other?

Swamiji: The rule is simple: Sacrifice the individual benefit and take the larger interest into consideration. Personal sacrifice for the sake of the majority is the principle of ethics. Selfishness is unethical. The spring of unethical activity is selfishness. So in the case of conflict, always choose that which is beneficial to the largest number. If the contradiction is between you, your personal interest and the others, follow the example of Sri Ramachandraji. His father would have been happy had he remained in Ayodhya. The vast population would have been happy too. But in the long run interest of humanity, history would have recorded that, and we would have done likewise. The entire society would have suffered as a result. Therefore, for the sake of the entire world, lokasangrah, Rama maintained the idea of dharma. The standpoint of the world is greater than one’s community. Your community is greater than you caste, your caste is greater than your family, your family is greater than you, yourself.

My Station and its Duties

Anjli: Depending on one’s evolutionary stage, would it be more advisable to follow a standpoint of lesser values as advised in the Bhagwad Gita, “Do one’s duty according to the station in life.” Any comment?

Swamiji: Yes. The varnas and asramas are psychological evaluations. For whatever you are fit, depending on your temperament, and your constitution, likewise will be your duties. By following one’s station in life one can serve the society more without inner conflicts. One may have rajoguna but he has tamas too, therefore he is a vaisya. As a vaisya he does agriculture and trade. There he will gain more mental peace and a sense of fulfillment than if he were to be in a kshatriya’s state or doing a Brahmin’s dharma. So these varnas and asramas are very careful psychological classifications. The way of life or what should be one’s way of life is all prescribed according to the psychological texture of the individual. So, your question depending upon evolutionary stages, yes! Depending upon the evolution of the mind is the varna, caste, category and in the varna also there are the stages, asramas: brahmacharya, grhastha, vanaprastha sannyasa.

Anjli: Supposing there is a choice involved. Should you choose according to your station in life or should you choose keeping in mind the larger viewpoint? Supposing there was a conflict?

Swamiji: Choose from one’s station in life. The war may be coming, but the Brahmin who takes up the gun will confuse matters. Let him stay where he is stationed in life and proceed according to the karma, work, that is allotted to him, the duties enjoined on him, according to his qualification, according to his psychological nature, his dharma. Doing his dharma he will be supporting or helping the war efforts.

The Goal

Anjli: Is one dharma better than the other?

Swamiji: No, at a given level each one is right. By being loyal to our own level of feelings and ideas, to our development of consciousness, we can evolve into higher states of self-unfoldment.

Anjli: Which level is higher?

Swamiji: The highest level is where in you are nearer to the Atman, the Self, the concept that the whole universe is me, myself. To recognize yourself with the One, with the whole universe, feeling that I will not bring even a little to anyone, and I am in harmony with the entire universe is the highest state. Living then becomes effortless and creative. When one goes beyond the action-reaction stage, beyond good and evil and cause and effect then life becomes a recreation and a means of expressing the inner joy.

Anjli: From the level of the vaisya can you reach the Supreme Self directly or will you have to go up by stages?

Swamiji: Without sattva you can never reach the Supreme. The rest is only various degrees of rajas and tamas.

Anjli: Would you have to go sequentially through the stages sudra, vaisya, ksatriya, and brahmin dharmas to reach the Supreme Self, the reality? 

Swamiji: Wherever you are, in whatever station, form there you have to reach sattva in varying degrees because tamas will be reduced only when the mind’s agitations, viksepa, are quietened. As agitations quieten, sattva increase slowly.

Anjli: So, ethics is evolutionary? One has to work towards creating sattva in order to reach the ultimate goal of finding one’s Self.

Swamiji: Yes.

Anjli: Conclusively, it is to the standpoint of one’s dharma, in whatever evolutionary stage one is, to which precedence, should be given maintaining that the final goal is to reach a state beyond good and evil. 

Swamiji: Yes!

Some Fallacies Counteracted

Regress ad infinitum

Anjli: If the goodness of an action is to be judged by the goodness of the motive, how would you judge the goodness of the motive? This could lead to regress ad infinitum.

Swamiji: No, all goodness is measured in terms of our identification with the Absolute. With reference to the Supreme alone we say an act is good or bad. You can put Righteousness or Goodness in place of the concept of God. He is the Absolute Good. It is with reference to Him that we say something is good or bad. That’s why the Absolute Good, Absolute Kindness, Absolute Mercy, Absolute Power, these are the concepts of God. Why should we have a God? Without Him, moral values are not possible. What is the standard of comparison by which we can judge anything? The standard is-God, the Absolute. So there is no question of regress ad infinitum!

Time Fallacy

Anjli: Even if the two criteria, that is, motive and psychological result, are interconnected, still, if result is to be taken into account there would arise a time fallacy. One would never really know before the action whether it was good or bad till the psychological result sets in after the action.

Swamiji: No, why shouldn’t one? That is what I told you earlier that you can train yourself to develop a “sixth” sense and come to know how you would react. That is why it is also said that you should renounce your anxiety for the fruits, the results thereof. Fruit can be in the future only. When the challenge came, you were discriminating and deciding how to react. And at the point where the reaction comes, those who had eliminated the ego will react beautifully. The grey areas are those where you are not sure what to do. There you take the help of the Lord, surrender to Him, and do what comes in the mind. Because it is a grey area. “Well, it can be this way or that way, both could be right.”

Ramachandraji’s renunciation of Sita, was it right or wrong? One way it is right, another way it is wrong. Then has he been ethically good? Yes, because he renounced his personal happiness for the sake of the public, and therefore ethically he is right.

Conscience

Anjli: A man’s conscience may be the “conscience of an ass” (Ruskin) or a man may act conscientiously but in accordance with some defective standard, for example, a fanatic. Can you throw some light on this, especially as in these cases there is no angle of deviation from what one knows to be right and what one does and conscience would then be an inexplicable faculty.

Swamiji: Inexplicable? Conscience is with reference to what you already know. When I know a thing is wrong and then I do it, there is a contradiction between what I know and that I do. That is called conscience.

Anjli: If there is a certain rational judgment being formed in the mind then one should say it is a kind of a rational faculty that is working within and not a kind of an intuitive conscience.

Swamiji: In rational thinking you are only judging the thing that is happening today with reference to your entire past experience, called wisdom, which is recorded in the memory. With reference to that we try to judge the present. And the more you compromise with it the more the conscience is ill at ease.

Anjli: Conscience is nothing but the intellect then?

Swamiji: It’s total memory. But it is not memory only. Memory is accumulated knowledge. The conscience is not intellect alone.

Anjli: This intellect judges according to the wisdom that it acquires.

Swamiji: Yes, exactly. Your own action. Not somebody’s action.

The Ideal Judgment

Anjli: Can we say, the ideal action is that which is judged by the intellect together with its past experience in the mood of sattva and only here conscience could be called intuition?

Swamiji: Sattva means being able to quieten the agitations. That’s why I said the person who can pause the mind more, whose judgement is without prejudice or favor, as in the case of Jesus, is correct. When the judgement is serene and calm you won’t make any mistake.

Look at the judgment of Jesus when Mary Magdalene was brought on serious charges. According to the Old Testament, she should be stoned to death. Jesus did not revolt against the rule. Yes, it should be done, that is what is said in the Scriptures. You must do it. But who has the birthright to do so? Only the individual who had never sinned could throw the first stone. And Jesus walked away. What a precise, beautiful, discriminative judgment. Nobody dared touch a stone.

Anjli: Quite right. He did not say, “Don’t punish.”

Swamiji: No, but who were to punish? Had they the right to punish? Yes, provided they had never done anything wrong. The woman walked behind the Lord and became his great follower. so, you can say, right judgment is intuitional because Jesus had neither prejudice against nor in favor of that woman or the act. Therefore the judgment turned out to be perfect.

Reason and Goodness

Anjli: If that which is pure good is also that which is pure reason, then will the completely rational man be the absolutely good one? “The spiritual qualification of a philosopher is a condition for his philosophizing properly”. I read this in a book on ethics.

Swamiji: It all depends on the quality of the reasoning. If one is sattvic then his reasoning will be good. If he is rajasic or tamasic, he may be rational, no doubt. Ravana was rational. But the quality in him was predominantly rajasic. Therefore, he rationalized everything that is immoral. Duryodhan also did the same. “I know what is right but I have not an inclination to do it. I know what is wrong but I cannot keep away from it. I act impelled by some power lodged in my heart; as he directs so I act”.

Both men were highly intelligent, they had their own rational arguments. So he has his own rational conclusion as to why he is there. But the quality of his performance depended upon the quality of the reason he had. Your statement is true if the condition of the intellect is purely sattvic.

Guidelines for Judgment

Anjli: Would Swamiji advise a rajasic or tamasic man to be guided by the moral judgment of a sattvic person or should the person evaluate his actions according to his own judgment, even though imperfect?

Swamiji: Yes, that is what the Bhagavad Gita says. Even though imperfect, you should continue to do your duties, according to your station in life. 

Anjli: No, but this is a little different. The choice is between the judgment arrived at by himself which he thinks are right or the judgment of sattvic people or the Scriptures.

Swamiji: It is better to follow his own judgment, though imperfect, as to what is right. If he lives somebody else’s dharma, Bhagavad Gita says the judgment is very frightening and terrible because he is not says exhausting his vasanas, nor is he able to live somebody else’s judgment correctly, fully. To work in the field ordered by one’s own vasanas, the innate tendencies in the subconscious, is better, because in that case there is a chance of exhausting the existing vasanas. When an individual strives a field contrary to his existing tendencies, he not only fails to exhaust his vasanas, but he also creates a new load of vasanas in his temperament. One should follow the subjective tendencies even if they be defective.  But at the same time we must try to courageously renounce all the demands that the objective world makes upon us from within. If there be an influx of wrong vasanas within, the earlier we exhaust them though Karma Yoga action without any ego or egocentric desire to enjoy its fruit-the quicker shall the load of existing vasanas be lifted from our personality. When the load of vasanas is reduced, our judgment will be become purer and more in tune with the higher principles.

Free Will

Anjli: At every turn of our life we are faced with a choice, at any moment we could make a wrong judgment and the whole responsibility of its consequences is on our shoulders. Sometimes one feels we are impelled to choose in a particular direction. Is the choice really ours? How free are we?

Swamiji: Man alone is the one animal who can, at each challenge in life, discriminate between the path of good and evil. When man of his own accord refuses the blessings of the power of discrimination that his intellect is capable of, he is deliberately flouting his privilege as a human being. When one has thus of his own free will chosen to be only an animal, certainly nature will bless him only with the sorrows and Limitations of the animal. It depends on how we cultivate and train the mind and intellect. If we tune them to the lower impermanent values of negativity, we become insensitive animals. Train them to think and act in terms of higher and permanent values of love, tolerance and mercy, we become cultured and perfected architects of our future.

Our whole future is based on how we act today. Life is a series of challenges. Moment to moment we are faced with decisions to do or not to do. Our intellect is called upon at each moment to evaluate independently and come to a judgment. Hence, no choice is the same as any other. With reference to this ever-changing pattern we are called upon moment to make independent decisions to ascertain and maintain our relationship with the external world. The wise and discriminating people at each juncture gently judge the various challenges that they face and determine never to swerve from the path of the good. The ignorant people on the other hand, live like mules following the crowed and choosing the path of least resistance, motivated by the animal urges to satisfy the demands of the senses. Self-development is through self-effort. Man has been given the freedom to be good or to be vicious in his moment to-moment contact with the external world. certainly man does not have a complete and unlimited freedom over external circumstances. These external circumstances or environments in which he finds himself are the result of his choices. Man has been preparing bit by bit a blueprint of his life by his choice of action. The edifice of external environment and inner impulses in which he finds himself is of his own making. And his present choice is within the limitation of that edifice.

Anjli: Which is more powerful then-purusartha, free will, or prarabdha, destiny? Can we break away from a deterministic philosphy?

Swamiji: People misunderstand real meaning of prarabdha when they take the word to mean all the failure, impotence, and weakness in them. If we are to be guided by this meaning there would be no room for self-improvement through self-effort. This is a defeatist mentality. That we have been given a limited freedom is the truth. For example, we cannot bend a piece of rail as it is, but supposing this rail-piece is beaten and made into a chain, the same rail becomes easily pliable. Similarly, when a cow is tied to a rope in the centre of a pasture, she is not free to graze the entire, but she can move freely within the circle described by the rope.

At each moment of our life we are not only reaping the fruits of our past actions, but we are also creating the fruits of tomorrow. The past modified in the present alone is the future. There is no slavery, nor is there full freedom. There is limited freedom which if intelligently used can redeem us from all enslavement. What we meet in life is prarabdha-how we meet it is purusartha.

Meera: If according to the Law of Karma my freedom is limited, then is not my moral responsibility equally limited?

Swamiji: Yes, it is equally limited.

Meera: Could you elaborate?

Swamiji: The responsibility of a child is less than an adult’s because his knowledge is less. As he grows up he comes to say “my responsibility is increased.” Your responsibility becomes greater as you grow. As you become more and more grown up in knowledge, in your influence in the world, your moral responsibility becomes more. So moral responsibilities quantitatively increase.

Meera: When your freedom is limited by your own past actions, which you don’t have control over now, and you find yourself in circumstances outsides your entire control, then how morally responsible are you?

Swamiji: When you enter spiritual life, you are following yoga in order to exhaust your vasanas. To the extent you unload them and get free within your moral responsibility increases. Just as a brahmin has more moral responsibility than a sudra, a sattvic man’s responsibility is more than a rajasic or a tamasic man’s

A Summing up

Anjli: In summing up all your answers upto now, would you say that though we do not refer every action to an ultimate standard because the stage of evolution varies from individual to individual, we do act in general with reference to immediate standards? These standards are set up by our station in life and constituted by the degree of mental purity in each one of us, and these help to lifts us nearer to the final goal, which is identity with the Absolute. All immediate terms of reference like “motive,” “means,” psychological reaction,” and the standard of “happiness” that a man employs to judge an action to be right or wrong are interrelated and do not contradict one another. Since the final goal to be reached by man is a total sense of fulfillment or absolute happiness, any action that brings in its sum total reaction a sense of happiness, any action that brings in its sum total reaction a sense of peace, fulfillment, and self satisfaction and leads us one step up the ladder of spiritual evolution is to be considered good.

The basic of ethics is action within the law of cause and effect; therefore we are the authors of our own destiny. The limitation of the environment in which we find ourselves is made by us by our past actions. Our present actions within that limitation will determine our future environment. The choice in the present is ours. The aim is to get out of the empirical hold of this law and onto the seat of the Absolute. No laws of action bind a man who has reached the final goal, the Summum Bonum, the absolute, intrinsic Good. Ethics ceases to be applicable only at this transcendental level where a person has found his identity with his real Self.

Swamiji: Yes. Perfect. But why are you breaking your head on this?!

Religion & Morality






Chapter 2

Its Relationship

Meera: Is there any relation between man’s ethical norms and religious beliefs? Which depends on which? Ethical norms need not necessarily be based on religious beliefs.

Swamiji: Religion cannot exist without ethical norms. Ethics has value only with reference to the spiritual values or religious values. Without spiritual values, love could not be better than hatredness. Religion teaches that the whole creation is one, and thus our essential nature is to seek identity with everything.

All ethical principles, whether one recognizes religion or not, spring from religion. Religion here is meant in the larger sense of the term as rising above one’s limited ego in dedication to a higher goal. Now, when one stars practicing ethics, unless one has an ideal, a goal to surrender to and be dedicated to, one will not be able to stand against the temptations of the immediate pressures. Whenever I act from the egocentric standpoint, my action becomes immoral. Morality is to rise above the ego, and one can do it. wherever one has an altar of dedication, that is called religion. The altar may be art, literature, politics, or one’s own profession; whatever it is, it becomes a religion. “My profession is my religion.” There are so many people who say that.

Divine Ordinance

Meera: Would it not be safer to separate religion from morality and make moral sanction independent of divine injunction?

Swamiji: If you can do it, go ahead.

Meera: Does the rightness of an action depend upon divine ordinance, or can an act be right in itself? Christianity and the Vedas both admit apta vakya, or religious testimony, as a valid source of knowledge. 

Swamiji: Apta vakya is in reference to the experience of saints and sages who have realized the Self and the knowledge they handed down after the realization. It does not refer to ethical action, which comes within the purview of rational reflection.

Trustworthiness of Instincts

Jyoti: As young people, we often act without consciously weighing the motives and desired results. As we grow older there is more often a sense of weighing alternatives. We feel naturally inclined to do something, but our rationality or long-term interest tells us to do something else. Psychoanalysis tells us that we do not take enough notice of our unconscious. To what extent should we trust our instincts? Is not the unconscious? Really the more fundamental part of ourselves, whereas, at present our more powerful instinct is the animal instinct?

Swamiji: Yes, therefore presently we have to train our unconscious to function better. Then we can depend upon instincts, that will be noble instincts. At this moment our instincts are very impure. So if you live according to the instincts in you, your instincts will be the whisperings of your selfish ego. Never do that. But when you have practiced for a long period of time, living the higher values of life and following the instructions of great masters or the Scriptures, that is, when you have trained your unconscious, then when a situation comes, you can, to an extent, depend on your inner voice. In order to purify our inner instincts we follow moral rules and ethical principles. For a long period you live uncompromisingly those higher values. And then only, when they are chastened sufficiently to hear and reflect, then only could it become a medium for the super-consciousness to function through.

Imparting Values to Children

Meera: Do you think that strict moral training from a very early age will curb the urge to do evil? What kind of moral education should be imparted to a child from the primary level, so that he will be spontaneously good and not have to go through repeated moral conflicts while making a choice?

Jyoti: How can we best express to our children the idea of genuine values so that they grow up with open minds, not with a once and for all acceptance but with the ability to sift and decide on right values? If we impart a vague sense of values they may grow up having no real sense of them at all. On the other hand, if we decide for them, they may be limited in their approach to values.

Swamiji: The first question is answered by the second question. The first question is: How are we to do it? The moral part only comes once the activity starts and we classify activities as moral and immoral. Now, how am I to make an individual to act morally? By giving him healthy values. Values of life determine how the individual reacts to the external world and finally expresses it.

Swamiji: How can one impart the values?

Swamiji: Values impartation must be started from the very beginning. Values are so subtle that even an elderly person will not be able to conceive the idea unless it is concretized in an individual acting those values in a given set of specific conditions. Thus Harish Chandra’s story, when you relate it to the children, they understand the compelling situations. Harish Chandra’s own son died, then the mother brought the body for cremation to that fellow who happened to be her husband who said, “Sorry, ten paise is the tax, you pay it.” She said, “I haven’t got a pie.” Then get out of here. My master has fixed me here to collect the tax. Wait here. When the master comes in the morning you discuss it with him. If the master says he has no objection, the matter could be settled.” So the truthfulness, the honesty of words, you know all these from the story alone. You may forget the story but the idea goes in. This is the method. In our modern education we don’t give the children any ideal. Data is given but no ideal to pursue. Ideals must be given. The story is not for history, it is for imparting an ideal. Give it to them and they will always check whether their action was morally good or not, beautiful or not. These children will grow up and in their togetherness will constitute the society.

The social behavior in any part of the world, in any period of time, will be the sum total work of the team of people that constitute the society. Each individual functions in the world outside ordered by, governed by his thoughts. The quality and the nature of the thoughts are determined by what values the individual respects. If the values respected by the individuals are wrong, the individual’s activities can never be good. Similarly, the values entertained by the community or the society are wrong, their total behavior will be only bringing more and more sorrow to them. Hence in the modern times we are insisting upon value based education. The healthy values, psychologically healthy for the individual and therefore healthy for the community have been experimented upon and given out as moral and ethical principles.

First, we have to conceive, understand and appreciate these values. Thereafter, a mere possession is not sufficient. Each individual should learn to live upto them. In order to impart these to our growing children there is no way other than concretizing these values through the heroic stories of people who have lived these values… Hence the need for stories. The mythological stories of India are perfect and artistic examples on how to impart these values to children. Never can children’s education be complete unless we impart to them a true appreciation of the eternal values of life and also help them to open up their sense of beauty and rhythm, their aestheticism and ethicism. That is the reason why we not only try to mould them with our stories of heroism and excellence in character but also give them a free choice to discover and develop their inner secret talents for music, dance, painting, etc. if has been found very rewarding in all our centres.

Do Values have Intrinsic or Extrinsic Worth?

Anjli: Do the values of life have intrinsic worth or do they have instrumental worth? In other words, is the value valuable in itself or is it as an instrument to achieving something else that a value is valuable?

Swamiji: A value is valuable only in relationship to achievements. It is instrumental. It is not absolute. Only Brahman, the Supreme Reality, has absolute value.

Anjli: You mean, Brahman is the only thing of intrinsic value?

Swamiji: The only intrinsic value. All others are instrumental or contributory to reaching that highest intrinsic value. By pursuing negative values you go away from Him. By pursuing positive values you go towards Him. So, values to be acquired by the seeker are only to take you to that intrinsic value, the absolute value that is Brahman.

Charity

Anjli: Explain to us the value of charity?

Swamiji: Charity must come from one’s sense of abundance. True charity springs from a sense of oneness between the giver and the recipient. Unless one is able to identify oneself with others, one will not feel the noble urge to share one’s possessions with others. Thus charity is born out of a capacity to restrain one’s instincts of acquisition and aggrandizement, and to replace these with the spirit of sacrifice.

In the name of charity many a thing is ordinarily done in society, which destroys both the giver and the recipient. Therefore gifts should be given in accordance with certain ethical norms. Gifts should be given with faith. We can have faith only in what we understand to be right. Therefore charity is acceptable only when it toes the line of our independent, intellectual beliefs and convictions. Unless we are convinced of the nobility and unless we have come to a correct and independent judgment of the worthiness of the cause, charity should not be practiced. Every benefactor has the right to inquire into the cause that he is trying to patronize.

Again, a miserly giving will not benefit either the giver or the receiver and, it is said in our Scriptures, having come to judge a cause as worthy, give it your entire patronage “Give in plenty, with both hands give.” Also, charity must be given with modesty, avoiding feelings of egotism and vanity. It must be given with sympathy, which comes from having surrendered to a higher altar. Sympathy generates love in us, and unless this love element predominates, compelling us to seek an identify with the cause, we will not spiritually evolve along the path of charity. Charity constricts the heart and obstructs human growth if it is not honeyed with the spirit of love and the joy of identification. Throwing fifty paisa (cents) to helpless beggar and making him struggle to pick it up from the wayside dirt with his shriveled, leprous fingers is no charity at all, however thick the giver may wear his caste marks on his narrow forehead!!

Duty

Anjli: What is the importance of duty?

Swamiji: Religion is built upon duties and not upon rights. A civilization that is based upon “right” must necessarily come to clamor and fight. The instincts of acquiring and hoarding, keeping and maintaining would develop in that society and ultimately upset the peace. On the other hand, a generation that has understood the value of performing duty will be trained to demand of life only chances to fulfil its duty. Duty therefore develops the spirit of giving, the urge to be charitable, and not the lust to hoard or the anxiety to keep.

Nonviolence       

Anjli: What about nonviolence, or ahimsa?

Swamiji: Ahimsa in its spiritual import means never having cruel intentions. Noninjury is the spirit that should dominate all our motives. Our intentions should not be polluted by even a trace of cruelty or hatred. Harmlessness consists not so much in never causing physical injury to a being as in never contemplating to do harm of any sort. Practicing no injury physically is impossible. To continue living, some kind of physical harm is unavoidable. But even while bringing about unavoidable disturbances around ourselves, if our motives are pure and clean, the harm so brought about is not regarded as injury. If you protect yourself against a robber in your own home or protest against aggressors, you are not transgressing ahimsa. To smash a serpent or a scorpion in your house is not an act of cruelty. On the contrary, to allow these to flourish in the name of nonviolence is weakness sanctioned only by a misinterpreted culture.

Thus, noninjury is a value of life to be applied at the level of our motives. Our motives must be noninjurious and pure. This purity of intention can arise only out of a deep sense of oneness with the Lord’s creation and compassion toward all beings, good and bad alike.

Forbearance

Anjli: How should one meet the pinpricks and also the major setbacks of life?

Swamiji: With forbearance. The ability to live patiently through minor or major physical or mental inconveniences is forbearance-a subtle boldness that is displayed by a person while facing adversity. When an individual daringly confronts life, he cannot always expect happy situations, favorable circumstances, and conducive opportunities. When encountering opposition, many a weak individual feels dejected and is tempted to leave the field of work when it is only half done. Many lose the chance of achieving their goal and desert the field of action almost at the moment that victory is imminent.

In order to stick to our convictions, we need spiritual energy to nurture and nourish our fatigued morals. This inner energy welling up in a well-integrated personality is called fortitude or forbearance. The strength of faith, conviction in the goal, consistency of purpose, vivid perception of the ideal, and a bold spirit of sacrifice cultivated diligently all form the source from which fortitude trickles down to remove our exhaustion and despair.

Purity

Anjli: Isn’t outer cleanliness related to inner purity?

Swamiji: The word cleanliness indicates not only the inner purity-thoughts and motives-but it also suggests the purity of environment, and cleanliness of habit and personal belongings. As a result of an over-emphasis on subjective purity today, we find in Indian society an utter neglect of external purity. Clean clothes and civic habits have both become rare in our society.

Outer cleanliness is, to a large measure, a reflection of the inner condition. A disciplined person with education and culture alone can maintain systematic order and cleanliness around him. One who is aspiring to reach perfection will necessarily be so well disciplined physically that he will be clean both in his relationship with others and in the condition of his belongings around him. It is well known that the condition of a person’s table and the cleanliness of his apparel give a great insight into the mental nature, discipline, and culture of that man. In the Scriptures great emphasis has been laid on physical purity, not only in the person but also in his contacts with the world. without external purity, internal purification will be but a vague dream, an idle hope, and a despairing vision.

At the same time, no amount of external discipline can supply a person with the positive dynamism that is the very core in moral living. A man must live in highest values of life. Then he can burst forth with a positive glow of righteousness and bathe the entire generation in the light of truth and virtue-virtue that implies honesty of intentions and purity of motives   

Service

Anjli: Is service of mankind an important value?

Swamiji: Dedicated work is a means for the inner purification of one’s vasanas. Though the goal is Self-realization, which is realized through the path of renunciation stages of progress from “animal-man” to “God-man” are through an intermediary stage called “man-man.” 

The Upanisads glorify service as the highest pinnacle of right living. Dedicated and noble work alone can polish an individual to a state of true culture and right discipline. To those who know what service is, work is not a slavery or drudgery but is the joy of life. Man is not born to revel in idleness.

Vedanta has never permitted escapism, although many uninformed people contend that it does. The earliest Upanisads emphasize that one who cannot live the noble life of renunciation and self-restraint must strive to fulfil one’s desires through means; teaching oneself to live in the service of man and in the glorification of the Lord. Such actions involving service of mankind are necessary to prepare a student for the highest flights in meditation.

Actions do not cling to one who intensively plunges into life, eager and anxious to meet its new challenges, at every turn keeping truth and purity as one’s standards. Such a one is living an entire lifetime in the spirit of paying homage to the Lord, detached from the ego-sense or from the anxiety for the result of those actions. When all activities, whether social, economic, political, or domestic, are pursued in an attitude of detachment, they can never bind the person by their results.

The highest prayer in the world is service, the greatest devotion is loving the people around, and the noblest character trait is divine compassion for all living creatures.

Contentment

Anjli: Whenever a desire gets satisfied, one feels happy. But after a while, we always want something more. It seems as if nothing is enough.

Swamiji: Greed is due to the erosion of one’s mental strength and inner peace when desires are more and more satiated. When a desire gets fulfilled, an insatiable thirst for more and more joy holds the individual, and this endless appetite ruins the mental strength and saps dry the personality-vitality. Greed is a sense of dissatisfaction constantly pursuing and poisoning the sense of satisfaction that we have already experienced. In an indisciplined man, there can be no satisfaction at any time. He is unhappy even when his desires are satisfied because his appetite for enjoyment is sharpened and he hungers for more. If the desires are throttled the disappointment brings him a thought storm of anger, and he suffers the consequent wretchedness.

Contentment with whatever has come to one, as one’s just share is the motto of all serious seekers. To endlessly entertain and satisfy the demands of life would be an unending game, for the mind has a knack of breeding its own demands very quickly. The policy of contentment is the only intelligent attitude to be taken up by sincere seekers or else there will be no time seek, to strive for, and to achieve the divine goal of life. Self-integration is the reward promised for all faithful pursuits.

Equipoise

Anjli: Often one gets shaken by happenings around and then loses the ground that has been gained. One’s equilibrium gets upset every now and then.

Swamiji: Equipoise is a state of mental equilibrium that comes when one has unshakeable intellectual foundations and the mental capacity to soar to the highest pinnacles of greater visions. When a person raises himself into greater ambits of spiritual vision, his mind will no longer entertain any agitations at the ordinary level of likes and dislikes. None of the happenings at the level of the mind and intellect can be of any serious consequence to a person who is trying to detach from the dualistic experiences and who has learned the art of drawing inspiration from something beyond.

Meditation

Anjli: When must one do to be able to meditate?

Swamiji: First of all you must expose yourself to aloneness. When a person is left alone, he start thinking of the higher reality-about death, life, soul, God and the mystery of all Man must strive to seek the absolute God, which is a state of being apprehended within oneself.

Anjli: Does the absolute and intrinsic God really exist? Can one see it? Does meditation help in a practical way?

Swamiji: It is not perceived by the senses but it does exist. The fact that the earth is round and moves, is not seen, but is true. The sky is blue; the sunset is golden-they are seen but false. Energy in the atom, vitality in the sun, gravitational force-not seen, but true. Double moon, mirage waters, dream and hallucinations seen, but false. The world we see, but it is not true, the truth we see not, but it is true. To achieve the state of conscious being, the physical, mental, intellectual and spiritual personalities of a person must all be blended into one harmonious whole. Meditation is the technique of achieving this harmony. It is the highest spiritual discipline. Though meditation a person comes to experience peace within and without. Internecine wars between desires end. Conflicts between duties no longer wreck his nerves. His mind is able to view life as a whole. He will always meet with success, for his meaningless flutterings and the consequent dissipations have stopped. He directs his potentialities with a concentration that cannot be baulked.

Observe the result of concentration all around you in the world. The sun’s rays converging on a point through a focusing lens would burn the thing on which they are concentrated. All successful professionals owe their success to single-pointed efforts. Thoughts of problems yield to undivided attention. Application of a divided mind brings about indifferent results. Every person is a potential genius. Most of us are able to use only an insignificant part of our infinite potentialities. We have unlimited powers, which we have not learned to tap and make use of. It is a question of rediscovering ourselves.

The mind is ever busy fluttering from one object to another. The flow of thoughts is ceaseless. Obviously, before the mind can be made to concentrate on anything, it must be cultivated. The intellect should assert its mastery over the mind and order it to stop all thoughts except the thought of the common denominator. By assiduous practice, the mind can learn to think of only one thing at a time. Such a mind would indeed be a force to be reckoned with. Having become conscious of its true nature, such a mind would not be disturbed by either passing sorrows or ephemeral joys. Prosperity cannot spoil it nor can adversity degrade it. Realization of the Supreme Goal of life would give a new edge to life, and all the passing shows of the world would appear in their stark nakedness, stripped of their power to delude. All curtains would lift before the penetrating gaze of a mind thus established in Pure Consciousness through regular meditation. Shorn of all complexes, it would no more be assailed by doubts and fears.

Be regular in meditation. Be sincere. Be pure. Meditation can never fail. It will ever be a success. Failures in meditation bring greater gains than success in life. Meditate – meditate – meditate, and – meditate. Sincerity and regularity are the secrets of success in meditation.

A Summing Up

Anjli: In summing up, Swamiji, you have said that all ethical principles spring from religion, whether we recognize the goal as God or Goodness or any other of dedication higher than ourselves. Implicit obedience to ethical principles help one to greater good, and that certain antisocial acts attributed to religion are only psychologically perverted cases. Divine ordinance is a valid source of knowledge of Reality because such a knowledge is experiential and outside the capability of the intellect. Ethics, however, comes within the purview of rational reflection, and therefore morality has to be constructed individually depending on various factors and ethical values. If one’s dedication is to a higher ideal, one will demonstrate positive and right values in life, thereby sharpening one’s moral sensitivity and improving the equality of behavior and feelings toward mankind. Individual development takes place by cultivating the higher values of life, which you have enumerated, and giving reasons why these values are valuable. Swamiji has also shown the importance of guiding children and a simple method of imparting values and ideals to them.

Q’s Social Issues
 






Chapter 3

Abortion

Meera: Is abortion justified in the Hindu ethical code?

Swamiji: If abortion means taking the life of a fetus, it is not allowed. No religion allows it. but the Hindu masters have been observing more exhaustively and they came to the conclusion that it is only after many weeks of conception that the fetus becomes charged with individuality. Before that it has no independent life of its own. The individual life comes into it only after some time. In the Hindu Code, if the woman is pregnant for three months, then the child in the womb is considered as a member of the family. In the joint-family system, the mother gets two shares, one for the fetus and one for herself.

Anjli: At twelve weeks it is a distinguishably formed fetus. 

Swamiji: But it is not conscious. The subtle body consisting of the mind, intellect, and past impressions enters only after twelve weeks or so. Until then it is only existent, sat. The consciousness, cit, comes afterwards.

Anjli: Medical photography has shown life-reaction in fetuses. Even plants display life and sensitivity and they are not as highly evolved. 

Swamiji: Not only plants, even your dead body has life; that is why worms come out of it! But the mind and intellect is not conscious in that body. Similarly the mind-intellect enters a body only after twelve weeks or so. Until then it is a physical shape, which is growing with no conscious reaction. The reactions they display are instinctive ones. Till about ninety days we consider it only as a tumor-like growth with no individuality.

Sati

Anjli: What is your opinion about sati?

Swamiji: Never ask a swami his opinion! A swami has no opinion. It is like asking a scientist his opinion about the sub-nuclear theory. He can only tell you the theory. So then, sati was practiced ages ago, especially be the Rajputs. It was a tribute paid to the vulgar conquerors, who used to rape the Hindu widows. So these women thought it better to protect their honor and die, rather than to be subjected to dishonor. In the olden days, when a woman became a widow, it was not like nowadays, to remarry-his fourth and her third. Our Hindu dharma is so designed that it meant that it was time for her to turn inward. She would dress simply in white as she used to dress not for the public, but for her husband. And then she concentrated on looking after the household duties, as there was the joint family and not just husband, wife, and children. She had no social responsibilities; she did not have to attend any death ceremonies or marriage functions. Even if she was young, she understood that it was time for her to give up her extroverted ness and turn inward: as the Lord had taken away her sensuous vasanas by taking her husband away, because He gives the field that you need for exhausting your vasanas. So she would understand this and devote her time to prayer and worship. She turned more and more inward. Only after her household duties were over would she bathe, do puja, worship, and eat, but not for taste. And thus she lived. Sati was practiced only when the women had to protect their honor. Now, it is not necessary any longer, and there was an outcry, and a bill against sati was passed and so it was stopped. Now it is not needed or necessary.

Indecision

Anjli: What if the intellect could not decide and come to a judgment about the course of action. In the grey areas of choice it is difficult to distinguish black from white. What should one do at such a juncture? 

Swamiji: Why are you afraid? With whatever data is before you, go ahead and choose an action and carry it through. Even if the action chosen turns out to be a mistake, what does it matter? What do a few mistakes matter in one’s long span of life? From the experience of the mistakes learn to discriminate more keenly Don’t be afraid to act While doing the action if you realize it is a mistake, don’t become indecisive again and leave the action. Continue with the action and tell the mind: “Now you suffer! You chose it, you suffer.” And thereby learn to evaluate actions correctly and develop discrimination.

Ethical Lapes during the Mahabharata War

Anjli: Lord Krishna has been criticized for advising Arjuna to kill Karna against the war rules, for advising Yudhistara to tell a lie, and other such actions during the Mahabharata war. One justification often given is that the enemy had been unfair and cruel on many more occasions before. For instance, they cheated at dice, ill-treated Draupadi and killed the defenseless Abhimanyu. Do two wrongs make a right? If you say that it is to show that war breeds such ill after effects, still one does not expect srestha purusas, ideal persons, to set such examples, especially in a great moral epic.

Swamiji: If a sanitary inspector entered a sewage canal to clean it, he would become soiled, and on coming out he would have to take a bath to become clean. Similarly, war is dirty. It brings out the worst in everybody. At the war front, you cannot go and say that you are a brahmin and will speak only truth. If you want to do that then get out of the war. Go to the caves of the Himalayas. Don’t come anywhere near the battlefield. Likewise in politics, all activities conducive to a goal are justified; the means are justified because of the goal in war. 

Anjli: But why two standards, one for war and one for peace?

Swamiji: Because war is a time when everybody is in a different mood, on a different level of consciousness. Ordinarily, one wouldn’t like to die, but in the war-spirit, one doesn’t care for one’s life.

Anjli: You mean it is like having declared a state of emergency when temporarily different rules and regulations come into operation. So the means are not to be considered at that time?

Swamiji: At that time, no.

Anjli: I suppose you mean that moral sensitivity at such a time reaches a low ebb. With this statement of yours, might one infer that nuclear warfare is justified, that germ warfare is justified because the means are not to be considered in war?

Swamiji: They are justified, because it is war.

Anjli: But what will happen to the world?

Swamiji: The world will suffer. But to the warrior at that moment all weapons are justified. Poor world will have to go through the suffering. Is it not suffering because of so many actions of ours? That is the outcome of war.

Anjli: then all responsible decisions should be made prior to the war? But how in the Mahabharata, which is such a special moral epic….

Swamiji: No, it is not. It is an epic, that’s all. It is only giving an honest slice of life as it is. It is not life idealized. It is life as it is: a cross section of life brought to the vivid recognition of the average person, because the average person does not have a total vision of the vulgar things around. In the midst of it all is shown one vibrant character, always in equipoise, whether in the warfront, while telling a lie, while hugging his wife, or while kicking somebody, as always balanced! That fellow alone has the butter, the final goal in hand!!

Bhisma’s Justification

Anjli: Should not the great Bhisma, prior to the call for war, and after negotiations broke down, have made it clear to the Kauravas that he would not take part in the war? It is said that he had partaken of their salt, but actually the Kauravas were beholden to him for the kingdom as well as for the regency. And if he could not convince them to desist from fighting, should he have joined them?

Swamiji: It is not because of this superficial reason that Bhisma joined the Kauravas. Bhisma himself gave the reason in an autobiographical backflash from the bed of arrows. The war was over, he was dying. But he did not die because he had been given a boon by his father that he could choose the time of his death. So he ordered Arjuna to make a bed of arrows for him. But Bhisma didn’t die because he had not yet willed himself to die. it was at this time that Krishna told Yudhisthira not to waste time, but to ask his uncle why he joined the Kauravas the same question.

Anjli: You mean Krishna and I asked the same question?

Swamiji: Yes, the same! Yudhisthira should go and ask Bhisma because he was the only one who could answer this question. For all times it would remain a question-why should such a dharmanista purusa (righteous and noble person) join these tyrannical and unethical people? Why should Bhisma have fought against Krishna especially when he was the only man who knew at the that time that Krishna was divine. So Yudhisthira approached Bhisma and asked him that question. Suddenly Bhisma turned to his right and said, “O Bhagavan!” An ordinary commentary explains it as “Ah!” depicting pain, and it shows Bhisma as answering the question. It is only Madhusudhana Sarasvathi who says in his commentary that even while dying, the brilliant master was sensible enough to judge that this question could not have arisen from his nephew. He knew it must have been put to him by Krishna. 

So after uttering “O Bhagavan! O Krishna,” Bhisma goes on with a backflash. He explains how early childhood he had to take a vow and renounce his aspirations for the kingdom to facilitate his father’s marriage to a young fisherwoman. After that event Bhisma wanted to go away. But the father said that how could he be sure he would get another child? And if the child happened to be a female. Bhisma could not go away because a woman could not rule. So Bhisma had to wait until the succession to the throne was ensured. Then came the children. Their mother died in delivery. The two little children and the father were seriously ill. So Bhisma could not leave. He waited; the father never recovered and died. So Bhisma had to become a protector, a regent in the name of his two brothers. The two boys grew up, but they were so weak that they required continual protection from Bhisma. Then he thought he could leave when they begot children. But Bhisma’s two brothers died soon after. 

Their children were Dhrtharastra and Pandu. When the elder one came of age, being blind he could not rule the kingdom. So Bhisma had to wait until the younger one grew up. And again he was packing when the younger boy went to the forest for hunting and killed a brahmin by mistake and then came back to his grand uncle and said “I am going for tapas” (penance). Bhisma could not stop him. So he continued to look after the kingdom. The two princes had no children. The blind man was not well. So Krishna advised them to organize a ritual as a result of which one got a hundred children and the other got five children. The blind man could not rule and the other brother had gone to the judge for tapas. The hundred and five children were all with Bhisma, and he had to look after them. 

Then only he understood: “Five times I had packed in order to see you in the Himalayas. I took a lifetime vow of celibacy I had nothing to do with the kingdom, but five times something or the other happened. O Lord! I understood that you wanted me to be on their side, and to stay here. Knowing full well that I am such a devotee of yours, you wanted me here. All right, I also decided that I would be with them, whatever may happen, through thick and thin. War started; you promised that you would not lift a weapon, and I vowed publicly that I will make you take up a weapon. Now it is a war, O Lord! How kind you are; In order to make my vow truthful, you ultimately took a weapon and with the Chakra (discus) killed me. What more do I want?”

Anjli: Krishna killed Bhisma?

Swamiji: Chakra refers to Sudarsan Chakra. The Chakra of the Lord is called Sudarsan-the Great Vision. That is what Bhisma saw and exclaimed, “Now I don’t mind. I have been rewarded completely. I am not dying yet because the Uttarayana has not come. Therefore I am just waiting for another three more days. When Uttarayana starts, then if you will me to die, let me die,” Now it is by that portion of the Mahabharata the Bhisma’s entire justification comes up. Superficially looking, one does talk about the “salt” aspect. It is not salt, as you said, no. It is not their salt, rather these people are eating his salt.

Anjli: But why did he side with the wicked hudred? He was equally beholden to stay with the five brothers. I mean, all along he had brought them up too.

Swamiji: He was in the palace. He was not anywhere else. The palace came under the hundred. So he remained in the palace because he knew that to get away from there was against the Lord’s wish. “Five times I tried, five times some obstacle came. Therefore the Lord’s wish is different.” That is how he viewed it.

Anjli: Here is an example of how only the individual himself can determine his own dharma.

Vegetarianism

Anjli: Perhaps you could have been the first person invited to taste the apple!! What about in the Vedic period? Why is sacrificing animals allowed in the Scriptures, especially for rituals? If it is prohibited in daily life, why do it at a time, which was considered sacred?

Swamiji: In the Vedic period, animal worship and animal sacrifice were conducted. There is evidence to prove that upto the Bhagavatam time, we as Indians were nonvegetarians. It is only later on that the idea of vegetarianism developed into a system.

Anjli: Perhaps it was due to geological events that increased the heat in India and because meat decays faster that vegetarianism crept in. 

Swamiji: We find that vegetables do not decay so fast, say upto forty-eight hours, they look fresh. But in forty-eight hours, meat looks very dirty, unless it is refrigerated. The deterioration of meat is faster. Furthermore within the human body, during the process of digestion, food remains in the canal for about forty-eight hours. Meat takes a very long time to digest. Fruit and vegetables get digested faster. Whatever stays longer in the intestines starts decaying and rotting with the heat of the body system, and a lot of toxins are created. Also, you must have noticed that generally man eats only those animals that don’t eat other animals. It is very difficult for man to digest and assimilate carnivorous animals. They must be toxic to his system. That means a certain amount of toxity is present in the first round, because twice removed the meat becomes impossible to eat! 

Anjli: That means nonvegetarians are safe from cannibals!

Swamiji: Ha! Ha!

Anjli: Seriously, this is as far as the body goes, and what one eats is between the doctor and the person who wants to remain healthy. But in what way does vegetarian food help a person’s mind? Did people discover that it affects the mental temperament?

Swamiji: The food that we take in and the thoughts and actions that spring forth from us have a distinct relationship. Garbage in, garbage out, is the great saying of the computer language, and it seems to be true that if you put garbage within your system, in the long run the texture of your thoughts and actions have a tendency to become more unreconciling, extremely selfish, less concerned for others, lusty, and therefore dangerous to the social order.

Anjli: How come westerners who are mostly nonvegetarian are healthier than us vegetarians?

Swamiji: To say that vegetarians are unhealthy is also not very true because vegetarian like the camel have stamina and elephant have sheer size and strength and horses are sturdy and beautiful. So it is not very right to say this and these are silly arguments that were brought in at a time when everybody thought that eating dead bodies is the best way of living. Nowadays the whole opinion has changed, but I will come to that. Also the world has recognized the economics of it recently. They have made statistics that were published all over; I think UNO did it, about the amount of land necessary for cattle to feed. That it is uneconomical to leaves so much land fallow for cattle to feed on and also much of the grains are given as fodder to animals to fatten on so that the meat may be good. This land, if used for growing more food, can be used to feed more people in the world and the starvation level can be wiped out completely. It is not correct to say that in order to have stamina a lot of meat is necessary. In fact, the latest theory is that this animal protein is very difficult to be digested and assimilated and that vegetable proteins are more easily absorbed in the system.

The climatic condition in the west forced them to eat meat because they could not have vegetarian food all the year round. For three or four months only could they plough the land, the rest of the time it is all snow. As you come more and more towards the tropical climate, there is more greenery, more vegetables are available.

Anjli: Does vegetarian food help meditation? 

Swamiji: Even great thinkers and meditators like Jesus took only bread and water while in the desert, similarly our sages and saints. Even kings and others while living in the palace might have been taking meat but when they went for tapas or austerities and meditation into the forests they switched on to lighter food, that is, vegetarian food, especially, for our climate. The reason why it became over-emphasized in the Mahabharata time. I think, because by then India’s climatic condition changed. Earlier the snow line was so near the Ganga at Haridwar or at Gandanani or even at Gangotri. Then it began to recede further with the result that the climatic condition also changed. The Thar dessert asserted itself because the snow line receded or the snow line receded because of the dessert’s onslaught. Population increased, deforestation took place. So many reasons were there. Afforestation had been ignored therefore climatic conditions changed. Therefore, I think that it was in the time of the Bhagawatam that they advertised dairy farming and vegetarianism the maximum. In India whenever a health order or sanitary rule was to be popularized or promulgated they always did it riding on religious concepts.

Anjli: So it was Vyasa who started it?

Swamiji: It is in the Mahabharata that we find this emphasized more and more and the pajan of this philosophy is Krishna and especially the emphasis on dairy farms. So Govardhanoddharak is the name. Go –cows, vardhan-development of cattle, uddharak-one who gives a fillip to cattle breeding or maintaining a better cadre.

Anjli: If as you say vegetarian food tames the mind and the character of a person becomes less vicious, how come it had the opposite effect on Hitler? He was a vegetarian.

Swamiji: Your two or three questions are aimed at asking whether vegetarian food will change the character of an individual. No. It is the other way round. The character of the individual personality determines the type of food that he will find a taste for. The eighteenth chapter of the Bhagavad Gita indicates definitely what kind of food the individual will find tasty who is under the awe of sattva, rajas, or tamas. So it is not that Hitler was a vegetarian so how come he killed so many million people.

Anjli: You would not recommend that a person should turn vegetarian unless he has an inner inclination?

Swamiji: No. I don’t want him to become a vegetarian forcefully. But very many people become vegetarians because it happens to be the trend. Just as one tries drugs because it happens to be the trend. Similarly one can introduce vegetarianism as a positive trend among people. For instance, if a person gets chronic headaches, one can recommend vegetarian food for a period of two months. The headache may or may not go but the person feels happy with that food. Having tried it he doesn’t find it so bad. One can recommend but not force anyone or insist upon it. The individual must himself decide after trying it and ask himself “Am I unhappy?"“ If not, try it once or twice a week and then slowly build it up. The sensitivity of the mind also builds up and he feels a cultural call that to satisfy one and a half inches of his tongue he has taken the life of a conscious being.

Anjli: Plants also have life.

Swamiji: But animal life is more evolved, so spare them.

Anjli: But plants have feelings too. They show reactions when you experiment on them.

Swamiji: Yes. But they are as if in a chloroform condition just as when you operate on a human being he feels the pain without anesthesia, but under anesthesia or chloroform he does not feel the pain, though he has life. So we take for our food from the plant kingdom giving minimum sorrow to life around. Even that is a harm. But what do do? There is no other option; stones you can’t eat, dead bodies you can’t then only plants are there. So then we generally pray before eating food, “O Lord. I am becoming indebted again to these in front of me. They have sacrificed so that my life may be protected and may their sacrifice be rewarding. “Just as in the army so many people die for the country so that others may live in improved conditions later. This becomes the government’s responsibility. Similarly, it is our responsibility that the food that has been destroyed for our growth may be justified when we progress to become noble human beings. Just as, if after the war, conditions are worse, then it is a great loss. That is the idea.

Anjli: Some of the world’s great scientists have been nonvegetarians.

Swamiji: Yes. And among the greatest thinkers and scientists also they have discovered for themselves, unfortunately much too late in life, that vegetarian food is better, that the quality of thinking is better. That is why Einstein later on, became a pure vegetarian. Bernard Shaw-a pure vegetarian. We don’t say nonvegetarian will make you dull but it would have been….

Anjli: What I mean is that the West has produced all these people whereas we vegetarians have not produced any scientists as such.

Swamiji: A lot of difference. Their research is on the grosser side, the outer world. here the development is on the subtler side, the within. Our research has been subjective. For knowing the subtle, the mind has to be that much more precisely perfect.

A Summing Up

Anjli: In summing up certain ethical problems that come up in the context of particular social situations, Swamiji, you have explained that in general no moral situation is dogmatic. Its evaluation often depends upon factors outside the obvious ones whether in the case of euthanasia, abortion, political and economic pressures, the sati practice, vegetarianism or in the moral decisions of great men during their fight between good and evil. It is important to analyze these decisions as they tend to have historical repercussions. Such decisions ought to be based on the higher values of life and for the welfare of society in general thereby ennobling man and helping him towards the goal of self-realization.

This becomes necessary because a person’s choice of action or his field of functioning, including the food he eats, the kind of person he loves, reflect the values that he upholds in life. If his values are higher, his actions are better.

We need to train ourselves to be socially sensitive, but this is best achieved by dedicating our activities to a higher goal. A superficial face lifting of society by social workers without trying to improve themselves does not achieve lasting results.

Love of God is the highest moral truth which expresses in the world as giving rather than receiving, in an irresistible dash into the hearts of all, culminating in the sublime fusion of the finite with the Infinite.

Swamiji, in case there are further questions arising from the answers you have so patiently and obligingly given, I hope it will be in order to join you in another journey, preferably one which takes us even further beyond!
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