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Lesson Six
First Things First
The Principles
There is an expression in America today: “the bottom line.” I don’t know if this expression is used in England or in other countries where, as in India, English is widely spoken. Usually the expression refers to monetary profit. By extension, it also indicates something of fundamental importance to an undertaking. Because profit is so often people’s concern, unless they make it clear that they mean something different it is generally understood that they are talking about money.
Let me clarify what I mean, then, in naming this lesson as I have. For this course of lessons serves a dual purpose, and may be said, in this sense, to have two “bottom lines.” First, it accepts the common equation of material success with monetary profit. It also attempts to show, however, that monetary profit, without corresponding inner satisfaction, is a hollow victory. As the Bible puts it, “What shall it profit a man if he gain the whole world, but lose his own soul?”
People for whom the entire issue is monetary profit often fail to achieve what they really want, even materially. As a fairly common example, they may sacrifice the subtler satisfaction of esthetic good taste. Their coffers may be overflowing with gold, while their homes are monstrosities that declare only, with puffed-up pride, “See how rich I am!” They seem to shout the news. Tunnel vision has deprived their proud creators of refinement.
Tunnel vision also deprives people of spiritual satisfactions that are more important than esthetic pleasure: happiness, for example, and peace of mind. Worst of all, from a standpoint of what interests businessmen particularly: They may blind themselves to unusual opportunities for success that would enliven their very pursuit for money. One-pointed concentration on anything, including money, if directed with will power and energy, generates, as I have said, a magnetic field which can attract to itself whatever one desires. Thus, by energetic concentration on making money one ought indeed to become rich. In the process, however, he may lose that creative flair which lends special interest to money-making. If he pursues it merely as “the bottom line,” that goal may lose all charm for him and become merely an obsession. Even money-making cannot really be anyone’s real goal in life. How can bulging coffers radiate happiness? They and their contents are inert.
A collector of anything, be it money or stamps or antiques or fine porcelain, may exult in what he amasses. His exultation, however, will be a poor imitation of the happiness he desires most deeply in his heart. His collection may easily awaken negative emotions in him, moreover: envy of others who possess more, fear of robbery or breakage, or (worst of all) vain pride of possession which, robbing him of an innocent (because guileless) sense of freedom, makes true happiness impossible.
Many years ago, in New Delhi, I visited the ambassador (or “plenipotentiary,” as he was titled) of a country in South America. He served me tea on priceless porcelain; its beauty was a pleasure to behold. I wasn’t able to enjoy it completely, however, for my host didn’t share my pleasure at all. Before, during, and after we were served he kept on exhorting his servant fearfully, “For God’s sake be careful!” Most of our time together was filled with his lamentations about how careless servants were “nowadays.” Later on, after the table had been cleared, his cautionary shouts followed that tray and its precious contents all the way to the kitchen. Was my host’s refined taste really worth his excessive apprehension? I somehow doubt it.
Money is something I myself have never sought for personal gain. Yet I have certainly had to earn it for the benefit of others. The spiritual communities I founded could not have come into being without money, and it was I myself who, in the early years, had to earn almost all of it. There were times, in fact, when my financial needs must have been as pressing as any family man faces whose interests are focused entirely on his personal needs. Indeed, mine may have been heavier, for hundreds of people came, in time, to depend for their material security on my activities, and thousands more for their spiritual well-being. The pressures on me to “perform” were sometimes, to my sighs of regret, intense.
I say all this only to clarify the following point: Always, in spite of these pressures, I have never allowed my “bottom line” to become monetary. That place of priority was given to my inner peace. When merchants stood in line, figuratively speaking, demanding payment, and when people tried to block whatever I attempted (as not a few did), I never allowed my inner peace to become affected. Peace was my priority. Being a swami didn’t exempt me, unfortunately, from the pressures of modern life. I had a work to develop, and had therefore to place myself willingly under a stress not so different from that of the “business tycoon” whose way of life I had renounced for God!
With God’s grace I succeeded. I don’t believe it would have been possible, however, had I not made inner peace my priority.
Let me sort through a few of the deliberate choices I was obliged to make, only to preserve my inner peace. These few hints may be of help to you whenever you face similar circumstances in your life, as you almost certainly will.
One choice I made was never to let myself be drawn into other people’s priorities. Perhaps, among the many letters I received, there were a few that I didn’t answer promptly—or, in some cases, at all. I paid my bills promptly, and met all my important obligations, but I simply accepted, with a sense of inner freedom, that I was not the legendary Atlas: I could not carry the whole world on my shoulders! If, then, someone wrote me a letter that I didn’t feel to answer, even though that person was obviously anxious to hear from me, I sometimes didn’t answer him. “Well,” I told myself, “I didn’t ask him to write!” Only if someone’s well-being was concerned did I try conscientiously to help him as soon as possible. What use would I have been to anyone, however, had I done everything that was asked of me, but sacrificed my inner peace? Interestingly, I found that if I didn’t address an issue that to others seemed urgent, it usually resolved itself anyway within a couple of months!
Something else I did was develop a team of assistants who could act on my behalf. I gave executive powers to those who showed an understanding of what I was trying to accomplish, and I also helped them to develop their own executive skills. In other words, I never allowed myself to think that, as the founder of Ananda, I had to make every decision. Many people in my place have felt they owed it to the integrity of their work to oversee everything, and to make every decision—important or unimportant. Often they’ve involved themselves in the most minor matters. Perhaps they’ve done so out of habit, or perhaps their thought was that faithfulness in little matters is needed if one would be faithful greatly. Thus, unfortunately, they’ve often become busybodies, and as a result of their “scrupulosity” they’ve concluded, finally, that everyone under them was incompetent. The result, of course, for those who work under them is that they come to feel as incompetent as they are adjudged to be. They become, in fact, incapable of making necessary decisions, all of which have to be decided “at the top,” and are therefore delayed indefinitely. Alternatively, they rebel, and often leave the organization altogether. Such organizations attract, after a time, only people of second-rate capability.
My duty, as I saw it, was to make sure that those who served under me represented, not me as a person, but the ideals we were seeking to represent. I tried mainly to help them understand those ideals and to be true to them. Beyond that, I considered it my duty to encourage anyone who showed promise of becoming, himself, a good leader in this mold. I encouraged especially those who sought the well-being of everyone, and who showed no interest in their own importance. How they addressed specific problems was less important to me than that they address it in the right spirit: with humility, cooperation, and intelligence. If they showed themselves in that sense competent, the addition of kindness, devotion to truth and to God, and respect for others was enough, in my eyes, to earn them my trust.
Finally, what I learned was the necessity for devoting all my energy and attention to everything I did. Having decided on peace as my “bottom line,” I refused to worry over decisions that were important but couldn’t be faced yet. Rather, I addressed them with full concentration only when the time came to do so. Meanwhile, I concentrated more on keeping my inner peace and joy, while doing whatever needed to be done at present.
My “bottom line” has actually helped me to accomplish far more in my life than would have been the case had I allowed problems to engulf me. If I’d sacrificed my inner peace, but succeeded thereby in getting more done, I would not only have ended by accomplishing less in the long run, but would have diluted my powers of concentration and creativity. I might well have ended, therefore, simply “spinning my wheels.”
I knew a very successful American businessman—a multimillionaire, indeed—and a disciple of my Guru. This man was exceptionally busy, being the chairman of several boards of directors. Yet his practice was often not to come to work until sometime in the afternoon. His morning hours were devoted to meditation. Colleagues would sometimes remonstrate with him, “With all your responsibilities, how can you afford to be away from your office so long?”
“Because I have so many,” he answered, “I need those morning hours to deepen my peace. In that way, I can handle matters more efficiently when I do address them, and can accomplish more in a minute than would be possible for me if I were to sit at my desk all day long. Decisions that some people take weeks to make I am able to make almost instantly.”
I want, similarly, to do more than urge you in this lesson to make your inner peace a priority: I want to show you how, by preserving that peace, to succeed better at whatever you do than would be possible if you were always on the job. The sacrifice of inner peace would disturb your concentration. Success at anything, as I’ve pointed out before, depends much more on concentrated energy than on the amount of time one spends in thinking about a project.
It is important also, however, not to divide your life into airtight compartments: business, personal life, family interests, social obligations, and spiritual practices. You, at the center of all your activities, need to be balanced as a human being. Whatever you do should receive your full concentration, but try always, at the same time, to work from your center. Be centered in yourself, always, and never fully identified with anything outward that you do. It is you who do it; don’t become a mirror to anything that you accomplish. Don’t let competing priorities enter your mind, lest you become fragmented.
I met a wealthy man in Canada years ago who was also a spiritual seeker. “My real life,” he told me, “begins after I return home in the evenings from work, bathe, change my clothes, and enter my meditation room.” When he said that, I thought (though I didn’t say), “What a pity not to bring a meditative spirit also into your daily work! In that way, you’d be able to live your ‘real life’ all day long.”
There is another story. It may seem, superficially, to contradict what I’ve been saying, but when one understands it more deeply it shows the same truth, only from another angle.
A guru was teaching a young student. After a time he noticed that the boy’s mind was not fully absorbed in his lesson.
“Where is your mind, child?”
“Oh, I’m sorry, Master. We have a new buffalo at home, and I’ve been thinking about it. Forgive me. I’ll concentrate harder on what you’re saying.”
“Never mind,” said the guru. “Just go to your room and think about your buffalo. That will be your lesson for the time being.”
The boy went to his room obediently, and began to think about his buffalo.
After some time the Master returned, looked in the door, and asked, “What are you doing now, child?”
“I’m just thinking about my buffalo, Master. Shall I come out now?”
“No, remain where you are. Keep on thinking about your buffalo friend.”
A little time later the Guru returned. He inquired, “What are you doing now?”
“Oh, I’m playing in the meadow with my buffalo. It’s such fun! Shall I come now?”
“Not yet,” was the reply. “Keep on playing with your pet.”
The next day the teacher came back and asked, “What are you and your buffalo doing now?”
“What do you mean?” inquired the boy in a deep, gruff voice. “I am the buffalo!”
“That’s good!” said the guru. “You may come out now.”
“How can I?” the boy objected. “My horns are too big. They won’t go through the door!”
The guru went into the room, touched the “buffalo” on the forehead, and his disciple went into samadhi, or divine ecstasy.
Concentration is important for every type of success. So also is meditation. Don’t get so wrapped up in your work, however, that you lose your human identity! There are drawbacks to every story, as my Guru said. This is the drawback to that story. An example is only an example; were it perfect, it would replace the reality it exemplifies! What I am urging is the importance of one-pointed concentration; I am not saying, “Lose yourself completely in whatever you do.” I have found when writing music, for example, that I do much better by deliberately not entering wholly, myself, into the mood of the piece. I don’t become sadness or joy: I am the Self, observing sadness or joy.
In business, to work from your inner center is necessary if you want to put your vibrations into your work. Moreover, it is those vibrations, even more than the work itself, that will truly determine the outcome.
That guru in the story was trying to teach his young disciple how, ultimately, to meditate on God: God is our true self; we must therefore become one with Him. The buffalo of course was not that boy’s true identity. By shifting his developed concentration to the truth of his own being, he was able to merge effortlessly into the Self. Absolute concentration on money, on the other hand, would incapacitate a person for business, for it would reduce him to inactivity. He might come to believe, for example, that he actually was a pile of rupee notes! Still, to be so focused on anything you do that your energy flows one-pointedly toward that, and consciously outward from your own self, is the way to true success.
The more important an undertaking, the more essential it is to exercise all your faculties. By scattering them, you will deprive yourself of your latent power.
Interestingly, some of my Guru’s most highly advanced disciples were successful businessmen. It was their ability to concentrate that gave them their success. They applied that same power of concentration to their spiritual search and achieved much greater success in this field than others managed by restlessness. Concentration on money-making, when that is the issue, need not at all prevent you from making progress spiritually also. Don’t separate your duties to the world from your duty to God. See them as aspects of one and the same thing. God is in everything, including money. “Nishkam karma (action without desire for its fruits),” the teaching of the Bhagavad Gita, is not a caution against action: It is a warning against acting with selfish motive.
Ego-motivation cannot be avoided so long as one is centered in the ego. And one cannot help being so centered until he is Self-realized, and his consciousness has become infinite. Ego-motivation must be generous, however, if one would grow spiritually. An outwardly expansive ego is self-liberating. Selfishness causes one to shrink in self-identity, as I have stated previously. Generosity, despite the fact that it, too, springs from the ego, expands our self-identity. When a person directs his interests toward a greater good, his self-awareness reaches out to embrace a broader reality than his own. The more expanded his self-identity becomes, the more successful he will be even in material undertakings.
It is important to understand also that, if one sincerely desires to achieve material success through yoga principles, he must also live a balanced life.
Paramhansa Yogananda once wrote an amusingly insightful article describing the imbalances that often develop in people’s consciousness. Some people, he said, have huge biceps but tiny heads: they are, in other words, all muscle and no brain.
Other people have massive heads, but shrunken bodies. They are all intellect, but are stunted physically.
Still others sport monstrous bellies, which they push before them like wheelbarrows, but their chests are narrow and their quivering chins and thick lips all attest to their addiction to the pleasures of the “trough.”
True happiness, my Guru was saying through those humorous examples, requires a balanced life.
It is important to keep your long-range desires at the back of your mind, at least, as you work hard to achieve success. Egoic fulfillment is no one’s final goal. That goal, for everyone, is happiness. Happiness rises up from the soul. Its culmination lies in Bliss absolute.
One factor essential to inner peace is a clear conscience, born of facing every moral difficulty vigorously, from within. People too often allow their actions to be guided by social convention, or by others’ opinions, or by the line of least resistance—even to the point of cutting corners ethically. (“Yes, I admit I should have been more firm in resisting that tempting offer, but with everyone urging me to accept it, what could I do?”)
Learn to heed the quiet voice of your own conscience. Always keep in mind, whenever questions arise regarding what is truly in your best interest: You owe this decision of conscience to no one but your own self.
Right and wrong are often relative terms. Sometimes only higher guidance can settle which one really is right. Reason and emotion often speak both loudly and persuasively. What you decide intuitively, however, even if your inner voice only whispers to you, will be more true for you, if you will only listen to it. Intuition is the voice of wisdom.
Never do what others urge upon you unless your conscience endorses their advice. Remember the saying, “The majority is always wrong; the minority has only a possibility of being right.” This isn’t true, of course, if the people you select to help you were chosen for their discrimination as well as for their good attitude. Even so, people who are less affected by what you decide may not advise you on the strength of their discrimination even, but may be thinking only in terms of a general convenience. Seek assurance first of all, therefore, in your inner Self. If you fail to do so, you may feel, someday, that you’ve let yourself down in accepting the priorities of others. Let conscience tell you where your true duty lies, and don’t hesitate to let it override the usual chorus of opinions. It is to your own higher Self, finally, that you are answerable.
Let me explain more carefully what I mean by inner peace, inner conscience, and duty to one’s higher Self. I refer not to that sort of peace which comes, for example, by avoiding all difficulties, conflicts, and challenges. Peace cannot result from shirking one’s duty, which is what the avoidance of conflict often entails. Peace must be won by inner victories.
“Do your duty, which is to fight!” was Krishna’s advice to his disciple Arjuna. That advice was meant above all spiritually. Only in self-conquest can one find the peace of everlasting fulfillment. Self-conquest means victory especially over one’s lower self. That, in the Bhagavad Gita, was the real issue. The battlefield of Kurukshetra was a symbol for the human body. Sri Krishna states this fact openly at the beginning of Chapter Thirteen.
Everyone wants peace. Even if people take occasional detours through the “fun house” of worldly excitement, they find, after the fun ends and all the lights are turned off, that their heart’s desire has never really changed: What they really want is true, lasting happiness, calmness, and inner freedom. Usually, however, people make the mistake of equating peace with outer security. They delude themselves. Laboring with the obsession of madmen, they imagine that the more they pant after that “bottom line” of profit, the closer they’ll be to achieving security and, as a result, to everything they’ve ever wanted. Their resulting restlessness robs them of inner peace: How, then, can they expect real fulfillment? “To the peaceless,” says the Bhagavad Gita, “how is happiness possible?” That sentence is written as a question. It invites people to “test the waters” and form their own conclusions. That is what everyone on earth is busy doing: testing the waters. No one will ever find himself able, however, to state sincerely, “Aha! Here’s an exception to that teaching: My life at present is very stimulating, and, man, you’ve no idea how happy I am!” Just wait. Soon your “wiring”—that is, your nervous system—will burn out from over-stimulation! Many people equate happiness with excitement, but, as the Gita warns them, that way never works for anyone.
What everyone really wants is permanence: lasting security, lasting peace, lasting happiness. These three desiderata recede ever before them if they stretch out their hands to grasp them. Their dream-paradise remains ever beyond their trembling clutch where they themselves ever keep it: in the future.
Peace must be one’s present reality. By straining to reach out to it, people only drive it before them like a bullock pulling a wagon. The real challenge they face is not, “How can I make more money?” or, “How can I afford to buy a new home?” or, “How can I put my son through college?” or, “How can I ever pay all these bills?”—challenges, in short, that are faced by everyone. One may be tempted to take moral shortcuts in an attempt to meet those challenges, but it is vitally important that he never do so. Going that route will cost you too much in terms of inner peace, self-respect, and happiness. Why sacrifice jewels like those for the price of a cup of coffee?
In more immediate terms, “cutting corners” will mean sacrificing even your material security, eventually. Moreover, to be constantly on the lookout for such shortcuts will make your mind restless, and your heart uneasy. Material success achieved at the cost of peace and happiness cannot be a guarantee of security, for peacelessness attracts failure and is itself, in a sense, a kind of failure. How, then, can an excess of money or power be even called success?
Certain yoga principles, listed as yamas in Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras, are necessary to every kind of success. Harmlessness is one such principle. Never try to harm others in any way—not only because karmic law will inflict a painful retribution on you if you do so, especially if your act is deliberate. Karmic retribution is (let’s face it!) not many people’s foremost concern. Its demand for payment may—so many think—never come at all. Lo! they say, there are no clouds looming on my horizon.
Paramhansa Yogananda attributed that perfectly normal delay in facing the duns of karma to what he called, “The thwarting crosscurrents of ego.” A common response to the scriptural warning, “You must eventually redress every evil you commit,” is to scoff, “‘Eventually!’ Who cares about ‘eventually’?” Many people see the karmic law as a kind of game of roulette. Success, they come to think, is determined more or less by accident. The ball of circumstance only happens to drop into the compartment with the right number.
All right then, let’s forget for the moment that “dim” future. Let us, like Lydia in the movie, Pride and Prejudice, announce airily, “Oh, who cares what happens in five years!” Accepting what happens today as our “bottom line,” let us see whether today, at least, anyone can really “cut corners” ethically and get off without being singed.
If one considers it a necessity, however regretfully, to harm anyone, or to allow harm to befall another in the hope of some immediate gain to himself, know this: A price must be exacted—not eventually only, but today. That price may seem to some degree nebulous, for the wrongdoer will probably have no clear idea of the benefits he is sacrificing. These lost benefits will include, to some extent at least, the magnetism to attract everything he wants: success; true friends; inner peace; and above all happiness. These prizes are coveted by everyone. They may, as I said, seem nebulous, but there will be another price, obvious and immediate: the loss of one’s inner peace, happiness, the ability to function at peak efficiency, the respect and sincere (as opposed to superficial and meaningless) friendship of others.
If a person is willing to harm or to cause harm to come to anyone, he will create in himself a perception that others are equally willing, and perhaps eager, to harm him. Whether or not that perception is true matters little beside the fact that, merely by holding it as a perception, one develops tensions within himself. Peacelessness is the lot of anyone who concentrates on the thought that there are others in constant opposition to him. Even material success becomes, for such people, a mockery. Ahimsa, or harmlessness, is essential to the sense of inner security and peace everyone desires.
The same is true of each one of Patanjali’s principles of yama, or control. It is true of his warning, for example, against untruthfulness. In the long run, to be truthful develops in oneself the power to manifest anything he wants by simply declaring that it is so. Untruthfulness, on the other hand, dilutes the power of speech, depriving one of the very power to succeed. The disintegration of such power usually takes time. A person may boast, “Behold! I told a lie and the only thing that happened was that I closed an important deal.” Another one may scoff, “I’ve closed many deals in my life by telling lies, and not a single lightning bolt struck me. Just look: I’m still here!”
It has been said that for the first forty years of a person’s life he has the face that God gave him; after forty, he must live with the face he has made for himself. His “new” face reflects the attitudes he has developed by his reactions to life. It takes time for our natures, as we’ve shaped them inwardly, to manifest themselves outwardly. It may take more than a lifetime for such changes to become blatant. Even at the time of death, wrongdoers may hurl bitter imprecations against the universe—never against themselves, of course!—for the way they’ve been “wronged.”
It takes time also to mature. Were a child to say, “I haven’t a thing to learn,” wouldn’t he seem merely silly? No one becomes suddenly and effortlessly wise merely by becoming an adult. Most people, spiritually speaking, are children no matter what their physical age is. Even though their bodies age, there remain many things for them still to learn. That is why wise sayings are transferred by tradition from generation to generation. People need those constant verbal reminders. If, on the other hand, they ignore those truths, or laugh at them as mere “truisms,” they will pay the price, in time, of inner peacelessness.
Certain signs presage future disaster: it would do well to heed them. A man who thinks after telling a lie that he has “gotten away with it,” will gradually find that others have begun to shun him as someone not worth listening to. It takes time, usually, to build a reputation, whether for good or evil. It may take less time, however, to develop that mental fuzziness which makes a person basically unsure of anything. A liar may be convincing for a time with his blustering, but gradually he will find himself becoming less and less effective at anything he tries to accomplish. Someone who always speaks the truth, on the other hand, develops the ability to bring his simple, strongly declared word to outward manifestation. This is called vach siddhi, the power to manifest one’s mere word as a reality. Experience teaches one also, for that reason, to make only positive statements, and to entertain only wholesome desires!
It is easy enough to “cut corners,” morally, but it is not so easy to pay the price they exact. Honesty, for reasons explained in the last lesson, is always “the best policy.” Indeed, honesty should be much more than a policy. It should put down deep roots in a person’s nature. One should develop a “straight-spined” determination to live by truth no matter how difficult he finds it to do so. The cost of being ever true to one’s word—embarrassment occasionally, for example, and the alienation of false friends—will be light compared to the long-term suffering that dishonesty and untruthfulness bring. Sin—that is to say, moral error—appears at first to ask for only a “low, low down payment.” Later, however, it demands pitilessly that one “pay, pay, and keep on paying until the last drop of blood is exacted!” And so shall you have to do, until you learn well that lesson.
In India, truthfulness was at one time the general practice. My Guru wrote, concerning that time, that an Indian would rather lose his home and everything he possessed than tell a lie in court. Jim Corbett, in his beautiful book My India, describes instances of heroic integrity among the simple folk he’d encountered in the Himalayan foothills.
Such, alas, is not always the case in India nowadays. I remember an incident in Long Beach, California, some fifty years ago. I had gone to the home of an Indian friend of mine to borrow a dhoti for a play that I’d written. One of his college friends, another Indian, happened to be visiting that apartment, and as I was leaving the house he assured me, “I will definitely be there.” Why did he make that promise? He hadn’t asked me where the play would be performed, nor when, nor what it was about. In fact, he hadn’t asked anything. Nor, in fact, did he come; I’d been reasonably certain he wouldn’t. Why, then, that assurance, including the word, “definitely”? To lie in such inconsequential matters seems to me absurd. I suppose he wanted to be pleasing, but wouldn’t it have been more pleasing to be sincere? He could have parted from me with a smile. That might, at least, have suggested a true feeling.
For myself, I strongly feel that if I have once given my word, I must abide by it. I may sometimes give that word only to myself. It may even regard something quite trivial, like buying a newspaper. If later on, however, it becomes inconvenient for me to go out and get it, I will go buy it anyway just so as to keep my word to myself.
While we’re on this subject, there is another, somewhat related, issue: Why bribe anyone, and why accept bribes? It is not honorable. I was astonished by something a newspaper reporter told me years ago. Our first Ananda community had been having difficulties with the county government. Certain officials were finding it difficult to fit our novel way of life into their established classifications. The reporter had come to me for an interview, and mentioned as if in confidence, “You know what works, don’t you?” He proceeded to rub his thumb and forefinger together in the universal gesture suggestive of a bribe. Of course, I ignored the suggestion. (The article he wrote about us was not flattering. I wondered whether it might not have been mildly less so had I bribed him also!) I simply cannot function that way. Maybe I’d have avoided a number of trials in my life had I been willing to “contribute to others’ delinquency,” as a friend of mine once put it. The other side of that coin, however, is that I’ve achieved the success I dreamed of. Moreover, my spine remains straight.
Yes, it is possible to be dharmic always: to be kind, helpful, honest, truthful, and sincere with everyone—and in the process to succeed in one’s life. Don’t let worldly “wisdom”—which is another word for ignorance!—tell you any differently.
The Application
You have a faculty by which you can ascertain whether an action you are contemplating would be right or wrong. It is your own intuition.
Intuition is centered in the heart. It is not an emotion; in fact, people’s emotions can, and often do, mislead them—sometimes seriously. Calm feeling in the heart is not to be confused with emotion. To achieve that feeling, one must be careful not to be prejudiced by likes or dislikes. Be calmly impersonal, yet kindly disposed. When you achieve that state of mind, intuition will become for you a reliable guide.
If, for instance, you’ve been wondering whether some newcomer is right for you and your business, concentrate at the point between the eyebrows. With a clear mind, then, recall his face, and especially his eyes, to your inward gaze. When he comes clearly into focus, offer his image to your heart’s feeling, and see what that intuitive feeling tells you. Ask it whether this person is right for you.
If you detect, in your heart, the slightest tremor of uneasiness, drop the idea instantly of associating with that person; it would be risky to cultivate a serious relationship with him. If, on the other hand, you feel a calm, even a joyful, confirmation in your heart, take this reaction as a sign that he (or she) may have been sent to you for your good.
Again, if you are wondering whether a decision is right for you, form a clear concept of the issues at the point between the eyebrows. Ask your heart, then, whether or not the decision you are contemplating would be right for you.
Your intuition will develop toward increasing clarity, the more you ask it for help and respond to it calmly and impartially. This subject is so important that I’ll discuss it further and more deeply later in these lessons.
Be clear as to your underlying purpose. In 1970, when our first Ananda Sangha community was still getting started, a young man came to me for advice. “I’ve received an inheritance,” he said, “and I want to spend it wisely. I feel drawn to joining your community, but I also feel a draw to go to India. Which direction do you recommend that I follow?”
“How large is your inheritance?” I asked, simply to ascertain whether it would suffice for him to live in India for some time.
“Two hundred thousand dollars,” he replied. This was, in those days especially, a great deal of money! It could have helped us greatly in building our community. But I wasn’t even tempted. My concern was only for his welfare. On consulting my intuition, I realized that if he’d really felt to join us he would have done more than ask my advice: he’d have said, “I want to join your community.” I therefore replied, “I feel you should go to India.”
I built Ananda to help others. I would have been untrue to that purpose, in this case, had I placed our needs, which were very real, ahead of his own well-being.
Sometimes—I think naturally—I have not been able to live up to my own highest ideals. At such times, I have never lamented, “Oh, I’m a failure!” Instead, what I’ve done is simply acknowledge my mistake to myself, and have then told myself firmly, “I have not yet succeeded.” My affirmation of eventual success has enabled me, in time, to honor my never-faltering resolution. Thus, every failure must be seen as only apparent, and can be turned to eventual success.
There was a wealthy businessman in America who attributed his success to a willingness to let his employees make their mistakes. “That,” as he explained, “is the only way to learn.”
Remember, in the search for perfection you have eternity before you! The essential thing, always, is to be completely sincere with yourself.
In practicing ahimsa (harmlessness), remember that the same divine Self is struggling in every ego to achieve final perfection. Some people’s paths lie through dark shadows of rebellion and suffering. No matter how winding and tormented their way, however, the end of every soul’s journey is eternal Bliss. How can it be otherwise? All of us were made from Bliss itself.
Love everyone, therefore: all are expressions of your own infinite Self. Love everyone with the sympathy one naturally feels for fellow strugglers on a hard journey. All men are pilgrims on the path to Infinite Consciousness, even if they are not aware of the fact. The worst criminal on earth wanders in delusion only temporarily. The plot he enacts, and the trail he walks, is no different essentially from the role you play and the trail you yourself follow to your goal in eternity. It is important to keep in mind also that it is not possible for unenlightened human beings to judge who is closer to or farther away from that goal of perfection.
Valmiki was a highway robber, yet his spiritual tendencies, or samskaras, had to have been highly developed in past lives for him to make such a sudden, complete reversal in his life as to renounce robbery and determine to become a saint.
When you come to love everyone with the genuine kindness of fellow feeling, you will find that others will even go out of their way to help you and to be fair to you.
Meditation
Do you ever feel like disobeying some spiritual principle? For example, do you ever feel like taking unfair advantage of someone, or striking others in self-defense, or telling an untruth, or “cutting a moral corner” for the sake of some entirely personal gain? If so, there probably lurks somewhere in your mind a certain measure of this fear: “What if I fail to close this deal? What if I don’t strike out in self-defense? What if I fail to make known an inconvenient fact? What if I don’t cheat just a little, to get what I want?” Fear is a major motivation in many people’s lives. If it is your affliction, the following meditation may be of special help to you.
Remember: In your true Self you are eternal. Nothing can ever touch you, at your true center. In your eternal being, you are eternal Satchidananda: Bliss infinite and everlasting.
Try visualizing some situation of which you feel fearful: perhaps the loss of a deal that you’d like to close: or defeat by an enemy; or public disgrace; or failure in some over-riding ambition. Visualize that fear as already fully realized in your life.
What happens next? You are still you! Nothing, in your deeper reality, has changed or ever can change! The little wave of your existence rises and falls constantly, yet belongs always to the great Ocean of Life, and is forever a part of it.
Meditate on your eternally changeless Self: the real You at the center of your ego dream. Remember, in your true Self, nothing can ever affect you.
Affirmation
“Through all of life’s changes, I am forever changeless at my true center, my deepest Self.”


Points to Remember
1. Your “bottom line” should include both monetary profit and inner satisfaction. “What shall it profit a man if he gain the whole world, but lose his own soul?”
2. Tunnel vision deprives people of happiness and peace of mind, and may blind them to unusual opportunities for success that would enliven their very pursuit for money.
3. Keep inner peace as your first priority.
4. Never let yourself be drawn into other people’s priorities, at the cost of your inner peace.
5. Help others to develop the executive skills needed to act on your behalf and represent the ideals of your organization. Look for those who seek the well-being of everyone and act with humility, cooperation, and intelligence. If you see this competence combined with kindness, devotion to truth and to God, and respect for others, give them your trust.
6. Devote all your energy and attention to everything you do, and refuse to worry over decisions needed in future.
7. Concentration is the key to success. If you make inner peace a priority, you will be able to concentrate more effectively on whatever you do. Meditation will help you to deepen your peace and therefore your concentration.
8. You, at the center of all your activities, need to be balanced as a human being. Be centered in yourself, always, and never fully identified with anything outward that you do.
9. Don’t separate your duties to the world from your duty to God. See them as aspects of one and the same thing. Nishkam karma (action without desire for its fruits) is not a caution against action: It is a warning against acting with selfish motive.
10. Generosity expands your self-identity. The more expanded your self-identity becomes, the more successful you will be even in material undertakings.
11. One factor essential to inner peace is a clear conscience. Never do what others urge upon you unless your conscience endorses their advice. Seek assurance first of all in your inner Self.
12. True peace comes from victory over one’s lower self. It must be one’s present reality. By straining to reach out to it, people only drive it away.
13. It is vitally important that one never take moral shortcuts. Going that route will cost one’s inner peace, self-respect, and happiness.
14. If a person is willing to harm or to cause harm to come to anyone, he will create in himself a perception that others are equally willing to harm him. Ahimsa, or harmlessness, is essential to the sense of inner security and peace everyone desires.
15. One should develop a “straight-spined” determination to live by truth no matter how difficult he finds it to do so.
16. To be guided by intuition, calm feeling in the heart is needed. To achieve that feeling, be calmly impersonal, yet kindly disposed. When you achieve that state of mind, intuition will become for you a reliable guide.
17. If you are wondering whether a decision is right for you, form a clear concept of the issues at the point between the eyebrows. Ask your heart, then, whether or not the decision you are contemplating would be right for you. If you detect, in your heart, the slightest tremor of uneasiness, drop the idea instantly. If, on the other hand, you feel a calm, even a joyful, confirmation in your heart, take this reaction as positive sign.
18. Your intuition will develop toward increasing clarity, the more you ask it for help and respond to it calmly and impartially.
19. If you feel you have not been able to live up to your own highest ideals, acknowledge your mistake, and say firmly, “I have not yet succeeded.” Thus failure becomes a steppingstone to success.
20. Love everyone as expressions of your own infinite Self. When you come to love everyone with the genuine kindness of fellow feeling, you will find that others will even go out of their way to help you and to be fair to you.


Workbook Ideas
by Joseph Bharat Cornell
Practice Truthfulness

Practicing truthfulness aligns us with what is. Seeing and honoring the truth in a given situation gives us clarity, and prevents mental vagueness and distortion. It’s only by accepting things as they are that we can change them. Otherwise, our point of reference is based on fantasy rather than reality.
The willingness to adhere to the truth, no matter how inconvenient, expands one’s reality beyond the ego and its self-absorption. Keeping a larger and more impersonal perspective invites cooperation and trust from others. Above all, truthfulness resonates with our higher Self, which sees all Life as its own, greater Reality.

Action Items:
Practice truthfulness every day for a week. Reflect on your progress each day, preferably at set times, like at lunch, after work, and before sleep. Concentrate on the following aspects of truthfulness:

1. Do What You Say You’ll Do
Have fun with this and let it be a learning experience. If you decide to do something, and it later becomes inconvenient, do it anyway. We often make small, apparently inconsequential promises to ourselves and others and invest little thought or energy in fulfilling them. It’s no wonder then that our words lack power.
The benefit of making yourself follow through on your promises is that you’ll become more careful in what you say. Your speech, then, will be more conscious and intentional, and yours words, therefore, will have more power.
Do This
When you decide to do something, immediately write in a notebook what it is that you want to do. Near the end of each day check to make sure you’ve done it. If you haven’t, do it!

2. Avoid Exaggerating
We all like to tell a good story or make a good point. Avoid, however, relying on stretching the truth to make it more interesting. To increase your story’s magnetism, concentrate, rather, on sharing vibrations of good will and love as you speak.

3. Be Willing to Be Embarrassed
Paramhansa Yogananda said we should never reveal our weaknesses to others, since they might use them against us in the future. But when Life reveals our flaws to others, make an effort to remain impartial. Paramhansa Yogananda said that one of people’s biggest problems is thinking that things affect them personally. If what happens to you is a wholesome source of amusement to others, try to join in on the fun!

4. Think Long-Term, Not Short-Term
If you are ever tempted to misrepresent the facts to gain an advantage, visualize yourself as the other party who will have to live with the consequences, for karma surely will place you in the same circumstances.

5. Truth Is Always Beneficial
Make a conscious effort to bless others as you speak, for truth includes the welfare of all, and encourages their highest potential. Avoid magnifying the importance of small issues. Try to see them in a larger context.

6. Listen to Your Conscience
Listen to your conscience and act on its counsel. The more you do, the clearer your intuition will be. Our conscience is the higher Self calling us to attune to our divine potential.

Write down the following to remind you to practice truthfulness. Keep the list with you and refer to it often during the day.


Do what I say
Avoid exaggerating
Be willing to be embarrassed
Think long-term, not short-term
Truth is always beneficial
Listen to my conscience


Reflecting on Your Experience
Answer the following questions after you have practiced this truthfulness exercise for one week:
	Did you notice any difference in the way people responded to you?
	Were you able to be more impartial and accepting of the truth?
	Did you ever want to ignore or misrepresent the truth? If so, what did you do?
	Did your will power become stronger from conscientiously doing what you said you were going to do?
	What was the most important thing you gained from your practice of truthfulness?


