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Dear Divine Soul,

For there to be Grace in the Home, there
must be Grace in the Heart and Grace in the
Life. Thus, may this book inspire you, guide
you, uplift you and transform you so that the

Divine Grace may always shine upon you.

May you be blessed with Grace in the Home,
Grace in the school, Grace in the workplace,

and Grace in every aspect of your life.

  With love and blessings,
  In the service of God and humanity,

 Swami Chidanand Saraswati

Q

Q
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Introduction

Some people might wonder how a renunciant, a saint who has lived 
nothing other than divine purity could possibly give advice on the trials 
and tribulations of married life. They might wonder how one whose 
youth was spent in silence and meditation high in the Himalayas could 
possibly guide today’s adolescents regarding drugs, drinking and 
dating.

I do not have the answer to how His Holiness Pujya Swami Chidanand 
Saraswatiji succeeds in giving life-changing advice, fundamental   
answers and deep, profound guidance to those living out their years 
of university, marriage and child-rearing.  He simply does it. “It is 
God’s blessing” is His only explanation for the depth and breadth of 
His understanding. This simple sanyasin who has lived, breathed and 
known only purity, celibacy, simplicity and God is revered across the 
world as one of the wisest divine guides to people of every age, in every 
phase of life, suffering from every problem which plagues our human 
existence.

I cannot count the number of times I have heard a teenager exclaim, 
“I can’t believe Pujya Swamiji even knows about all that!” or, “I can’t 
believe I told him everything. I thought I’d be too embarrassed to talk to 
him about it, but He was so understanding.” 

Couples across the world marvel at His perfect, intuitive awareness 
of both the specific day-to-day issues in married life as well as of the 
larger, deeper, more fundamental conflicts. His wisdom is not limited, 
however, to a mere exact understanding of the dilemma. Rather, He also 
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has the solution.

There have been many times when I’ve seen couples on the verge of 
divorce, couples who have given up hope for improvement and have 
resigned themselves to taking the step of separation.  In some hope for 
divine intervention – perhaps at the suggestion of a friend or relative 
– they come to see Pujya Swamiji. Not one of them has ever followed 
through with the divorce! Whatever occurs during those minutes in His 
room reverses years of bitterness, frustration and contempt. The couples 
emerge, softened, as though veils have been lifted off of hardened faces; 
they seem as though they have been touched by something of another 
world.

People travel from every corner of the earth just to seek a few minutes 
of His counsel. Husbands and wives take leave from work and spend 
hours or days in transit to come and lay their irreconcilable differences 
at His holy feet. Parents drag their irascible and intractable youth across 
oceans and continents in order to let Pujya Swamiji give them His divine 
touch.

Everyone leaves from His room with a smile on their face and a dance 
in their step. Couples who have been on the verge of divorce emerge 
hand-in-hand. Youth whom parents had deemed “hopeless” pledge 
themselves to new lives. Problems which seemed insurmountable and 
unbearable dissolve into the wisdom which flows like a divine river 
from His mouth.

His wisdom, clarity and vision have no limits. At any given moment His 
meeting room is filled with a wide variety of people who have come for 
an endless variety of reasons. One may find spiritually advanced seekers 
who have come for assistance in progressing to the next level of God-
realization; one may find young students brimming with enthusiasm 
about learning the secrets of Indian culture; one may find Chief Justices 
who have come to ask private, special advice on a morally difficult case; 
one may find successful professionals from the USA or Europe whose 
businesses are thriving but whose hearts and souls feel empty; one may 
find scholars or philosophers puzzled over a deep, esoteric point who 
have come to seek His sage advice.  Or, as in the cases which form the 
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matter of this book, one may find families – students, couples, parents – 
in distress over their inability to overcome the trials and tribulations of 
everyday life, or who are faced with a particularly trying dilemma. All 
of these people have come to Pujya Swamiji to have Him ignite the spark 
of the Divine in their lives.

After merely one meeting, all who come to see Him are changed forever. 
So many people come to meet Him on the advice of a friend or just 
because an “inner voice” drew them to Parmarth Niketan or to a lecture 
He was giving abroad. Then, they find that the darkness which has 
plagued their minds and hearts is suddenly turned to light.

Pujya Swamiji has a true, divine gift for both clarifying the problems 
which afflict people in their daily lives as well as for providing immediate, 
matter-of-fact solutions to these seemingly insurmountable dilemmas. I 
cannot explain the profound effects His words of wisdom have on all 
those who hear them.  

Yet, if you ask Him later what He said, what He told a specific teenager 
who had gone astray, what advice He gave to the couple who was 
heading toward separation, He always says, “I don’t remember.” How 
can He who has the memory of a computer, He who remembers every 
phone number He’s ever dialed, He who remembers the names of 
children He’s never even met, suddenly forget potent and profound 
advice that saved a marriage or a family?

“Because,” He says. “It was not me speaking. It was God. He spoke right 
through me whatever was needed at the moment, whatever was right for that 
situation.”  Then, just like a ripple in the vast, deep, divine ocean, it is 
gone.

Thus, this book is truly a treasure, for it is not a book of philosophy or 
of platitudes and cliches. Rather, it is a book in which we have tried 
to capture the spontaneous, divinely guided words of Pujya Swamiji, 
whether spoken in general “counseling sessions,” or in private talks, 
letters and e-mails which devotees have voluntarily shared for the sake 
of this book.
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The way in which this book came into being has reinforced for me its 
crucial need and the unique niche which it will fill. This book began as 
a small booklet prepared for an international conference in Trinidad. 
Pujya Swamiji was requested to be one of the main speakers at a large, 
international conference in Trinidad/Tobego and had graciously 
accepted the invitation.

E-mails started coming from the conference organizers – general emails 
asking speakers to please send the “abstracts of the papers.” I ignored 
these emails as I knew that Pujya Swamiji was not going to present a 
paper. Rather, He would shower the audience with sixty minutes of 
divinely inspired wisdom, inspiration and insight.

But then, after a month or so, the pleas from the conference organizers 
began to have titles like “Urgent Call for Papers.” Again, I disregarded 
these as I assumed that they were not really meant for Pujya Swamiji, 
but rather for the academic scholars and other presenters who would be 
reading their lecture from a paper.

One can certainly request Pujya Swamiji to speak on a particular subject, 
but His mind is as fluid, deep and rich as the ocean. He easily and 
effortlessly shifts back and forth between profound, esoteric knowledge, 
matter-of-fact advice, and inspiring truisms like “how to be in peace not 
in pieces.”

Thus, I knew that in Trinidad, as in all the other parts of the world, Pujya 
Swamiji would stand, deliver a breath-taking, compelling, uplifting 
lecture on whatever topic God told Him, and then sit down, unable to 
recall the brilliant points He had just made. So, I sent a short note to the 
conference organizers, politely explaining the situation; I was confident 
that they understood the difference between the way saints deliver 
lectures and the way scholars deliver lectures. I was sure that they must 
not be specifically referring to Pujya Swamiji and the other saints in 
these repeated “Call for Papers.”

Then, approximately a week before He was due to leave India for His 
journey abroad, a personal letter came from the director of the conference. 
It said, “The topic assigned for Pujya Muniji Maharaj’s lecture is Family, 
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Marriage, Parenting and Children’s Issues. I know that he does not prepare 
his lectures in advance or make any notes. However, we are publishing a book 
of all the speakers’ papers for distribution during the conference. I know that 
Pujya Swamiji’s words – even if they are not the same as the lecture he delivers 
– will be of great value to everyone. Therefore, we humbly request His Holiness 
to just prepare an article on the topic for us to print.”

So, by the grace of God, I had the honor of sitting at Pujya Swamiji’s 
holy feet as He fulfilled the request of the conference organizers. He 
spoke and spoke and spoke. The words flowed, ceaselessly, poetically, 
as though from the Source of Knowledge itself.

They had asked for a 3000-5000 word paper. However, by the time I 
finished typing the words He had spoken, it came to almost forty pages! 
Everyone who read it was greatly touched and guided by the wisdom 
within, and everyone urged Him to make this available to an audience 
larger than just the conference attendees in Trinidad.

So, in the five days prior to Pujya Swamiji’s departure, we printed a 
small booklet, titled “Family, Marriage, Parenting and Children’s Issues: 
Challenges in the Modern Age” based on the name given to His lecture 
topic.

The response to the booklet was phenomenal. Children, adolescents, 
newlyweds and adults wrote letters, called and spoke to Him in person 
about the profound effect His wisdom had had on their lives and their 
families.

But everyone wanted more – more details, more specifics about different 
phases of life, more examples of how to overcome the trials and 
tribulations of life. Children asked: “Why do we have to study hard? 
I don’t even care about school.” University students wanted to know: 
“How do I maintain purity and dharma while living in the dorms? How 
do I stay true to myself and my upbringing, but still make friends and 
have fun?” Parents wrote and asked: “How do we instill good values in 
our children? How do we balance East and West? How do we talk to our 
children about things we’ve never even experienced? How do we make 
them trust us?” Husbands and wives asked: “How can we live in peace, 
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loving each other, instead of fighting all the time? How do we handle 
conflict and disagreement?”

So, to answer these questions and many more, Pujya Swamiji graciously 
agreed to expand the book. In your hands is a treasure chest of divine 
answers, insight and wisdom – there for you regardless of which phase 
of life you are living.

One of the characteristics that makes Pujya Swamiji so unique is His 
ability to apply deep, profound, esoteric wisdom to daily life. There are 
many saints who are learned in the scriptures, who are erudite masters 
of philosophy. Yet, it is not merely His philosophical, spiritual mastery 
which stands Him apart from the rest. Rather, it is the way He brings 
this wisdom alive for people; it is the way He uses this wisdom to help 
people overcome the obstacles in their lives and progress towards God.

Pujya Swamiji’s philosophy is “Like the sun, we must keep giving and 
giving, with no discrimination, no expectation, no hesitation and no 
vacation.” The gift of His wisdom in this book (and in life) is a tribute to 
this philosophy. Every piece of Himself – whether it is the divine vision 
of His eyes, the divine wisdom and insights of His mind, the divine 
touch of His hand, the divine sound of His voice – is all ceaselessly put 
to use “in the service of God and humanity.”

I have never heard of a saint who can so seamlessly and successfully 
weave together ageless scriptural philosophy with down-to-earth 
counselling on modern day issues. 

If you have had the privilege of seeking His counsel personally, then 
you know how blessed you are. If not, then at least through this book, 
may you find guidance, answers, insight, and inspiration, and may you 
catch a glimpse of the saint whose mere presence on this Earth carries us 
to peace, to bliss and to God.

Sadhvi Bhagawati
Rishikesh (Himalayas)
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* Note: Readers will notice that there are occasional references to aspects of Indian 
culture, particularly with regard to marriage tradition. As the initial paper/
booklet was prepared for a world conference on Hinduism, the flavor initially of 
course pertained to Hindu families living abroad.  I have kept all of the original 
aspects in this newer, expanded version as well because issues of acculturation 
to the West with regard to marriage are prevalent for Indians living abroad. 
Therefore to dilute that advice and wisdom didn’t seem to make sense. Non-
Indian readers should not think, though, that due to a few references specifically 
for Indians that the book is only for people from the Indian subcontinent. Issues 
and conflicts that arise throughout our lives are universal. Child-rearing is a 
universally difficult task. Maintaining a loving, respectful, deeply connected 
relationship for decades in the face of life’s inevitable trials and tribulations is 
a universal challenge. Therefore, the vast majority of this book is universally 
applicable. Further, the vast majority of Indian teachings and insights have a 
great deal to offer non-Indians as well. Hence, non-Indian readers will find that 
even those insights which may have roots in Indian tradition are of great benefit 
for them as well. There are, however, select pieces (particularly with regard 
to marriage of the children) which the reader will note apply especially and 
perhaps uniquely to Indians living abroad.
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Chapter 1

History to Modernity:
The Root of the Problem

Introduction

Our Indian scriptures and ancient tradition give specific guidelines on 
how to have a healthy, happy and sattvic life in the brahmacharya (student) 
and grihastha (householder) ashram stages of life. For millennia people 
have studied, married, raised children and lived satisfied married lives 
according to these guidelines; then, they have moved together into the 
Vanprastha (retirement from worldly obligations) ashram stage.

However, in today’s world, the migration to the West and the subsequent 
adoption of Western modes of living and thinking have frequently 
created conflict, struggle and strife among Indian families living abroad.

The solution to this situation is not to abandon the timeless, eternal 
wisdom of Indian tradition, but rather to find a way of remaining true 
to these ancient ideals while thriving in a Western lifestyle.  The key is 
to find a balance between the East and West, the old and the new, the 
values of our ancestors and the values of our peers.

Too many people living abroad believe that the solution to success in 
the West is to abandon Indian ethics and adopt – full-heartedly – the 
Western lifestyle. However, this is a two-fold tragedy. First, in the 
forsaking of their roots, Indians find themselves (and their children) 
rootless, foundationless and directionless. It is through maintaining an 
awareness of and dedication to one’s culture that one’s children will 
have a strong, solid foundation of ethics, morals, values and ideals on 
which to build their lives.
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But, there is also a second tragedy when Indians abandon their culture 
in favor of the Western ideals. Indian culture is not only for Indians. It is 
not only important for Indians. The wisdom, answers, and insights don’t 
pertain only to Indians. Rather, these timeless truths are as applicable to 
Westerners living in New York in the present age as they were to Indians 
living in small villages thousands of years ago.

These days more and more Westerners are coming to India, thirsty for 
Indian knowledge. Each year our ashram is flooded with more and more 
Westerners. They are not in India merely for a vacation.  Rather, they 
have come in search of these invaluable insights and these universal 
teachings.

Thus, this book is not only for Indians. It came into being due to repeated 
requests from Indian parents for guidelines on how to live in the West 
– how to adopt Western methods of living while maintaining Indian 
traditions, how to live lives in accordance with both modern standards 
and with the wisdom of our scriptures. 

It is based – in large part – on Indian ideals and ethics. However, just as 
you will not find the word Hindu in any of the Indian scriptures, so you 
will not find any advice in this book which is of benefit only to Indians.

The problems faced by Indian families living abroad are basically the 
same problems faced by all families living in the West, or in Westernized 
cultures. They are problems of balance – how to balance a career with a 
family, how to balance love with discipline, how to balance spirituality 
with other aspects of familial life. So, the answers are not only answers 
for Indians; rather, the Indian wisdom and insights have a great deal to 
offer the entire world.

In this book we will address the issues affecting both the parents and 
the children. This book is a guide for both. It is the children who will 
be tomorrow’s parents. Therefore, these two sides are inter-dependent 
and must be addressed as distinctly separate, yet overlapping and 
interwoven issues. This book teaches children how to be divine children 
and how to help their parents become divine parents. Similarly, it guides 
parents on the path of being divine people, divine spouses and divine 
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parents.

Values

I’m going to talk a lot in this book about Indian values and Indian 
culture. Therefore, before we begin I will outline what exactly I mean 
when I talk about our values and traditions. The Indian values which are 
so important to hold on to include the following:

1. Piety: Indians tend to be raised with piety and devotion. Nearly every 
home has a temple, and daily the oil lamp is lit with reverence.

2. Giving: Traditional Indians are raised with the value of giving first 
to others before taking for themselves. This is best exemplified in the 
mother who will feed everyone (including all the neighbors and guests) 
before feeding herself.

3. Seva/Service: There is a great importance placed in Indian culture on 
doing selfless service or seva. This is work that is done for the benefit of 
humanity rather than for oneself or for one’s own family and friends. It 
is work done without any expectation of reward.

4. Non-violence: At its root, Indian culture is a culture of ahimsa, or non-
violence. In fact, it is in this way that Gandhiji won independence for the 
nation. Non-violence pertains to all aspects of Indian life – from living as 
vegetarians to remaining peaceful even in the face of violence.

5. Inclusiveness: Indian culture is a culture that loves all and includes 
all. We condemn no other path or religion. Our scriptures teach us that 
the Truth is One, but the paths are many. 

6. Purity: Indian culture places a lot of importance upon purity of body, 
mind and soul. The body is seen as a Temple of God.  Indians typically 
refrain from activities such as promiscuity and drug use which defile 
the body.

7. Respect for Elders: In a traditional Indian home, the elders are greatly 
respected, and people typically bow down to their own grandparents as 
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well as to elders in the community. Children are taught to touch the feet 
of elders in order to seek their blessings.

8. Emphasis on the Family: Indians traditionally place a great value 
on the family – not just the immediate family, but the entire extended 
family. Large family gatherings are frequent and the family serves as the 
axis for much of life.

Of course, these values are definitely not only Indian, nor do I mean 
to suggest that only Indians embody this value system.  However, due 
to the tradition and the culture of India, these values have become 
representative of traditional Indian sanskaras (ethics and values). 
Although they are “traditional,” they are of crucial importance today 
for everyone. Whether one is Eastern or Western, these values will lead 
one to a happy, peaceful and meaningful life.

Further, this is in no way a complete list of the Indian value system. 
Rather it is a list of the ones which I feel are of most importance to 
maintain in the present age, whether one is living in India or or is living 
abroad. It is also a list of the ones most likely to be tossed aside when one 
embraces a modern, materialistic lifestyle.

History Speaks

Indian culture historically provided the following “prescription” for 
married life and child-rearing:

1. Marriage was arranged by the parents after great consideration.  The 
parents took counsel from the elders and other respected people in the 
community; they kept in mind family tradition, values, culture, etc. The 
choice was then accepted without quarrel by the bride and groom.

2. After marriage, the man worked outside the home and the woman 
gave birth and raised the children. 

3. The husband provided financially for his family and remained 
steadfastly dedicated to giving them the best he was able.
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4. The wife provided her husband with a warm, welcoming home 
environment; she performed daily puja for his health and success and 
raised the children with all the essential sanskaras.

5. The family performed puja together (not elaborate, but simple worship 
of the kul devta) and they attended temple together regularly.

6. The male children were sent to a gurukul to study under the guidance 
of a guru. Here they learned not only high standard academics, but also 
discipline, values and yoga/meditation.

7. The female children might be schooled in the village, or they  might 
stay home and learn from their mother how to take care of the home.

8. In more modern times, with the unfortunate decline of the gurukul 
system, both the boys and the girls typically go to a local school. Yet, the 
education is the same: academics combined with a strong ethical and 
moral education, combined with discipline and yoga.

9. The cycle continued as the parents searched for suitable spouses for 
their children.

10. After their children were married and financially stable, the parents 
moved slowly away from worldly life, into one more devoted to God, to 
prayer, to seva, and to simplicity.

Moving Into Modernity 

However, this system is far removed from the lives being lived by most 
Indians abroad. The problems arise when parents, who may have been 
raised in India (or by very traditional parents, in a very traditional way) 
try to impose these ideals on their children, who are living in the modern 
age, surrounded by modern Western values.

Yet, Indian values and ideas are not anachronistic nor obsolete.  Rather, 
they hold within them answers and keys to many of today’s social 
dilemmas. These systems and traditions were passed down from our 
rishis, saints and sages, and they are as applicable – in theory – today 
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as they were more than 5000 years ago. However, the way the theory is 
fervently put into practice may not be appropriate for a life lived in the 
West or in Westernized India.

The problems come when parents randomly – or based on pressure 
from friends and family – hold tenaciously to certain traditions while 
abandoning others. Guidance must be given to parents as to which of 
the traditional values can and should be maintained, and which ones 
must be adapted or discarded. in order to provide themselves and their 
children with the best possible chance of success in the West.

In this way, not only will our own families find peace, but we will also 
be able to share this wisdom with the Western world.

We will begin our journey with the student years, the years which 
prepare us for the rest of our lives.
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Penance or Parties?

It seems that there is a dichotomy in students’ attitudes about the time of 
education. They either think that it’s a time of jail, a time in which every 
precious moment of their lives is usurped by “vicious” professors with 
“unreasonable” demands, or they think their student years are a license 
to unlimited freedom and decadence, the last time in their lives to have 
fun.

Student life is neither of these. Rather, it is a time for you to enrich 
yourself completely and thoroughly so that whatever path in life you 
choose, you will be well-prepared.

I know that frequently the subject matter of classes in school may not 
seem relevant or interesting. So frequently I hear students complain, 
“But why do I have to learn this? Why do I need to get good marks 
in that class? It doesn’t matter for what I want to do.” There are two 
answers to this.

Study for Your Future

The first is that you don’t know what you will want to do. Sure, you may 
say now that you hate math and you could never possibly consider any 
occupation which would require it. Fine. But, you have sixty, seventy, or 
eighty years of life ahead of you. Please do not limit yourself now, based 
on your preferences at twenty. No one knows the path on which God 
will lead him. No one knows where life will go. We must leave every 
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door of opportunity open. 

Also, the properties of certain subjects pertain to other subjects as well. 
It is impossible to learn how to multiply if you don’t understand how 
to add. Similarly much of what you learn in school builds upon each 
other like bricks in a building. If you try to skip over the first floor, or 
to build the building without a right-hand corner, it will be wobbly 
and fall. Therefore, be sure that every brick laid in the building of your 
education is firm, solid and in place correctly. Then, and only then, will 
your foundation be solid and your future stable and strong. You may 
not notice one individual brick in a completed, towering building. But, 
you can be sure that if you removed the brick, the building would lose 
its balance.

Learning How to Learn

The other important aspect is that school is not only about the particular 
subjects. Rather, the time in life in which you are a student is about 
learning how to learn. It’s about disciplining yourself. It’s about having 
to make choices, and seeing their consequences. It’s about taking 
responsibility for yourself. It’s about how to focus on the subject at hand. 
It’s about how to listen attentively and remember the salient points. It’s 
about how to organize your time. 

So, don’t fret too much if you don’t like a particular class or if a certain 
subject seems particularly tedious and trying. First, try to find at least 
one thing interesting in it. If that’s impossible then at least realize that 
you are building bricks in the foundation of you.  You are laying stones 
in a well-rounded, educated, disciplined, organized, and knowledgeable 
person.

The skills that you learn in school, the study habits you develop, the 
discipline you exert – all of this will stand you in great stead throughout 
your lives. If you don’t learn it now, then when will you?

Study, Study, Study

Your mantra for these years should be: Study, study, study.  
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However, don’t only study academically in school. Study also in life. 
Study how to be good people. Study how to be honest and pious. Study 
the secrets of your parents and grandparents and the scriptures. Whether 
it’s the Gita, the Bible or the Koran, they are all filled with great wisdom 
and insight. They all give keys to a divine life.

Be kind to people. Respect your parents. Give first to others and then take 
for yourself. Try to feel love in your heart for everyone.  These are some 
of life’s most important lessons. These are the lessons that will really 
open doors for you in your life and stand you in good stead whatever 
you do and wherever you go.

In our scriptures, there are two types of knowledge: apara vidya and para 
vidya. Apara vidya is lower knowledge, meaning academic knowledge or 
professional knowledge. It is really knowledge of facts, figures and skills. 
Para vidya is higher knowledge, or wisdom.  It is spiritual knowledge, it 
is understanding, it is depth and insight, it is the knowledge which will 
guide you through your life. However, although one is termed “higher” 
and one is termed “lower,” both are crucial. Apara vidya will help you be 
successful and prosperous, while para vidya will help you be peaceful, 
joyful and wise.

In Indian tradition, the first twenty-five years of a person’s life are the 
years of brahmacharya. This refers to a time of abstinence, a time of study, 
a time of total devotion to the path of learning and becoming. It is a time 
of pledged celibacy and restraint from all attractions of the senses. The 
student delves thoroughly into academia, yoga, scriptural studies, and 
moral studies. His entire nature is sculpted during these years. During 
many of these years, traditionally the student would live with the guru 
at the gurukul; however, the practice and ideal of brahmacharya is not 
contingent upon living at a gurukul, nor should it be discarded simply 
because one lives in the West. Rather, it is all the more important there.

The reason behind the vows of purity and celibacy for these years is 
to allow oneself to focus. As soon as boys and girls begin dating, their 
focus shifts. It is more difficult to concentrate on their studies. They rush 
through homework in order to talk on the telephone. They doodle and 
daydream in class. They write each other love notes. They lose their 
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sleep.

While teenage romance and excessive social engagements are usually 
innocuous and temporary behavior, they cause the focus of these years 
to shift away from what is really important – getting an education. 
Additionally, it can set the pattern of an entire life focused on excessive 
socializing.

So, as much as possible, one should try to uphold these brahmacharya 
ideals. You will have decades and decades of married life to fulfill your 
sensual pleasures; you’ve already had lifetimes and lifetimes of it. Give 
yourself these years to abstain. Give yourself these years to develop your 
character, your potential, and your strengths.

The Five Rules of Student Life

I occasionally have to remind my youth that they are students, and that 
the definition of student is not one who manages to fit in a couple of 
hours of school work around a day of enjoyment, sports and friendship.

Yes, it’s wonderful to have fun. It’s wonderful to be with your friends. It’s 
wonderful to engage in extra-curricular activities. But, please remember 
that these years are your student years. What does that mean? What are 
the “student” years?

It is beautifully said in our scriptures:

Kaak cheshta bako dhyaanam. Shwaan Nidra tathaiva cha.
Alpaahaari griha tyaagi, vidhyarthi pancha lakshnam.

This shloka tells us exactly how a student should behave, think and feel. 
Embedded in the shloka are five essential traits of a student.

1. Your actions should be like a crow. A crow is spontaneous and 
immediate in its actions. When the call comes, the crow flies.  Crows are 
always alert, always flying, always searching. Similarly, as students, you 
must never be idle, you must always be ready.
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2. Your attention should be like a flamingo. Have you ever seen a 
flamingo? They stand on one foot, eyes closed as though they are deep 
in sleep or meditation. Yet, the second a fish swims by, they instinctively 
and immediately plunge their long beaks into the water to catch their 
meal. Their aim is the fish – nothing else.  The flamingo is undisturbed, 
unshakable no matter what the circumstance, unless and until the fish 
comes. You, my young birdies, must be that focused on your studies. 
Your aim is the acquisition of knowledge and a successful completion of 
your academic career. Nothing should draw your attention away.

There is a beautiful story in the scriptures in which Dhronacharya, the guru of 
the Pandavas, is teaching the five brothers archery. He points to a tree in the 
forest. On the top-most branch of the tree is a small bird.  He tells his students 
that this bird is their target. Then, he asks his students to describe what they 
see in front of them. One brother says, “I see a forest full of beautiful trees 
with the sun streaming in between the branches.” The next one says, “I see the 
mountains and the stream and the trees.” The third brother says, “I see a large, 
majestic tree with lush, green leaves and thick branches in a grove of other lush, 
green trees.  There is also a squirrel on the tree.” The fourth brother says, “I 
see the tall trunk of this particular tree, with all of the branches emerging from 
the trunk, and the beautiful leaves on the branches.” Arjuna, however, replies, 
“I see nothing but the bird sitting on the branch; on the bird, I see only its eye 
where I must shoot my arrow.” Dhronacharya applauds the clarity, vision and 
focus of his star pupil.

This is the sort of focus you all must cultivate. These student years are 
filled with distractions and temptations. However, do not shift your eyes 
from your focus of obtaining a good quality education and developing 
your own sense of discipline and assiduousness.

3. Sleep like a dog. This does not mean to sleep all day, the way so 
many dogs do! Rather, if you watch a dog sleep, you will notice that 
he is always alert. Sleeping, yes. But, at the slightest noise, the slightest 
intrusion, he jumps to his feet to protect his master.  He sleeps for his 
strength and health, but he is never dulled by this sleep, nor does he 
ever stay asleep for one extra second if his duty calls.

In contrast, I have seen so many university students who could sleep 
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through an earthquake. There may be one hundred people in the house 
for a special morning puja. There may be loud Vedic chanting, bhajans, 
kirtan and the constant hustle of people in and out, up and down the 
stairs. Yet, that youth will emerge hours later, wipe her sleepy eyes, and 
come down for breakfast, without ever realizing that a large program 
took place.

Sleep is not about losing yourself into such a state of non-existence that 
you become totally unaware of the world around you. Sleep is rest. It 
is a time for your body and mind to become rejuvenated and restored. 
However, it should not be a black hole of unconsciousness. Be careful 
not to spend too much time in the intoxicating grip of sleep, or you will 
find that you accomplish a lot less during your life than you would like.

4. Eat Less. The student diet too frequently consists exclusively of 
pizza and ice cream. Foods which are not good for you, like fast food, 
deplete your body’s energy, sapping you of essential vitality.  Excessive 
indulgence in sugary and/or oily food is not only bad for us physically, 
but it also diminishes our mental and emotional capacities. It makes 
sluggish, lethargic and prone to rapid mood swings. In these years you 
need all of your physical, mental and emotional strength harnessed in 
the service of your studies. 

However, this maxim also means that we should eat less with all of 
our senses, not just with our mouths. During university time, students 
frequently overstimulate their senses with loud music, high-speed 
adventures, and sensual pleasures. However, with our senses so 
overstimulated we are unable to concentrate clearly on the subject at 
hand – our studies. Therefore, restrain all your senses. Imbibe only that 
“food” which will nourish you and strengthen you.

5. Have a study corner. You should have a place that is dedicated only 
to your studies. It may be as small as a desk and the corner of the room 
occupied by the desk. It may be a whole room. But, regardless of the 
size, it must be only for your studies. Don’t use it for playing computer 
games or for talking to your friends on the phone. It should be a place 
which is held sacred for your studies.
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S-T-U-D-E-N-T

It is very difficult for students, living in university dorms, to uphold the 
perfect model of brahmacharya for these years. So, what does it mean 
to be a student? To me, your student years are a time of: Seriousness, 
Trial & Error, Understanding, Devotion, Encouragement, Nav Jivan and 
Tenacity.

S – Seriousness

Your educational years should be enjoyable and full of rich, new 
experiences. However, this is not a time to just sit back, relax and wait 
for the world to carry you along. It is a time in which you must be serious 
about your studies, serious about your goals and serious about your 
future. If you become lax about your schoolwork, it will be easy to slip 
behind. Then, it becomes like quicksand.  Once you are behind, it is so 
difficult to catch up that the task becomes daunting and one is tempted 
to just say, “forget it.”

Therefore, it is crucial to stay on top of things from the beginning. 

Most importantly, don’t miss a class. In university especially, it is very 
tempting to just “sleep in” one day or to skip one class in order to catch 
up on work for another. However, going to class, paying attention and 
taking notes is the single most important thing you can do. No amount 
of catch-up reading at home or copying from a friend’s notes will make 
up for what was missed in class.

Be serious about your studies. Make them your priority. Be serious 
about your classes and your work.

T – Trial & Error

The time of youth and student life, especially when you live away from 
home in the dorms, is a time of trial and error. You are just discovering 
who you are, what your priorities are, what your dreams are, and what 
your values are. When you live under your parents’ roof, you live 
(mostly) according to their rules and their set of values. But, once you are 
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on your own, you must figure this out for yourself. You must weigh that 
which you learned at home against that which you are seeing amongst 
your peers and in the outside world.

You will make mistakes. Of course you will. Don’t worry. Don’t be 
afraid of making them. It is our mistakes that teach us, our mistakes that 
make us strong, our mistakes that give us the resolve and the fortitude 
to say, “never again.” It is only through making mistakes that we can 
ever really know, “Oh, that was a mistake.”  Just as the word “light” 
would be meaningless without a “dark” against which to compare it, so 
we cannot be sure of that which is right, unless we can contrast it to that 
which is wrong. 

This is not a license to go out and engage in reckless, hedonistic, or 
decadent behavior. This is not a go-ahead to make mistakes on purpose 
or to do things which you know are wrong. You don’t have to put your 
hand in fire just to “make sure” that it really burns, or to put your finger 
in a light socket just to “see what happens.”  You already know fire 
burns and you have already been taught not to put your fingers in light-
sockets.

So please, my little birdies, be careful. Take what you’ve been taught 
into consideration. If you were holding a small child on your lap and the 
child continuously tried to grab hold of the flickering flame of a candle 
or lamp, you would not let him. No matter how enticing the fire is to the 
child, or how many times he tries to grab it, or how upset he becomes at 
your refusal, you would still not let the child put his hand in fire.

Similarly, your parents have tried to keep your hands out of fire. That 
which they have taught you has been through their own experience, 
their education, and their culture. Take this to heart and realize that your 
parents – more than your roommate or the people in your hall or the 
cool kids at the party – have your best interest in mind.

However, you will still have to find your own way. They can not hold 
your hand through life, and in these years you will have to make your 
own choices. You will have to experiment and decide what is right and 
what is wrong for you.
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Before you make any decision, before you jump into any situation, just 
stop for a moment and ask yourself, “How will I feel tomorrow if I do 
this? How will I feel about myself when I look in the mirror? How will I 
feel when I close my eyes and talk to God?”  If you know in advance that 
you will regret it, if you know that you will repent, then please don’t do 
it.

U – Understanding

This is the time in your life in which you must cultivate understanding in 
your hearts. If you don’t cultivate it now, it will be very hard to embrace 
all peoples later.

Try always to walk in other peoples’ shoes. Before you criticize or 
condemn anyone else, ask yourself what it would be like to be in his or 
her situation.

D – Devotion

Although your time in these student years will mostly be taken by your 
academic work, you must always remember that a rich spiritual life and 
a deep connection to God are the greatest education, the greatest wealth 
and the greatest success anyone can obtain. You may get the best marks, 
the most prestigious degree, the top career and the highest salary, but 
without a connection to God in your life, all else is in vain.

There was once a man who was selling a horse. He told the prospective buyer, 
“My horse is the most beautiful horse you’ve ever seen. His skin is the shiniest, 
his coat is the brightest, his mane is the softest, his legs are the longest. He 
is large and strong and regal looking. He won all the contests of beauty and 
speed.” The prospective buyer asked the man, “Tell me, is there anything wrong 
with the horse? He sounds perfect.”

“Well,” the horse-owner said. “There is one small defect. The horse is dead.”

Without a spiritual connection, without a deeper meaning, without the 
presence of God in our lives, we become like the dead horse – beautiful 
on the outside, prosperous and successful, but missing that divine 
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heartbeat that keeps us going.

If you put two zeros together, you get 00. This is nothing. But if you add 
a 1 in front of them, you get 100. If you have four zeros, you still only 
have zero. Even if you have a hundred zeros, it is still equal only to zero. 
But, if you add that 1 in front of them, then the number multiplies and 
grows. 0000 is nothing. But add a 1 and you get 10,000!

That “1” is God. We may accumulate and acquire all the zeros in the 
whole world, but if we don’t have a “1” then we are still only equal to 
zero.

So, be Number 1 in school, be Number 1 in your extracurricular activities, 
be Number 1 in all your endeavors, but don’t forget the real Number 1. 
The real Number 1 is God. It is only He who can turn 0000 into 10,000! If 
you keep Him as your Number 1, your life will be magic.

E – Encourage

Encourage whom? Encourage yourselves. These years are times in 
which it is easy to become discouraged. So frequently I hear my youth 
bemoaning, “But, Swamiji, I can’t do it. I’m just not smart enough,” or, 
“Swamiji, maybe I’m not meant to be successful,” or, “Swamiji, I’m so 
afraid of letting my parents down.” 

You must keep your spirits high. You must remember that you are divine 
and wonderful. You can do it! Whatever you want to do, you can do!

Look at Hanumanji. He was able to jump across the entire ocean.  He 
was able to carry an entire mountain in his hands. Why? Because of his 
faith in Bhagwan Rama. You, too, must cultivate that faith. It doesn’t 
have to be Bhagwan Rama. That’s no problem.  Whatever name or form 
of God you pray to is fine. But, have faith. If a small monkey can fly 
across oceans and carry mountains through faith in God, then you too 
can succeed beautifully if you keep Him in your heart.

There is a beautiful story told of a young princess who needed a husband.  The 
princess was very smart and the best debater in the kingdom. So, her father 
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decided that all of her suitors would come and debate her. He who won, he who 
proved his superb intelligence would win her hand in marriage. All the best 
debaters and scholars in the kingdom came to take the test and win the beautiful 
princess. However, none of them could equal her in wits, and every one of them 
was defeated.

Angered, humbled, and embarrassed a few of the suitors decided to play a trick 
on the princess. They went out and found the most ignorant, moronic man they 
could and instructed him how to win the princess’ hand in marriage. They told 
him that he must maintain total silence.  He could use only sign language. 
The man was of course very enthusiastic about the prospect of marrying the 
beautiful princess, and so he immediately agreed.

When the suitors returned to the palace, with the imbecile tagging along, they 
told the princess that they had found a brilliant scholar who was so enlightened 
that he did not even need to use words to speak. However, they told her, for the 
debate to be fair, she must also use only gestures.  If she was as intelligent as the 
scholar, they said, then she would also be able to convey the highest philosophy 
with only the use of her hands. 

The princess agreed to the challenge, and began by holding up one finger, 
implying the existence of only one Supreme Reality. The ignorant man, though, 
took her finger as pointing toward his eyes, and he feared that she was going to 
strike him and poke out his eye. So, he decided, “If she’s going to try to poke out 
one of my eyes, I will poke out both of her eyes,” and to show this he held up 
two fingers.

The scholars who were standing by immediately stepped in and told the princess 
that the scholar meant that although God, Brahman, the Creator was only one, 
He could not create the world or sustain it or destroy it without the creative 
power of Maya, and so there must be two.

Next, the princess held up five fingers, in reference to the five elements of which 
the world is made. She was asking the suitor to give his lofty opinion of this fact. 
The imbecile, however, took this gesture as a threat to slap him. So, he decided, 
“If she tries to slap me, I will punch her,” and he made a fist.

The scholars intervened and explained thus, “You show the five elements as 
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separate, like your fingers. Our sage is saying that they must be united, as a fist, 
in order to perform their function in the world.” 

Soon, through the cunning explanations of the scholars, the princess had to 
concede the debate and she married the half-wit, much to the mischievous 
delight of the true suitors.

However, it was not long before she realized that she had been tricked into 
marrying a moron and she threw him from the palace. She scolded him that he 
was not allowed to step foot back into the kingdom until and unless he became 
the true erudite scholar that he feigned to be.

Dejected and forlorn, the man stumbled out of the kingdom, bemoaning his 
fate as he knew he could never live up to the princess’ words. Having walked 
a great distance through the forest wracked with misery, he sat down beside a 
well and cried. As his eyes cleared, he found himself staring at the concrete wall 
of the well, parts of which had become severely eroded due to the harsh rubbing 
of the rope whenever people pulled water from the well. The concrete which 
was rubbed every day by the thick rope had large fissures in it, compared to the 
smooth walls of the rest of the well. 

The man immediately realized, “If daily rubbing of a rope can create a large 
groove in concrete, if it can dig so deeply into a concrete wall, then maybe my 
mind can change as well. Maybe daily ‘rubbing’ of my mind can change it in the 
same way that the rubbing of the rope changed the form of the concrete.”

With that resolve, the man decided he would throw himself into his studies and 
his devotion. It is this man who later became known as Kalidas, one of the most 
renowned scholars, poets, philosophers and writers of Indian tradition. And 
what does Kalidas mean? It means “devotee of the Goddess Kali.” It was his 
devotion and his resolve that changed the very nature of his being.

N – Nav Jivan (“New Life”)

The time when you go from being a child at home to being a student 
off at university is a time in which you are born into a new life. One 
moment you are a child, and all your needs are taken care of by your 
parents. They are always there – twenty-four hours a day – watching out 
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for you. They are there to help you, to care for you, to make sure you eat 
properly and sleep on time. They are there to guide you and to provide 
a structured, balanced life. 

However, once you leave home and move into the dorms or into an 
apartment, the responsibility becomes yours. There is no one there to tell 
you to eat your breakfast, or to tell you to go to sleep.  There is no one 
there to prevent you from watching TV all night or from talking on the 
phone with friends until the early hours of the morning. There is no one 
sitting up until you come home safely from your evening out.

When you live at home, under your parents’ supervision, a part of you 
knows that you will always be “caught” and will never be able to go too 
far astray. Therefore, you may rebel, you may disobey the rules, you 
may push their boundaries, but deep inside you know that they will 
always be there looking out for you.

Once you have moved out of the house though, that is no longer the 
case. Now you are on your own. The responsibility of caring for yourself 
is now yours alone.

You are now traversing the threshold from childhood to adulthood.  
This Nav Jivan (“New Life”) can be whatever you make it.  The choice 
is now yours. “Bolo Jivan kaisa hai? Jaisa banalo vaisa hai. Chahe is ko narak 
banalo, chahe is ko swarg banalo. Bolo jivan kaisa hai, jaisa banalo vaisa hai.” 
It means, “What is life? Life is what you make it. You can make it Hell, 
or you can make it Heaven. What is life? Life is whatever you make it.”

You can make your life, or you can break your life. This choice is yours. 
God has given us each a set of circumstances with which to travel the 
journey of life. How we use these circumstances and how we use our 
strengths and weaknesses is up to us.

You can make your life into a shining star or into a painful scar.  The 
choice is now yours.

So, take a pledge that you will make your new life Heaven, not only for 
yourself but for all of humanity. It is said that one of the greatest gifts 
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from God is the gift of human birth. Through this human birth you can 
do wonders. Do not limit yourselves. Do not underestimate yourselves.

T – Tenacious

Nothing in life comes easily other than love for God! That which we want 
we have to work for. Your studies will be difficult at times. Sometimes 
they will seem to require more of you than you are able to give. At other 
times during these years, your life may seem to fall apart – that is part 
and parcel of being an adolescent.  Our lives are torn down but then 
rebuilt again, each time with the pieces more firmly in place, each time 
with the foundation a little more solid. You must not lose hope; you 
must never give up. 

Today there is a tragic epidemic of teenage depression, drug abuse and 
suicide. These youth don’t know how to hold on through difficult times. 
In the limited vision of adolescence, they are unable to see the light at 
the end of the darkness.

My birdies, you must hold on. Whether it is a difficult class, a difficult 
project, a difficult relationship, or a difficult time, just hold on with faith 
that God will pull you through. There is a beautiful saying, simple and 
yet profound. Keep it as your mantra during those times which may 
seem to be unbearable. The mantra is “this too shall pass.”

We move through life, shedding layer after layer of the old, as we don 
newer and newer layers of maturity, wisdom and experience.  That 
which today seems unbearable will be but a memory tomorrow.  Feel 
it, experience it, learn from it, but never let anything leave you dejected 
or hopeless. There is always a brighter tomorrow, as we move – day by 
day – closer to God.

There is a beautiful line in one of our prayers which says, “Tu akelaa 
nahin pyaare; Raam tere saath mein.”  It means, you are never alone. The 
Lord is always with you. Never feel lonely. Never feel scared. Never feel 
hopeless. Just close your eyes and realize that God is walking by your 
side, holding your hand in His.
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I heard a story once of a man who was a great devotee of God. Always throughout 
his life, God was his companion. He loved God more than anything else in all 
the world. When the man was very old, he lay in his bed one afternoon and had 
a dream. In this dream, he could see his entire life stretched out before him, 
as though it was the coastline along the ocean. He could look back and see his 
footprints – deep impressions in the wet sand – marking the path he had walked 
in this life. As he looked back further and further, he could see that, in fact, there 
was not one, but two sets of footprints, side-by-side, along the edge of the ocean.
He knew the other footprints were those of God, for he had felt God’s presence 
beside him throughout his life.

But, then he saw something that woke him immediately from his dream.  His 
heart beat fast and he could not hold back the tears. “God!” he cried out. “I just 
had a dream, and in this dream I could see the whole path of my life; I could see 
the footprints I left along the way. Beside my footprints, there were Yours, for 
You walked with me, and...” Now the man was full of tears and could barely 
speak. “God, sometimes there was only one set of footprints, and when I looked, 
I could see that those were the times I had really fallen, was really broken, when I 
needed You most. How, God, how could You leave me when I needed You most? 
I thought You promised You’d be with me forever. Why did Your footprints 
disappear at the times I really needed You?”

Softly, gently, God laid a hand on the man’s head and wiped away the tears. 
“My child, I promised to always be with you, and I have never left you for a 
second, not even while you slept. Those times when you see only one set of 
footprints, those darkest moments of your life, it was those times that I carried 
you in My arms.

There are times we feel abandoned by God, times we doubt His presence 
in our lives. It is easy to have faith when all is going well, easy to believe 
in a plan when that plan brings us joy and fulfillment. It is much more 
difficult to believe in the inherent goodness of the Planner when the plan 
causes agony. Do we all not, on some level, feel that when our lives are 
tough, that we have been left by God? But, it is those times that our 
faith will carry us through. It is truly those times in which we are being 
carried by God.

So, remain tenacious. Remain strong. Keep doing that which is right. 
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Study hard, be honest and kind, and live a life of purity and integrity. 
Never give up.

Be God-Conscious, Not Glamour-Conscious

I know that the world in which you live says that happiness comes from 
owning the “right” things, wearing the “right” clothes, going to the 
“right” places, knowing the “right” people, and speaking the “right” 
language. But, happiness is not there.

The satisfaction that comes from owning something new, or from being a 
member of the “in” crowd is fleeting. Tomorrow there will be something 
different to own; tomorrow there will be a new “in” crowd to impress. It 
is never ending. If you want to find real joy, real peace in life, you must 
look inside. You must look to God. 

If you are Indian, go back to your Indian roots. It is there, embedded in 
the ancient tradition and timeless wisdom, that the secrets to life lie. It is 
there that you will find the solid foundation on which to build your life.

If you are not Indian, no problem. The gifts of Indian culture do not apply 
only to Indians. Throughout this book, you will find many of the most 
important principles of Indian tradition. Try them. Follow them. You will 
see that the principles are beneficial for people of any race, any tradition, 
and any culture. I always say that if you are a Hindu, then the Indian 
scriptures make you a better Hindu. If you are a Christian, then reading 
and following the Indian scriptures will make you a better Christian. 
If you are a Jew, then reading and following the Indian scriptures will 
make you a better Jew. The Indian tradition will help make you a better 
person, regardless of your religious or cultural background.

I know that when you are young the temptation is to spend your free time 
with your friends, shopping at the mall, at sports events, at parties, or at 
the movies. These are fine and they are important parts of growing up. 
However, you must remember that these superficial activities will only 
make you feel satisfied and relaxed in the present; they will do nothing 
towards bringing true, lifelong happiness, peace or understanding. 
Therefore, be sure to balance these pleasurable activities with ones that 
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actually enrich you and lead you toward a more fulfilled, peaceful life.

What are some of these activities, these pursuits which enrich our lives, 
making us wiser, more peaceful and divine? They can be any activities 
which bring you closer to God: going to temple, going to listen to katha 
or to lectures by saints and scholars, reading inspiring texts, doing japa, 
practicing meditation. Beneficial activities are also activities which are in 
the service of the world:  any kind of volunteer work, helping children, 
the elderly, the sick or the poor. It is through serving His children that 
we become close to God.

There was once a princess who was suffering from an undiagnosable illness.  
She lay in bed, listless, unable to walk or exert herself at all. She had lost all her 
appetite and her parents feared she would soon perish.  Her father, the King, 
called in all the top doctors and medical specialists, but none could either cure 
or even diagnose the young princess. They gave her allopathic, homeopathic 
and ayurvedic medicines. They gave her pills, compresses, powders, massages 
and mineral baths. Nothing made even a dent in the princess’s condition. She 
continued to lay, limp and mute, on her bed, staring blankly at the ceiling above 
her.

Finally, in desperation, the King called a revered holy man, a saint who was 
worshipped throughout the kingdom as having divine knowledge and powers. 
As soon as the sage saw the princess, he understood exactly what was wrong. 
“Pick her up and place her in the carriage,” he ordered.  The King refused. “How 
can you take this weak, fragile being outside in the carriage?” he demanded.

Yet, the saint insisted. “If you do not follow my orders, your daughter may not 
recover. Wrap her warmly if you like and place her in the carriage.  We will 
travel alone.” The King had no choice; his options were exhausted and none had 
borne any fruit. He could only pray that the holy man knew what he was doing.

So the princess was wrapped in the warmest shawls and gingerly placed – 
supported by numerous feather pillows – in the King’s carriage. The holy man 
got in beside her and instructed the driver where to go. He explained to the 
princess as they traveled, “I have a few urgent jobs to take care of on our way. 
You can accompany me.” They soon stopped in a poor area on the outskirts of 
the kingdom. The sage stepped down from the carriage, carrying large sacks 
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filled with clothing and food. He walked house to house, delivering bags of rice, 
lentils and wheat to the impoverished villagers.

Soon, he returned to the carriage to find – as he had expected – the princess 
sitting up straight in her seat, peering eagerly over the side of the carriage.  

They drove a little ways, and again the sage stopped the carriage in another poor, 
rural village outside the wealthy kingdom. “I need your help in this village. 
There is too much for me to carry,” he told the princess. She barely needed the 
help of his hand to get down from the carriage.

The sage carried the heavy bag and gave the princess the task of handing the food 
items and wool sweaters to the grateful villagers. At the first house, she walked 
slowly, delicately, and meekly put her hand in the large sack to take out the bags 
of rice and lentils.

However, by the third house she was striding confidently down the path, and by 
the fifth house she was picking up the young children to hold them in her arms.  

As they walked back to the carriage, she insisted on helping the saint carry 
the sacks of food, and she did not need any assistance to get back up into the 
carriage. Her cheeks were rosy; there was a beautiful, radiant smile on her face 
and a glow in her eyes.

Upon returning to the kingdom, three short hours after leaving, the princess 
nearly jumped out of the carriage and skipped up the steps to the castle! The 
King was amazed! How had the saint cured his daughter so completely in such 
a short time?

The saint explained, “Your daughter was suffering from lack of meaning in 
life. She was suffering from the disease of being spoiled and having every whim 
gratified. She was ill from a life being lived in vain. A journey to the poorest of 
the poor, a few hours of giving rather than taking, the experience of service and 
selflessness are the only possible cures.”

Thereafter, the princess travelled twice each week with the saint, back into the 
poor villages, distributing food, clothing and other necessary supplies. She used 
her position as princess to help improve the living conditions of all those who 
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lived in poverty. She dedicated herself to helping all those in need.

And she never suffered from a day of listlessness again.

Every day people in the West go out, go to work, earn money and become 
more prosperous. Yet at the end of the day, when they return home, they 
are not happy. What is the true secret to internal peace and everlasting 
joy? It is a secret that traditional India knows.

In India, in all villages there is a temple. I remember when I was young 
(and it is still mostly true today, especially in the smaller villages) that 
first thing in the morning, everyone would go to temple and take three 
parikramas (walking in a circle) around Bhagwan.  The point of this was 
not merely ritual. Rather, the parikramas signified, “God, I am about to 
go and perform my worldly tasks, but let me always keep you in the 
center, let me remember that all work is for you.”

In the evening, before returning home once again, everyone went back to 
the temple. They would pray, “God, if during this day I have forgotten 
that you are the center of everything, please forgive me. Before I go home 
to my family, let me once again remember to whom my life is devoted.”

People in these villages have very little in terms of material possessions.  
Most of them live below the Western standards of poverty.  Yet, if you 
tell them they are poor, they won’t believe you, for in their opinion they 
are not. This is because they have God at the center of their lives. If you 
go to these villages, you may see what looks like poverty to you. But, if 
you look a little closer, you will see that these people have a light shining 
in their eyes, a glow on their faces and a song in their hearts that money 
can not buy.

What is the meaning of this? What is the moral behind looking at these 
villagers? The lesson means acquire possessions if you want, earn money 
if you want, but always remember what is truly important in life: God. 
Only He can put the light in your eyes, the glow on your face and the 
song in your heart. I always tell parents, “Give your children everything, 
but teach them about God.”
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However, it is difficult frequently to know how to implement the teaching 
of God in daily life. Yes, we should go to temple. Yes, we must chant His 
name (whichever name appeals most to us, whether it is Krishna, Rama, 
Mahavir, Gurunanak, Allah, Jesus, Adonai, or anything other name). 
Yes, we must read from His holy words. Yes, we must pray to Him and 
offer our lives to Him. 

However, what else can we do, so many people ask, to really become 
aware of God – full of God-consciousness – in our daily lives? We can 
serve His people! Through service of the poorest of the poor we come 
closest to God. It is easy to see the divine in holy people, easy to serve 
those who look pious, proper and beautiful. But, the spiritual challenge 
is to see the divine in all, to serve all – from the highest King to the 
sickest leper – as though they are manifestations of God.

Through this selfless service, we not only benefit those whom we are 
serving, but we also benefit ourselves immeasurably. Our hearts fill 
with joy, with peace and with love. Our lives become full of meaning.

Treasure Chest

To the youth who are Indian, you are truly blessed and you must not 
take that blessing for granted. You are special. You have, flowing in your 
veins, a connection to one of the richest treasure chests in the world. 
Your Indian culture, your tradition, your roots have the answers and the 
keys to life.

To those of you who are not Indian but who are reading this book:  
you are also very special, for something has brought you in touch with 
Indian culture and tradition. Do not take this gift for granted.  These 
keys to happiness, peace and joy in life are not found at the mall with 
your friends. Sure, go have fun. No problem. But don’t forget to also 
give time to what is really important in life:  your connection to God, 
your family, learning about your heritage, doing seva (selfless service 
for others).

Too frequently, I see the youth rushing past their grandparents or older 
relatives who are sitting on the couch, in order to get to the television. 
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This is your mistake. The TV will not give you answers, only more 
questions. It will not give you solutions, only more problems. But, your 
grandparents – those ancient, beautiful reservoirs of wisdom and insight 
who sit on your couch – they can really provide you with the keys to life.

I know that sometimes you struggle. But I want you to know that I 
have no doubt about you: you are truly divine. Sometimes when one 
is different, the temptation is to let oneself be influenced by others, to 
become like they are. However, you must be bigger than that. Realize 
that your job is to spread your divinity, your purity and the universal 
values of your culture to those around you. I am not saying this is easy. 
Simply keep it in your heart as the goal, and pray to God for the strength 
to realize it.

You can really guide, help and change the youth of the world. You can 
help them find the right path, the path of service, the path to God. You 
must realize this though. You must nurture and nourish it, so it grows, 
blossoms and spreads to those around you.

There is a beautiful story of a beggar who lived all of his life under one tree. 
Each day he would go out into the villages and beg for some dry bread crumbs 
to sustain his life. Then, he would come back to his tree and eat his bread or 
whatever scraps the villagers had given him that day.  For forty years the beggar 
lived under the same tree, pleading with the people to give him food. He’d walk to 
all the nearby villages, alternating days, begging for his nourishment. Slowly, 
day by day, he became weaker, and finally one day his body could no longer 
sustain itself and he passed quietly into death.

When the villagers found him, they decided to bury his ashes under the tree 
where he lived out his life. As they began to dig, in order to place his ashes deep 
in the ground, they found a treasure chest full of gold, diamonds and jewels, a 
mere six inches below the surface.

For forty years, the beggar had lived, barely managing on his dry bread crumbs, 
sitting six inches above a treasure chest which would have rendered him as rich 
as a king. If only it had ever occurred to him to explore the depths of the Earth 
on which he sat, or to delve deeply into the recesses of his home – he would have 
discovered this treasure chest.  But, he did not. Rather, he sat on the surface, 
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suffering and withering away day after day.

Too frequently in life we are also like this beggar – running here and there 
searching, begging for that which we need to fulfill our lives. Perhaps 
we are not begging for food or basic life necessities.  More likely we are 
searching and yearning for peace, happiness or God. We go here, we beg 
there. We search this place, we search that place. But that priceless peace 
and happiness still elude us.

If only we would sit still for a moment and go deep within, we would 
find that treasure chest. We don’t even have to dig six inches. Just right 
within us, sitting in our heart, is God, and through our connection to 
Him, all of the riches of the world are bestowed upon us.

However, too frequently I see people running in the opposite direction 
in their fruitless search. They run from this workshop to that workshop, 
from this new trend to that new trend, yet they are perpetually frustrated 
in their search. Stop for a moment and look within. Go back to your 
roots, back to your heritage, back to the temple. Listen to the stories of 
your parents and grandparents.  Perform aarti with deep devotion. Go 
to have the satsang and the darshan of visiting saints. Take a trip to India 
rather than to the beaches or ski slopes.

Your culture, your heritage and your traditions are a true treasure chest 
of meaning, understanding, wisdom and insight. Through opening this 
box of jewels you will definitely find the happiness, contentment and 
peace for which you are searching.

Never forget that the treasure chest is inside of you, flowing through 
your veins. It is not some external “thing” to be obtained or found. 
Rather, the divine joy is residing within you, in your heart, in your 
breath and in your blood.
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Purity – What Is It?

One of the biggest issues today, whenever I talk to the youth, is purity. 
They want to be pure, they want to be righteous, they want to be divine, 
but they feel discouraged. They are young, tempted, and adventurous. 
This is especially an issue for the youth living in the West, surrounded 
by Western ideals, values and examples. 

So my young dears, what is purity? You always hear your parents, 
teachers and priests tell you to be pure. But what does that mean? It 
means being honest, being true to yourself, and not hurting anyone.

Purity does not mean conforming word for word to a set of rules written 
for an entirely different place and time. It does not mean deciding to 
live exactly the way they lived in the scriptures and then condemning 
yourself for digressing slightly from the path.  It does not mean devising 
a set of impossible standards for yourself – based on the traditional 
gurukul/brahmacharya system – and then berating yourself for being 
unable to follow it 100% in your university dorm.

Most of what Hinduism says is as applicable today for youth in the 
modern world as it was 10,000 years ago for youth in traditional India. 
However, too frequently I see that people are taking the words out of 
context. Therefore, our youth today are thinking, “This is wrong. That is 
wrong.” But, as teenagers living in today’s modern society, it is natural 
to think, natural to have desires, natural to want to see what everyone 
else is doing.

Chapter 3

The Path of Purity and Self-Control



CHAPTER III : THE PATH OF PURITY & SELF-CONTROL • 43

Unfortunately, due to parents’ misconception of purity and a lack of 
understanding of today’s world, we are seeing our beautiful, divine 
youth dying with guilt over having what they think are “impure” 
thoughts or being in an “impure” situation.

Purity of Thought

All of our actions grow from seeds planted in our thoughts. As we think, 
so we will act. As we feel, so we will think, so we will act. Therefore, we 
must be tenacious about cultivating purity of thought.

This is especially important for the youth. You are young, impressionable, 
and suggestible. Youth is a time of passion, a time of emotion. Therefore, 
it is especially critical at this time to ensure that your thoughts stay pure.

Sow a thought, reap an action.
Sow an action, reap a habit.

Sow a habit, reap a trait.
Sow a trait, reap a character.

Sow a character, reap a destiny.

We must never take a thought for granted. We must never allow ourselves 
to entertain negative thoughts.

Watch how two life paths could go based only on the matter of one 
thought:

Let’s take two college boys who go together to a party. Both are freshmen, 
both are relatively shy, and both are eager for people to like them. At this party 
everyone is drinking alcohol. One thinks, “Look at everyone drinking.  It’s not 
such a big deal. Besides, then at least people won’t think I’m weird and I can 
make some friends.” That is his thought. Then, the thought translates into the 
action of him drinking a beer. He likes the way it makes him feel and now that 
he’s had one, he decides there is no harm in having another. So, he has another, 
and another and another.

From then on, at parties (and then alone in his dorm room) he forms the habit of 
drinking beer. There is no more the stigma attached to alcohol, and so that one 
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action has become a habit.

The alcohol removes his inhibition and his reserve. So he becomes boisterous 
and lewd. He sows the character trait of one who is a partier.  Therefore, those 
who also like to drink a lot and be loud and boisterous are attracted to him and 
become his friends. Through his continued association with these people (and 
therefore his avoidance of other company that might condemn his behavior), 
his character changes into one who doesn’t care about school, about his parents 
or about God. He stops his meditation practice (because it is in those quiet 
moments he knows he’s doing something wrong), and his character takes a turn 
toward alcohol abuse, disregard for society, decadence and degeneration.

This character sets up the course of his life into failure, passion, lack of control 
and alcohol abuse. He is never able to hold a good, steady job due to his alcohol 
abuse and his hedonistic, “I don’t care” nature.

On the other hand, take the other boy, who sees everyone drinking and thinks, “I 
don’t even want to touch that stuff. I’ve heard too many bad stories about people 
getting addicted or doing things they later regret.”  So, his thought leads to his 
action of abstaining from drinking. Even when he’s offered, he politely refuses. 
He sees his friend get drunk and out of control and he decides he will not take 
the same route.

Strengthened by his resolve as he watches his friend spiral quickly downward, 
he continues to refuse alcohol at all the parties, thus making a habit. He may feel 
a little shy, but slowly people come to know that he doesn’t drink and he stops 
getting pressured. His quiet, solid refusal of alcohol leads to a trait of strength in 
numerous circumstances. He finds himself able to withstand all other situations 
of pressure as well, since he has formed this trait.

At one party at which everyone is very drunk, one of the girls who was dancing 
falls and hits her head on a metal shelf. She begins to bleed profusely and 
everyone realizes she needs emergency care. “Is there anyone here sober enough 
to drive?” her best friend cries. This boy is the only one who didn’t drink. He 
quickly says, “I am.”

The boy rushes the injured girl to the nearby emergency room for treatment.  
They are told by the doctor that the girl reached the hospital “just in time” or 
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she would likely have had internal hemorrhaging.

Additionally, the doctor gives a stern lecture to her friends for being drunk and 
he cites examples of how many fatally injured youth he sees every night, whose 
death or critical injury are due to alcohol abuse.

This boy is heralded as a hero for being sober enough to save the girl.  Everyone 
stops him in the halls and tells him that he really did a great thing. His character 
quickly becomes one of leadership and strength. 

Having developed a character of strength, purity and morality, this boy goes on 
to live a successful, happy life in which he does not succumb to external pressure 
or temptation. He has developed the discipline of character necessary to live a 
wonderful life.

The point of these two examples is not to say that drinking one beer will 
lead to a lifetime of failure and degeneracy or that those who experiment 
in college are doomed to addiction and despair.  In fact, some who 
experiment in college are actually stronger and wiser for the experience; 
yet some carry these traits throughout their lives.

The point of these two examples is to show the power of a thought – the 
power of one small, seemingly insignificant idea and how it can change 
our lives. So many times in our lives we can trace an enormous success 
or a miserable mistake back to one “small” thought. So, we must be wary 
of our thoughts, because they have the power to drive our lives.

Whenever you find yourself having a negative thought about another 
person, or a thought that you suspect might lead you in a wrong 
direction, just tell yourself “No!” and immediately switch your train of 
thought. Or, if you can’t get your mind off it, engage yourself in work 
immediately. It can be school work, correspondence, volunteer work – 
just anything that will completely engage you.

The Two Paths in Life

The Bhagavad Gita says it beautifully. It tells us that in life there are two 
paths: the path of attraction and the path of dedication.  The path of 
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attraction is the path in which we follow our basic instincts, fulfill our 
sensual desires, and make choices in the moment based only what we 
“want to do.”

On the other hand, the path of dedication is the path in which we devote 
ourselves to a higher purpose. We realize that we are on the Earth for 
bigger reasons that just to eat, drink, reproduce and enjoy ourselves. 
The animals do that. Every animal eats, drinks, reproduces and plays. 
People on the path of attraction live their lives like those animals. People 
on the path of dedication are committed to a higher goal.

You might think, “Well, what’s wrong with just enjoying myself?  
What’s wrong with attraction? I’m still young.” The Gita goes on to tell 
us the consequences of each path. Attraction leads to distraction, which 
leads to dissatisfaction, which leads to destruction.  On the other hand, 
dedication leads to perfection, which leads to satisfaction, which leads to 
salvation. These are not just long-term consequences. These are minute-
to-minute, day-to-day consequences.

I receive so many e-mails and letters each day from youth around the 
world whose lives are ruined due to their momentary hedonism and 
decadence. I recently received an e-mail that included the following 
passage:

“Pujya Swamiji, I wish I could just go back in time and change all my decisions. 
I feel like my whole life is ruined. I used to think that nothing could happen 
to me, since all my friends were doing the same thing and nothing happened 
to them. Now I realize how stupid I was. I hate my husband, but I know that 
isn’t really fair. He did the best thing by marrying me and I know I should be 
grateful, but I can’t be. All I can keep thinking is that if it weren’t for him and 
for Priya (my daughter’s name) then my life would be normal again. Swamiji, is 
it wrong that I think like this? Is God angry at me for thinking like this? Priya 
is so young and innocent that I hate myself for thinking bad thoughts about her, 
but I can’t help it. Whenever my husband comes home at night I always hide 
in the bathroom so I don’t have to see him right away. I want to kill myself if I 
have to see him every day of my whole life. Please, tell me what to do. I know I 
have made so many mistakes but now I am really confused. Please help me. Are 
you coming to London soon? It has been too long since you were here. I really 
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need your help.”

Do not trade the rest of your life for a moment of pleasure. Choose 
compassion over passion. Choose tenacity over temptation.  Choose 
service over sensation. Choose righteousness over revelry.  Choose 
dedication over decadence. Choose honor over hedonism. 

Power of Japa for Purity of Thought

Also, you must learn to chant a mantra. If you have been given a mantra 
by a guru, wonderful. Chant it all the time, whenever it comes to you. 
Yes, have a set time each day (preferably in the morning when you 
first wake up and at night before you sleep) in which you chant your 
mantra. Even if you only have five minutes, do it regularly. Every day. 
This will form a lifetime of a divine habit. You will quickly begin to feel 
the presence of God in your life. You will feel stronger than the external 
circumstances. You will know that nothing anyone says has the power 
to reach your heart. Japa will plug you in to the divine power house – it 
will give you that great, direct connection to God which will guide you 
through your life.  

But don’t just chant your mantra during your set “mantra time.”  Chant 
it whenever you can. Do not feel that you are “wasting time” by chanting 
it. A mantra is the broom that sweeps out the dust in your mind, making 
it clear and sharp. A mantra fine tunes your mind and teaches it to be 
focused.

Whenever you are driving, or walking, or bored in class, or forced to 
listen to someone engage in idle gossip, just chant your mantra in your 
mind. You will see the incredible magic it produces. Not only will your 
mind become clear, sharp and pure, but your entire life will change. The 
mantra is not only a panacea for the brain – rather it is elixir for the body, 
mind, soul and spirit.

If you have not been given a mantra, no problem. Chant any one that 
appeals to you. You can chant just “Om” or “Sohum” or “Shivohum” if 
you want to. Or you can chant, “Ram, Ram,” “Hare Krishna,” “Om Namah 
Shivaya,” the Gayatri mantra or anything else.
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If you get in the habit of chanting your mantra at all times, then whenever 
any undesirable thought comes to you, just immediately start chanting 
your mantra and don’t stop until that thought is no more in your mind.

You Are More Than Your Thoughts

On the one hand, as we have just discussed, you must strive to make 
your mind pure and steadfast. However, I know this is hard, especially 
for youth. There are so many temptations and distractions, so many 
desires. Please do not feel bad if you do find yourself having “impure” 
thoughts. This is totally natural at your age. You are the product not 
only of your heart and your mind, but also of your body chemistry, and 
youth is a time in which the hormones and chemicals of the body rise 
up in such a surge that many youth feel overwhelmed with passion and 
emotion.

Don’t worry. Don’t feel bad. Don’t feel impure. You may be having the 
thought or the desire, but the thought is not you. The desire is not you. It 
is being had by you, but you are a million times more than that. So, make 
me one promise: you will never hate yourselves, condemn yourselves, 
or feel impure based on thoughts or desires you have.

You must struggle, strive and pray to purify your mind and thoughts. 
What we think, so we become. Therefore, it is crucial to control the mind.

However, today we are living in Kali Yuga, and one of the graces of this 
era is that we are actually only penalized for that which we do, not that 
which we think. Yes, we must cultivate purity of thought, for our actions 
grow from the seeds planted in our minds.  However, it is important for 
you to realize that these thoughts and desires are natural, and you are 
not accruing “bad karma” based on them.

Don’t Jump Into the Ocean of Temptation

So many youth come to me, riddled with guilt and anguish for these 
“uncontrollable thoughts.” You children are all pure and divine and 
beautiful. These thoughts will come and go like waves in the ocean. But, 
you must not let them carry you away. I always tell my young friends, 
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“You are not like a light bulb that can be switched on and off at someone 
else’s whim.” You are bigger than that, greater than that, and stronger 
than that, yet so frequently you tend to forget this. Isn’t it true? A friend 
calls you on the phone and tells you that someone was speaking badly 
about you, or that your best friend told your secrets to someone else. 
Your whole day is ruined by this call. Or, the boy you really like from 
your math class smiles at you in the halls and your day is like Heaven. 
Isn’t it true?

It is wonderful to have emotions, wonderful to feel joy. But, you must 
take the reins of your life back into your own hands. Too often in life, we 
give the reins of our lives to those around us. We let others determine 
our state of mind.

Or, we give the control to our emotions. We let our feelings, our passions, 
and our emotions run away with our lives. But, please, remember, you 
are having these feelings. You are not these feelings.  You are not the 
sadness, the anger or the passion. You are not your mind which seems 
so confused at times. You are greater than all that. You are divine. You 
are God’s part and parcel. 

Someone gave me the following piece that beautifully expresses the 
struggle to separate the Self from the thoughts. It captures both the 
struggle and the key for resolving the struggle:

I am not this mind, this mind that seems to possess me. I am not these 
feelings that wash over me, like waves of the ocean, enveloping my being, 
carrying me with them, drowning me, collapsing my bones under their 
weight. I am not them.

Because of their pervasiveness, their strength, I think they are me.  But 
are they? Even the boundless, vastness of the ocean cannot wash over 
one who sits on the top of the mountain. Even the strongest wave cannot 
drown those who are safe on high ground. 

It is my choice to jump into a raging sea, knowing I am only a novice 
swimmer, and test how far out I can go. Of course, the waves will then 
come and take me. Still, though, they are not me.  They have taken 
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control over me because I have let them. I have jumped into their 
domain, left the heights of wisdom, the heights of peace and serenity, for 
the intractable waters of a raging sea. 

But then, can I really say, “Oh, there was nothing I could do? I was 
the wave.” How ridiculous that notion is. Can I not signal to a passing 
boat? Can I not stop fighting the water and instead let myself float 
peacefully back to shore? If I fight and thrash and play the ocean’s 
game, it is sure to win. It is bigger and stronger than I, and it has 
already taken millions into its infinite depths of death. But, if I play 
God’s game instead; if I refuse to indulge in the thrashing of the waves; 
if I remember that I will float and survive if I let myself; if I have faith 
that soon a boat will come by – then the worst that happens is I get wet 
and a little tired. 

I must always remember that there was an “I” who chose to jump into 
the water, an “I” who chooses whether to drown by struggling with a 
vast power or to live by calling upon the lightness of my being. I am the 
“I” who chooses, the “I” who will emerge from the depths of the ocean, 
the “I” who – after a simple towel and cup of hot tea – will be able to 
tell the story to others, the “I” who will share with people how I freed 
myself from the clutches of the enveloping waves.

This “I” feels like the waves when it is in them, but really it has chosen 
to enter, and it will choose when and how to leave. Therefore, it cannot 
be the waves.

I am not the waves of the ocean, and similarly I am not the waves of 
anger, anxiety, jealousy, greed, and lust that are just as vast, just as 
strong and just as restless as the waves of the sea. Yet, will I sit on the 
cliff in meditation, watching the waves crash below?  Or will I uncross 
my legs, lower my gaze from the light of the sun and throw myself into 
the depths of the sea? This is my choice.

Even if I sit high above and watch the waves crash on the rocks, I 
sometimes feel as though there is no difference between the “me” on the 
cliffs and the raging water below. Sometimes I feel that even if my body 
stays safely on the mountain top, my mind and heart are being carried 
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out to sea. It is these times that I must lift my eyes from the water below 
to the sun above. I must remember that I belong to the sky, not to the 
Earth. I must remember that because I can see the ocean, because I can 
name the ocean, because I can watch first one wave crash, then another, 
then still another, that I cannot actually be the waves.

I can say, “That wave yesterday felt like me. I felt like it was I who 
was crashing on the rocks.” But, today, I am still here, and that water 
has long since dried from the rocks, the tide has risen and fallen, and 
now the waves are crashing again. Perhaps they look like the same 
waves; perhaps they will again feel like me. But, I must remember that 
tomorrow I will sit here again, watching new water, new waves, a new 
sun set. So, it cannot truly be “I” who crashes on the rocks, who is 
being washed out to sea.”

We say, “I am angry...I am depressed...I am lustful.” But, this is like 
saying, “I am that wave that crashed on the rocks yesterday.  I am the 
wave that got me so wet yesterday.” Sure, if we stay in the water, we 
will get wet again today; we will get thrown on the rocks again today. 
But, that is the choice we make on a daily basis. Simply because we were 
wet yesterday does not mean we must be wet today. Simply because 
we jumped into the water yesterday does not mean we will jump again 
today. Today is a new choice. To get wet again? To get thrown forcefully 
onto the sharp rocks again? To jump into a raging sea again? Or can we 
say, “I did that yesterday. I know what that feels like. Today, let me sit 
on the cliffs, my gaze turned toward the sun.” 

The Crucial Space Between A Thought and An Action

You are not your emotions and your thoughts. If you try, with great 
devotion, to control them and make them pure then you will not be 
penalized for these natural thoughts. However, what you do based on 
the thoughts is your decision. Between the thought and the action there 
is a space. Grab that space. In that space you must find the restraint not to 
act. Have the feeling or thought, if you must. No problem. Acknowledge 
it. Try to remove it from your mind through work and through japa. But, 
even if it seems intractable, still you must realize you have the power 
not to act on it. Tell yourself, “Okay. I have these thoughts. I realize 
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it.  Temporarily I accept them, because it seems that right now there is 
nothing I can do about them, but I’m not going to act on them.”

When Your Resolve Fails You, You Are Not A Sinner

Hinduism says that the goal of life is to transcend our bodily pleasures, 
to rise above our animal instincts into a life of purity and devotion. 
Therefore, in almost every situation, one must strive for the fortitude 
not to act based on our sensual desires and momentary instincts.

However, it is not a cardinal sin to act. You will not “go to Hell” for 
acting on your desires (I mean the basic, common desires of youth – 
sensual desires, desires for experimentation, desires for adventure, etc.).

Acting based on your desire, or making a mistake is like driving down 
the road and taking a wrong turn. Yes, it takes you off track, it depletes 
your gas, it takes awhile to find the right way again.  But your car will 
not explode!

I have seen too many youth take slight detours, slight turns in  the wrong 
direction and they become overcome with fear. Our youth seem to feel 
that if they go even one step in the “impure” direction, if they cross that 
line by even a hair, that they are lost and impure. But this is not the case.

If you have taken a wrong turn, if you feel like you’ve made a mistake, if 
you feel that you are off the path, then stop. Ask directions from people 
who know, people who have already reached the destination. Look 
around you. Who is where you want to be? Ask them how they got there.

If you find you’ve gone astray on the road the key is to pull over to the 
side and stop the car as quickly as possible. Then, ask for help and get 
back on the right path as soon as you can. The same is true for the road 
of life. If you find you are astray, pause. Reflect.  Don’t continue in the 
wrong direction. Get help.

However, please do not berate yourself over and over for taking the 
wrong turn. This doesn’t do any good. You just waste more time and 
more energy, and when you are upset you are not able to find your way 
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again. So, instead of feeling guilty and miserable, just pray for strength 
and calmly get back on the path.

The Importance of Situations & Associations

Certain situations are fraught with harmful potential. That’s why 
Hinduism says, “keep good associations.” But that’s not always so 
easy in college dorms. It’s not easy to fill your days only with classes, 
homework, and japa. Youth want to have fun, and go out. Then 
sometimes, unfortunately, you find yourself in an unexpected situation.

Unfortunately, frequently I see that right from that unexpected situation, 
your guilt immediately begins. It seems that those of you who get out of 
the situation right away berate yourselves for even being there. Those of 
you who only engage in a little wrong behavior but are strong enough 
to end it before it goes further, you feel guilty for the little you’ve done. 
Those of you who let it go too far out of hand, but at least have the 
sense never to get back in that situation again, are angry at yourselves 
for letting it happen the first time.

This is not healthy, because then you say, “Well, I’m already impure.  
I’m already a bad person. I’ve already broken the rules.”  So you think 
that now there is no point in even trying. You decide that “this is the 
type of person I am.” 

Therefore, instead of feeling guilty for small things, I want to give you 
all a different perspective:

To those of you who have only had these thoughts of desire 
and of decadence, but have never acted at all: Congratulations for 
having such will power. 

To those of you who have been in the wrong situation and gotten 
out quickly: Congratulations for having the strength to know it wasn’t 
right.

To those of you who did a little wrong: Congratulations for having 
the will power to leave a tempting situation early. This is not easy.
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To those of you who did too much, but don’t want to do it again: 
Congratulations for realizing the mistake you made and for having the 
wisdom to know you don’t want to make it again.

Whatever group you are in – you are pure and wonderful. Not 
one of you has committed a sin for which you won’t be forgiven.  
I promise. I always say, God never opens your old files. Just 
go to Him, surrender, confess, tell Him that you realize it was 
not right, and ask for forgiveness. Forgiveness will be granted 
immediately and your life will begin anew.

Your Parents Are Your Best Friends

First of all, your parents are not your enemies. They are your best 
friends. They have lived through a lot and have a great deal of wisdom. 
They really want the best for you. Do not be afraid to talk to them. 
Losing communication with your parents is the worst thing you can do. 
Be calm, explain things to them, and most importantly be honest with 
them. They can not help you if you lie to them.

I know that sometimes they may not understand or they may get upset. 
However, you must not give up on them. They want you to talk to them. 
They want you to be honest with them. They tell me this all the time. 
But, you have to have enough faith that they can “take” whatever you’re 
going to tell them. You are their life.  You are their sunshine. Keeping 
a good, open relationship with your parents will be the strongest, best 
foundation you can build for happiness and success in your entire life.

Drugs & Alcohol – The Big Lie

Drugs and alcohol are not as much fun as your friends say. Getting 
involved in these substances is paving the path to your own misery. If 
you are looking for a good time, drugs and alcohol will not give it to 
you. Ask yourself why you are doing this. What are you looking for? 
Whatever the answer is – whether it’s peace, happiness, love, serenity or 
a wonderful time – you will definitely not find it in drugs and alcohol. 
Look around you. Look at all the people you know (especially those 
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who are older than you) who use drugs. Do they have good lives? Is that 
where you want your lives to go? Sure, go out with your friends, have 
fun, but do not start paving the path to addiction and ruin.

The Road to Ruin

Children and adolescents frequently think, “Oh, it’s no big deal.  It’s just 
a few beers.” However, once you get involved in drugs, alcohol, parties, 
sex, and the scene that goes with them all, you have set in motion a 
series of events that will eventually plunge you into a well of despair. 
You must start lying to your parents.  Then you must start hiding from 
them any signs of where you’ve been or what you’ve done. Then you 
stop speaking openly with them. Then you study less in school because 
your attention is diverted to other things. Your grades go down, and it 
is difficult to recover a good academic record. Then, you are depressed 
because of your grades and your parents, so you use even more drugs 
and alcohol, or you go out even more. Your entire nature becomes one 
of lying, cheating, hiding and running away.

You are beautiful, divine, precious youth. Do not go down this deadly 
path.

Once a father had three sons whom he feared were going astray. They were 
beginning to partake of alcohol, drugs and other activities of which their father 
did not approve. Every time he approached them, they said, “No problem, Dad. 
We have total control. We can stop whenever we want to.” The father, however, 
was quite wise.

One day he gathered the three sons together and took them into the backyard. He 
pointed to a small sprout coming up out of the ground.  He told one of his sons, 
“Uproot that sprout.” The son looked surprised at the order, but he reached 
down and pulled the seedling easily out of the ground. Then, the father pointed 
to a small bush growing by the side of the garden. “Pull up this bush,” the father 
told his second son.  The bush was not huge, but still its roots were firm in the 
ground. The son had to reach his arms around the bush and pull hard to uproot 
it.  Finally he succeeded and showed his father the empty hole in the earth where 
the bush had once grown. 
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Lastly, the father pointed to a large tree. He ordered his last son, the biggest 
and strongest of all: “Uproot this tree.” The son looked at his father in dismay. 
“But Father,” he said. “You know one cannot just uproot a tree with one’s bare 
hands.” The father insisted. “Just try it. You are strong.” So the youth pulled 
and pulled with all his might. But the tree did not even budge. His brothers 
came to help him. Together they pulled and pulled and pulled until their faces 
were red and hot and their arms ached. But, still the tree did not move at all. 
Finally, they gave up. 

“See,” said the father. “When something is new, barely a sapling, it is easy 
to uproot. But, let it grow into a tree with its roots firmly in the ground and 
you will never be able to pull it up again. It is the same with your drugs and 
alcohol and reckless ways. Abandon them now when they are saplings and small 
bushes. You will have to work only a little.  But, do not be ignorant or over-
confident and let them grow their roots into you, or you will never be able to rid 
yourself of them.”

You Are Children Of The King

There is a beautiful story told about the son of an ancient king of France.  All the 
boy’s friends tried to lure the young prince to engage in mischievous behavior. 
They tried to coax him to partake in “unkingly” activities.  However, this 
young boy would have none of it. Every time they tried to tempt him, he proudly 
announced, “I am the son of a king. Therefore, I could never do such things.”

That is how you must live your lives. You must know that you are 
the children of the greatest king, the king of kings, God. With that 
consciousness, that awareness of “I am the son/daughter of a king,” you 
will never go astray.

Purity of Food: Vegetarianism*

Additionally, a very important part of living a pure, divine life is what 

* Note: for a more in-depth discussion of vegetarianism please read H.H. Swami
Chidanand Saraswatiji’s book titled Vegetarianism: For Our Bodies, Our Minds, 
Our Souls, and Our Planet. Please also read Diet for a New America and The Food 
Revolution by John Robbins. The facts and figures were taken from these sources.
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we eat. A new car might be the fastest, best car on the market, but if you 
put mud in the gas tank, it will not move even one meter. Similarly, we 
can make ourselves beautiful on the outside and attempt to live good 
lives, but if we are filling our bodies with death, fear and toxins we can 
not truly be pure from the inside out.
One of the most important aspects of this inner purity is being a 
vegetarian. I hear so many youth tell me, “But my parents can’t even 
give me a good reason to be vegetarian. They just say that the cow is 
holy, but if I don’t believe that the cow is holy, then why can’t I eat 
hamburgers?

The importance of vegetarianism far transcends any sort of belief 
like the cow is holy. In fact, although the tenet of vegetarianism is as 
important as it was thousands of years ago, the reasons “why” have 
changed slightly. Some of the meanings and reasons are the same today 
as when our scriptures were written thousands of years ago. However, 
many of the reasons are directly related to the world we live in now. 
While vegetarianism has always been a correct “moral” and “spiritual” 
choice, today it is even more than that.

Today, vegetarianism is an imperative choice for anyone who is 
concerned about the welfare of Mother Earth and all the people who 
live here. Today, it is not only a religious decision. Rather, it is the only 
way we can hope to eliminate hunger, thirst, rainforest destruction and 
the loss of precious resources. It is, in short, the most important thing 
each man, woman and child can do every day to demonstrate care for 
the earth and care for humanity.

Spiritual/Religious Aspects of Vegetarianism

One of the most important guiding principles of a moral life is ahimsa, 
or non-violence. There is hardly anything more violent than taking 
the life of another for our mere enjoyment. It would be one thing if we 
were stranded in the jungle, starving to death, and we needed the food 
to survive. But, we live in a world where we can get all our calories, 
all our vitamins and minerals in other, tastier, less expensive and less 
violent ways. Hence, to continue to kill animals for food is simply to 
fulfill our desires and our pleasures. It is simply selfish gratification at 
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the incredible pain of another.

Even more violent than their day of death are the numerous days of 
their lives. The animals raised for consumption are raised distinctly 
differently than animals raised as pets, or raised for their by-products 
(e.g. milk from a cow).

Veal is a poignant and compelling example. This meat is considered 
a rare delicacy by people across the world. “Tender veal cutlets” are 
frequently the most expensive item on a menu. Yet, when we look at the 
way in which these animals become so tender, we realize that the true 
price of this dish is far more than what the restaurant charges.  

Veal is the meat from baby cows who are separated from their mothers 
immediately at birth. Cows, as milk-giving/breastfeeding mammals 
have very strong maternal instincts. It is not a simple coincidence that 
Hindus worship the cow as mother. A mother cow will keep her calf 
next to her long after he is born, looking after him, protecting him, and 
teaching him to fend for himself. But, in order to produce veal, these 
baby cows are wrested from their new mothers. I have heard from 
people who have visited these places that – contrary to what the meat 
industry will tell you – the mother and baby cows cry in agony for hours 
after being separated.

It is essential that the babies do not develop any muscle, and if they 
stand near their mothers, their legs will develop muscle.  Muscle is 
hard; fat is soft and juicy. Fat is tender. The only way to prevent muscle 
development is to prevent use of the limbs.  So, these newborn baby 
cows, screaming for the warmth of their mother’s breast, are locked into 
restraining boxes. Their entire bodies are restrained by chains. If you 
have ever tried to move a foot or a hand that is chained, you know that it 
is impossible.  Especially if you are a baby with no muscle. They are fed 
copious amounts of food directly into their mouths, more than babies 
should theoretically eat, so they will become fat quickly. They are never 
removed from the confines of the restraining box. And this lasts not one 
day, not one week, but many months, until they are killed and sold as 
“tender veal cutlets.” So, what is the real price of this dish?
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Now, let’s look at chickens. Many people (especially in the West) say 
they are a vegetarian, but they still eat chicken. The life of a chicken is 
not any better than the life of baby cows. They are put in crates which 
are piled high on top of each other. In this way, they are denied space 
to move, let alone roam around. The crates are never cleaned and the 
chickens never see the sunlight; the light from the artificial bulbs is 
enough to keep them functioning. 

Chickens – like humans – have natural territory and space needs.  Yet, 
these are unmet in chicken “farms.” Rather, these animals are packed 
together as closely as possible, such that frequently they cannot even 
move. To have a true understanding of these conditions, picture yourself 
in an elevator, which is so crowded that you cannot even turn around, 
let alone move. Picture as well, that all the people in the elevator are 
confused and scared. They do not realize there is no way out. So they 
cry and bite and kick, in a true frenzy, attempting to free themselves 
from this claustrophobic terror. Next, imagine that the elevator is tilted, 
on a slant, so that everyone falls to one side, and it is nearly impossible 
to move back up. In this elevator, the ceiling is so low that your head is 
pushed down to your shoulders in order to stand. There is no way to 
straighten your neck. You are all barefoot on a wire floor that pokes and 
cuts your feet – feet that are ever so sensitive, for you are probably only 
a few months old. Finally, imagine that this terror does not end when 
someone comes to open the door at the “lobby” floor. Rather, this is your 
entire life. Every minute of every day, until you are fried up and served 
for dinner, with a side of mashed potatoes.

It would be one thing if we were stranded in the jungle, starving to death, 
and we needed the food to survive. But we live in a world where we can 
get all our calories, all our vitamins and minerals in other, tastier, less 
expensive and less violent ways. Hence, to continue to kill the animals is 
simply to fulfill our desires, our pleasures. There is no need or utility in 
it. It is simply selfish gratification at the incredible pain of another.

Integrity and Honesty

How many of us consider ourselves honest people? How many of us can 
say that we do not tell lies? We would very much like to believe that we 
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are righteous, honest people and that we are passing these values onto 
our children. But, if we eat meat, we cannot say that we do not tell lies. In 
fact, our life is a lie. Here is why: if we wanted to be honest and still eat 
meat, we would have to go outside, chase down a live cow, and bite right 
into it. Or, we would have to go to one of those chicken “farms,” take the 
animal while it was still alive, tear its head off, pull out its feathers and 
eat it raw. Of course, we do not do that. Instead, we order a hamburger. 
We cannot even call it what it is, let alone kill it ourselves.  So, we call 
it beef, instead of cow. We call it pork instead of pig. We call it poultry 
instead of chicken. And we eat it packaged in neat, nice ways that allow 
us to forget what we are eating. 

How many people stop and think that the thing between the tomato and 
the bread on a hamburger used to be a living, breathing creature? That 
it was someone’s child? How many of us would eat our cats or dogs 
between a piece of tomato and a slice of bread?  We wouldn’t. And that 
is why it is a lie. We cannot even admit to ourselves what we are doing. 
How then, can we consider ourselves honest people if we are lying every 
time we eat? These are not lies that only cause misunderstanding; these 
are not “little white lies.” These are lies that are killing our planet, killing 
our animals, and killing ourselves.

The Taste of Fear

Additionally, eating meat is violent not only to the animal whose life we 
are wresting out, but it is also violent to our planet and ourselves. This 
violence manifests in other, more subtle ways.  When animals (humans 
included) are threatened, we secrete large amounts of hormones. These 
numerous hormones are frequently referred to as adrenaline. Their 
purpose is to prepare our body to fight, to save our lives. Have you ever 
noticed that when you get scared, a lot of things happen inside you? 
Your heart beats fast, your digestion stops, your palms sweat and your 
physical impulses become very good and sharp. These are the results 
of the hormones. They prepare us to either fight or run away, thus are 
sometimes called the “fight or flight” hormones.

When an animal is about to be killed, its body is flooded with these stress 
hormones, and these hormones remain in the animal’s tissues. So, when 
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we eat those tissues, we are ingesting those hormones (which are the 
same as our own bodies make). Thus, our own bodies become flooded 
with these “fight or flight” chemicals, making us even more prone to 
simple survival instincts.

Our world is becoming more violent each day. More and more people 
are simply out to get ahead, to protect themselves, even at the sake of 
others. These are the same characteristics that adrenaline and the other 
stress hormones prepare our bodies for.  Hence, is it not possible that 
the increase in these characteristics worldwide is directly a result of our 
increase in meat consumption and the subsequent ingestion of stress 
hormones?

So, if we truly want to reduce the violence and hate that exists in this 
world, perhaps we should stop flooding our bodies with hormones 
that create stress and the readiness to fight, to save our own lives at the 
sake of another’s. Perhaps, if we treat this temple that is our bodies as 
a temple it will behave and think like a temple.  When we treat it like a 
battleground, how can we wonder that it acts like a battleground?

Vegetarianism and Ecology

Aside from all the compelling moral and spiritual reasons, one can now 
say that vegetarianism is the only responsible choice in terms of waste 
and ecology. The natural resources of our planet are diminishing at 
terrifying rates. More than a third of the world goes to bed hungry each 
night. We wonder what we can do. Being a vegetarian addresses almost 
each and every ecological issue.

Are you concerned about world hunger?

• It takes sixteen pounds of wheat to produce one pound of meat. 
This wheat is fed to the cows who are later killed to make beef. 
However, it takes only one pound of wheat to produce one pound 
of bread. So, if we used our wheat to produce bread rather than 
feed it to cows in order to make hamburgers, we could feed sixteen 
times as many people.

• One acre of land can grow 40,000 pounds of potatoes. That same 
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acre can provide less than 250 pounds of beef if it is used to grow 
cattle-feed. 

• If Westerners reduced their intake of meat by only 10% (it means 
they would still eat 90% as much meat as they do now), we could 
feed every one of the 50,000 people who die of starvation every 
day.

• Every day, 40,000 children starve to death, yet every day enough 
grain is produced in the USA to provide every person on Earth 
with two loaves of bread.

• 840 million go hungry every year.
• We could feed ten billion people a year if we were all vegetarian. 

This is more than the human population. There is no need for 
anyone to go hungry in the world – the only reason is the selfishness 
of the choices we make.

Are you concerned about destruction of the rainforests and other 
precious land?

• A large amount of livestock is raised on forest land. It is estimated 
that for every hamburger, fifty-five square feet of rainforest land 
is destroyed. 

• Additionally, for one hamburger, five hundred pounds of carbon 
dioxide (one of the main gases leading to the global warming 
problem) are released into the air.

• Since 1967, one acre of American forest has been destroyed every 
five seconds, in order to become “grazing land” for the animals 
that will become dinner. If the present trend continues, the country 
that was seen as the “land of plenty” will be completely stripped 
bare of all its forests in fifty years.

Are you concerned about poverty in the world?

• A pound of protein from meat costs $15.40, but a pound of protein 
from wheat costs $1.50. So, meat costs ten times as much for the 
same nutritional value. Could we not use that money for much 
better causes? Is there no more important use for that money than 
to kill animals?
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Are you worried about our rapidly diminishing energy resources?

• The world’s petroleum resources would last only thirteen years on 
a meat-based diet, but 260 years on a vegetarian diet.  

Are you aware of the need to conserve water?

• The production of one pound of beef takes 2,500 gallons of water. 
The production of one pound of bread takes twenty-five gallons of 
water. Thus, we would waste one hundred times less water if we 
ate wheat instead of meat.

Health Issues

There are many health reasons that one should eat a vegetarian diet. 
Every medical text, every health book in every bookstore or library 
talks about the undeniable link between high-fat diets and heart disease 
or cancer. It is well known that people who eat meat-based diets have 
anywhere from two to twenty times higher rates of death from heart 
disease and cancer than vegetarians.

A recent British study found that vegetarians had a 40% lower risk of 
cancer and a 20% lower risk of death from any cause than meat-eaters.

In fact, Dr. Dean Ornish, M.D. a cardiac specialist in California, is the 
first allopathic doctor ever to be able to “cure” heart disease.  Others 
have slowed the process but never before has it been truly cured. His 
“cure” consists of a pure vegetarian diet, yoga and meditation.

A health issue less frequently discussed is the antibiotics factor.  The 
animals are loaded up with antibiotics in order to prevent the diseases 
that their poor treatment causes. The environment in which they are 
raised is so unsanitary that the animals have a great risk of developing 
infections. So, antibiotics are fed to them in great quantity. When we eat 
the animals, we ingest the antibiotics as well.

However, bacteria are resilient. They develop resistance/immunity to 
antibiotics, whether we take them or simply eat the meat of an animal 
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who has taken them. Then, when we ourselves become sick and actually 
need the antibiotics, they do not work, as our bodies have already 
developed resistances to antibiotics through so many years of ingesting 
them in meat.

Each year more and more antibiotics become futile and powerless;  each 
year there are more and more resistant strains of bacterial infections. 
Many people believe that the reason for this is that as we consume low 
doses of antibiotics for so many years through our consumption of meat, 
the bacteria all have a chance to mutate and become resistant.

Another issue has to do with hormones. The animals raised for meat are 
fed large doses of hormones to make them fatter, bigger, and “juicier.” 
There is substantial evidence that over-secretion of hormones within our 
own bodies leads to disease. For example, over secretion of adrenaline 
and stress hormones can lead to heart disease. Over secretion of estrogen 
has been associated with cancer in women. Yet, when we eat the meat, 
it’s the same hormones.  We are not only eating meat, but we are eating 
hormones that our bodies don’t need and that may be putting our lives 
and health in jeopardy.

Across the industrialized world, everyone is talking about what we can 
do to save the planet. Ecological conservation has become a household 
word. There are thousands of programs dedicated to feeding the 
millions of starving children. Yet, while we may talk about wanting to 
save the planet or feed the hungry, these words are empty if our actions 
show blatant disregard. We may not be able to carry crates of food to the 
deserts of Africa. We may not be able to re-plant every tree that has been 
cut down in the forest. But, we can refuse to allow it to continue. We can 
refuse to partake of the cruelty. We can strive to make at least our lives 
and our actions pure and divine.

Instead of a token donation to a hunger campaign or to an environmental  
organization, let us make our every day, our every meal, one that protects 
not only our own health, but also the health of our planet and the health 
of every person on it.
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Purity In All The “Food” We Eat

We tend to think of food as just that which enters our mouth.  However, 
we also “eat” with our eyes, we “eat” with our ears, and we “eat” with 
our senses.

I frequently hear people tell me that they are vegetarian, that they don’t 
eat anything which is a product of violence. Then, they go out and they 
watch horror movies, or look at pornography, or sit and engage in idle, 
derogatory gossip about others. These actions are “food” and affect us 
just as what we eat.

Close your eyes for a moment and let come whatever thoughts are there. 
You will notice that the thoughts which come to you are those related to 
your daily life, the people with whom you associate, the things you’ve 
seen or heard, and the places you’ve been. Yet, sometimes we think we 
can move about unaffected by what we see and hear. We say, “It’s only a 
movie,” or, “It’s harmless gossip.” However, these are the things which 
actually determine our entire mental state.

How often do we hear children repeating words, phrases and songs that 
they hear on TV or in the movies? How can we possibly expect that they 
will memorize all the words and yet be unaffected by the violence?

Everything we experience, whether directly or vicariously (as in a 
movie or television), leaves a distinct impression upon our being.  These 
impressions, or sanksaras, later dictate the way we feel, the choices we 
make and the lives we live.

We would never dump mud – or even cheap-quality gasoline – in our 
brand new Mercedes. We would not feed heavy, greasy, poorly-cooked 
food to an athlete who was about to run in the Olympics. We would 
not take someone with asthma to a smokefilled club. So how can we so 
nonchalantly dump poison through every organ into our own beings?

There is a famous picture of Mahatma Gandhi which used to be put up 
all over India. It was Gandhiji sitting with three monkeys.  One monkey 
had its hands over its eyes; another had its hands over its mouth; and the 
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third had its hands over its ears. The caption was “See no evil, speak no 
evil, hear no evil.” I would add even a fourth monkey with its hands on 
its head: “Think no evil.” Then we would really be living pure, divine 
lives.

A Vow For Today

Sometimes people, especially youth, become overwhelmed at the 
thought of giving up something “for good” or at the thought of “for 
the rest of my life.” That’s okay. There is no need to take a vow forever. 
Just take a vow for today. Just vow that in the next twenty-four hours 
you will be pure, peaceful and non-violent.  Vow that for twenty-four 
hours you will choose the path of purity, that for twenty-four hours you 
will refrain from engaging in any activity which you know is wrong – 
anything which harms you (physically, mentally or spiritually) or which 
harms any other living being. Pray to God for the strength to keep your 
promise for twenty-four hours.

Then, tomorrow, vow again...
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Whether your marriage was arranged by your parents or whether it 
is a marriage based on love, you have been brought together by the 
divine laws of karma. Nothing is mere coincidence; nothing  is without 
higher purpose. You must therefore, right from the beginning, take your 
marriage as God’s plan. He has put you in this marriage for a reason and 
you must discover that divine plan and live it to fruition.

Divine Path Toward God

Although you will buy a home, have children, embark on careers and 
progress together through life, you must always remember that the true 
goal of union is to help each other walk the divine path toward God. Our 
main goal in life, no matter what external path we choose, is to be one 
with God, to serve Him and remain forever living in consciousness of 
Him. When a boy and girl get married, I always say this prayer for them:

As you embark upon your beautiful journey of togetherness,
remember that the final destination is one of God-realization.

Thus, join hands in His holy name and let your love for each other
be your path to divine bliss.

If your love and your lives are dedicated to Him,
you will be showered with innumerable blessings:

health, happiness, peace and prosperity.
May you bring love to each other’s hearts.

May you bring peace to each other’s minds.
May you bring joy and upliftment to each other’s souls.

May you progress together along the ultimate path to God.

Chapter 4

For the Newlyweds
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May you shine the light for each other if one is in darkness.
May you carry each other, if one becomes tired.

May you challenge and guide each other further and further each day.
And may you rejoice together in the final destination

of God-realization.

It is crucial that in the early stages, when lifetimes of patterns are being 
established, that the husband and wife remember they must move 
toward God. Therefore, right from the start, you must make sure to have 
a certain amount of time each day (even if its only five minutes) set aside 
for meditation. 

Sit side-by-side at a small temple in your home, eyes closed, minds 
focused on the Divine. Then, join hands and light the deepak together. 
Light a stick of incense and give each other a warm embrace. Each day of 
your lives should begin like this. If you can sit in meditation more than 
five minutes, wonderful. But, if not, don’t worry. Even five minutes will 
work miracles if it is done in this way. Then, throughout the course of 
the day, you will be united in God, united in love and united in light. 
Neither should  ever leave the house in the morning without this simple 
ritual. 

This five minute ritual each morning will ensure a lifetime of peace and 
happiness.

The Seven Steps

As you stand beside each other on your wedding day, you not only take 
each other’s hand into your own. You also take each other’s hearts and 
each other’s lives into your own.

The ancient Indian tradition of taking seven steps around a fire is 
timeless. The details are laid down in the Rig Veda. The ritual is filled 
with deep significance and importance. In fact, just as the placing of 
rings on the fingers is seen in Western culture as the decisive moment of 
marriage, so the seven parikramas around the havan are seen in Indian 
culture as the decisive moment. 
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With each step the bride and groom commit their lives to each other.

With the first step, the husband vows to provide his wife with all the food 
and necessities of life, and to honor and respect her.  The bride vows 
to fulfill her duties to the home and the children.  They vow to share 
the responsibilities of the home in all respects.  They take this first step 
towards nourishment and life essentials.

With the second step, they promise to give each other strength and support. 
The bride promises to care for her husband’s family and home, and to 
speak ever lovingly to him. They take the second step towards strength 
and fortitude.

With the third step, they promise to devote themselves – body, mind and 
soul – only to each other. They take the third step towards prosperity.

With the fourth step, they vow to adore each other, to care for each other 
lovingly and to shower each other with love. They take the fourth step 
towards health, well-being and prosperity.

With the fifth step, they declare themselves to be one in sorrow and in joy 
– they will feel each other’s pain and rejoice in each other’s happiness. 
They will fill each other’s hearts and lives with love and peace. They 
take the fifth step towards healthy, divine offspring.

With the sixth step, they vow to always remain side-by-side, both in 
religious worship and in material comforts and sensual joy.  They 
promise to never betray each other. They take the sixth step towards 
trust and loyalty.

With the seventh step, they state that God can see their minds and hearts 
and knows that they have made these vows in truth. They take the 
seventh step towards a lifetime of love and friendship.

However, these are not steps which must be taken only once during a 
marriage. Rather, these are steps that must be taken take every day as 
the couple walks together on the path of partnership.
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Before your marriage you were each one. Now, you have come together 
in the union of marriage. However, in a marriage, one plus one does 
not equal two. Rather, one plus one equals one!  You are now joined, 
united in the divine, cosmic union. You are not separate. You are part 
and parcel of each other.

However, in a marriage, one plus one can also equal eleven! You must 
multiply each other’s strengths, and provide such an environment of 
love and support that both husband and wife soar to heights they would 
be unable to reach alone.

Communication and Connection

Another important pattern that must be established is one of 
communication and connection. Remember: you are partners in life, 
not merely co-passengers on a train. You must encourage each other, 
guide each other, and lead each other. Remember the prayer I say for 
the newlyweds. It is not simply “May you peacefully co-habit.” Rather, it 
is, “May you progress together along the ultimate path to God. May you shine 
the light for each other if one is in darkness. May you carry each other, if one 
becomes tired. May you challenge and guide each other further and further each 
day.”

In life we tend to be lazy about our spiritual growth, especially when 
we are so busy raising children, taking care of the home, and embarking 
on careers. It is, therefore, the responsibility of the spouse to continually 
guide the other back toward spirituality.  Even if it means taking a 
job with a slightly smaller salary so that there is time to go to temple 
together, or so that extensive travel away from home won’t be necessary, 
this is worth it.

Don’t Fret The Small Stuff

I heard a wonderful story about a very wise man who had been happily 
and peacefully married to his wife for sixty years. When asked the secret 
of his success, he answered, “In the beginning, my wife and I made an 
agreement. We decided that she would make all the little decisions and 
I would make all the big decisions.  Luckily, in sixty years, we’ve never 
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had to make a big decision.”  This is the attitude we should have.

Never Hold A Grudge

One of the most important rules a marriage should have is: we won’t 
go to sleep angry. Any argument must be over by bedtime.  If you can’t 
agree or resolve it, no problem. Before bed, just go sit at the temple. 
Hold hands and ask for divine guidance. Sit in meditation together 
for a few moments, embrace and then sleep.  You will find that this, 
in and of itself, will solve most problems.  If not, no problem, you can 
resume discussions the next day. At least give yourself those moments 
of reconnection before sleep, lest you forget your true, eternal, divine 
connection. Under no circumstances should you permit anger or 
resentment in the bedroom.  Once it has lasted one day, what will keep 
it from lasting two days, or three days, or three years? The key is to just 
end it and move on.

I once heard a tragic story of a couple that had a beautiful relationship. They 
were the ideal couple. Every morning, the husband would make a cup 
of tea for his wife, and bring it to her with a kiss on her cheek and say, “I 
love you.” She would wait each evening at the door, ready to leap in his 
arms when he came home from work.

One day, however, the man was scolded by his boss. He came home in a foul 
mood. As his wife greeted him with her usual melodious call of, “Welcome home, 
Honey, how was your day?” he barked at her, “Be quiet!  I’m sick of the sound 
of your voice.” Of course, he didn’t mean it. He was just in a bad mood. But she 
was devastated. She decided then and there that he would never hear her voice 
again.

For forty years they lived together and she never spoke another word.  He begged 
and pleaded and cried. He repented and did everything to make amends. But, 
she could not get his words, “Be quiet! I’m sick of the sound of your voice,” out 
of her mind. She could not bring herself to move beyond that.

On her death bed, he begged her to once again, please, let him hear the beautiful 
sound of her voice. But, by then, although she wanted to, she could not. She had 
lost her ability to speak.
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What could have been one of the most beautiful relationships became a 
tragedy due to a grudge. She was so injured and so unwilling to forgive 
and move forward that their entire lives were ruined. Each day made 
her resolve even firmer and made it even harder for her to rescind her 
vow.

That is why I always say that we must catch everything immediately.  
Never let any resentment or anger linger. At the temple in your home, 
you should have a small pot, which should sit at the feet of your image 
of God. If you have some Ganga water, it is wonderful to put this into 
the pot, but if not, don’t worry. Into this pot, you should put any anger 
and frustrations you feel for your spouse. Each evening, before bed, 
offer any lingering bad feelings at the holy feet of the Lord. Say, “God, 
please take this from me, so I can be filled with only love for my spouse.” 
God will take it – if you really offer it — and you will be free.
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Chapter 5

Child-Bearing and Child-Rearing

The Child You Are Given

Bringing forth new life onto the planet is one of the greatest joys and 
the greatest responsibilities. All over the world you are required to pass 
a test in order to drive a car or fly a plane. The purpose behind these 
laws is that one should not be allowed to take others’ lives into one’s 
hands without proper skills. However, there is no test given to future 
parents, no rule on how many children one is capable of caring for. The 
responsibility is in our own hands.

Too frequently couples have children just by default. They don’t plan 
it or discuss it – they just do it because it’s expected. But this is not the 
way. A child should be a conscious decision made by both parents, and 
they should begin planning from the moment of conception. Conception 
should take place in a spirit of piety, a spirit of devotion, and with the 
prayer that God Himself manifests in the form of their child.

Our scriptures say that a child is born into a family that will be the 
most suited for its karmic evolution. A soul that is pure and pious 
and progressing quickly towards God-realization will be born into a 
pious family, thereby assisting it in this task. Therefore, parents who 
wish to have a peaceful, calm, joyous child must exhibit these qualities 
themselves. Why would a child on the path of piety and God-realization 
take birth in a home filled with hedonism, violence and impurity? This 
would not be conducive to its evolution.

Thus, long before even the moment of conception, parents must work 



GRACE IN THE HOME • 74

together to exhibit the qualities they would like to see in their future 
children. They must cultivate the characteristics of divine parents. Then, 
and only then, will they receive divine children.

The Child You Create: Values Instead of Violence

There is a beautiful story from the Puranas about Queen Madalasa who spent 
her pregnancy in prayer, meditation and contemplation on the Lord. She sang 
divine songs to her children right from their birth and she treated them all 
as incarnations of the Divine. Each of the Queen’s children grew up to be 
enlightened saints.

In contrast there is the story of the man who was convicted of armed robbery 
and murder and was condemned to death. On the day he was to be hung, the 
court asked him for his last wish. The man replied, “To meet with my mother.” 
Thus, as the court always tries to fulfill the last wish of dying men, the man’s 
mother was called. Upon her arrival, her son gently touched her feet and then, 
suddenly, leapt up and bit her face, Blood came rushing out of her gaping 
wound. Everyone was astonished.  Why would a dying man viciously maim his 
own mother? 

In explanation, the man replied, “If I am going to die, it is because of her.  All 
that I have become is because of her. When I was a small boy and I used to steal 
things, I would bring them to her and she would praise me. She never taught 
me that stealing was wrong, she simply encouraged it. And when she was angry 
with me, she never explained to me what I had done wrong. She never sat me 
down and tenderly helped me understand. Instead, she would simply beat me or 
scream at me. In that way, I too learned violence instead of values. So, I wanted 
to show the world that if I have become a criminal worthy of death, it is because 
of who she was as a mother.”

I do not tell you these stories so that we may all simply blame our parents 
for our own weaknesses. Rather, I tell them to illustrate the crucial nature 
of the effect parents have on children. A child is a great gift and a divine 
responsibility, and he or she must be treated and raised as such.
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Raising Divine Children: Choosing Their Influences

We may all agree that the goal is purity, divinity and peace in the home 
and for the child. But, how? People ask me, “Swamiji how do we create 
that environment for our children? What do we do living in the West?”

The key is to look carefully at each and every decision. For example, 
what are the books you read to your children? What are your child’s first 
learning books? Are they books with titles like “Betty Goes Shopping” 
or “Bobby, the Mischievous Trouble-Maker,” or are they books which 
will teach your children not only how to read, but also how to live?

The Divine Life Society publishes a wide range of books for children.  
The Durban, South Africa branch has an impressive , beautiful, extensive 
array of beautifully-illustrated, easy-to-read books for beginning readers. 
The titles include “God is My Friend” and “Divine Life for Children.” 
Many other organizations, institutions, authors and publishers offer 
similarly inspiring books which teach and touch our children rather 
than numb them or incite them into violence or indifference.

Additionally, with the ease that the internet has provided, these days a 
world of books are at our fingertips. Don’t just choose the closest book 
or the one your child brought home from a friend’s house. Take the time 
to find books which inculcate the values of honesty, purity, respect, 
obedience and devotion in our young ones. Instead of reading them 
stories (or letting them read stories) about mischevious children who 
are always disobeying their parents and getting into trouble, find books 
about children who do good work, children who are helpful and divine. 
These books may not be as easily accessible, but they are definitely 
available.  It only requires a little time, effort and research.

The same is true for television shows and videos. Many networks are 
full of violent shows, showering our children with frivolous desires and 
violent thoughts. However, this is not an inevitable situation. Instead of 
just giving your child a certain amount of time each day in which he is 
allowed to watch TV, give him also a certain selection of shows to choose 
from. Do not be afraid to censor certain shows (especially for children 
under the age of fifteen). Buy or rent a good selection of videos which 
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have good, peaceful, inspiring messages and let your child watch those.

You will spend hours preparing the little one’s favorite meal, so that her 
body will be healthy and strong. We must be willing to  spend the same 
time finding the “food for her mind” which will help their minds, hearts 
and souls also be healthy and strong. 

Prevent the Effects of Television

Better yet is to significantly limit the amount of television your child 
watches at all. I know several families who, as soon as the first child was 
born, removed the TV from the house. Then there was no struggle, no 
daily fights or bargains.

This is, in fact, probably the single best thing parents can do if they want 
to, in one step, give their children sanskaras, ensure that their children 
are good students, and mold their child into one who is cultured, 
peaceful and creative.

Television numbs children’s minds and then, when the mind is dulled 
and defenseless, fills it with violence, pettiness, insatiable material 
desires and adharmic values. At its best, television is mindless. At its 
worst, it is downright corrupting. Other than for viewing spiritual 
videos or occasional special, cultural or educational programs, there is 
no reasonable justification for the number of hours spent in front of the 
television each day.

In previous times (and still in much of India today where there are no 
televisions) children entertained themselves through reading books, 
doing artwork, learning or practicing music, playing sports, and 
otherwise creatively using their time. Today, unfortunately, television 
has become the world’s number one baby-sitter. Parents who don’t 
know what else to do with their children just sit them on the couch and 
turn on the TV. Within seconds, the child is enraptured and the parents 
have a few moments (or hours) of freedom.

However, we must rise above this. I understand that parenting is tiring 
and that parents need a break from being twenty-four-hour-a-day 
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entertainers. No problem. For millennia children managed to play and 
amuse themselves without television. They still can, but you must be 
willing to take up the challenge. It is, of course, easier to begin at birth. 
Then the child just accepts that there is no TV. It is more difficult to 
take this step once the children have become accustomed to watching 
their favorite sitcoms. However, although it may be difficult, it is an 
inestimable positive step toward raising divine children.

However, you, the parents, must be willing to give up your television as 
well. Children are very sensitive to what they see as hypocrisy in their 
parents. If you remove their TV, but keep one in your bedroom, then the 
television will simply become this “private treasure” which the children 
will inevitably covet even more due to its scarcity.

His Holiness Swami Sivananda Maharaj (the founder of the Divine Life 
Society), Paramhansa Yogananda (the founder of the Self Realization 
Fellowship and author of Autobiography of a Yogi), the Mother of the 
Sri Aurobindo Ashram, and so many other revered spiritual leaders 
have urged their devotees to give up television.  When describing the 
cinema and television, the Sri Aurobindo Mother said,

“It is not only ignorant and stupid; it is ugly, dirty and repugnant.  It 
is deformed, it is wicked, it is very low, and it is indeed the wrong use 
of the mind which has produced this. It could have been an instrument 
of education and development, but for the moment it has been an 
instrument of perversion, and a truly hideous perversion: perversion 
of taste, consciousness and everything with a terrible moral ugliness.”

 
We think that somehow our children are immune from the negative 
influences. “Oh, they know it’s just a show,” I hear so many parents 
tell me. Sure, intellectually they know it’s just a show.  But that doesn’t 
mean that it doesn’t have a profound influence on their mental and 
spiritual sanskaras, values and development.  Its influence is subtle and 
insidious, and very, very strong.

I always say, “TV is like TB.” It is a serious illness which destroys our 
bodies and minds. However, while there is a cure for TB, there is no cure 
for the negative effects of TV.
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I urge you all to take the step of removing the television from the home, 
or at least using it only to watch special videos and shows.  If you must 
have one, keep it in a central location, and make it a rule that the TV will 
only watched together as a family. In that way, at least you are there to 
monitor what is seen and to counter any of the negative values being 
propagated.

Of course, you can not control what your child will see at a friend’s 
house, but at least then it will be a rare occurrence rather than a daily 
influencing event.

The Tone of Love

Another important aspect of raising divine, peaceful children is, how 
you and your spouse act and speak to each other. We tend to think of 
children as just little cute creatures who sit there, oblivious to everything, 
not understanding anything we say. But, this is far from the truth. 
Children absorb everything – if not the words, then the tone.

So, be sure to speak softly, gently, and lovingly. Don’t engage in gossip 
about others or your children will learn that this is okay.

In order to counteract the violent or superficial/materialistic influences 
that children frequently receive in school and outside, it is important 
to make the home a place where piety, peace and devotion are actively 
taught.

Don’t assume your children know that you are pious and loving.  Show 
them. Be calm. Be pure. Express love and compassion to your family and 
to others. Your actions speak a thousand times louder than words.

In your young child’s room, put posters on the walls of positive sayings, 
devotional pictures, and things of that nature.*

The Tomato Seed and The Olive Tree

While on the one hand it is imperative that we create the most positive, 
nurturing, pious environment in which to raise our children, it is also 
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crucial to realize that children are much more than simply the product 
of their environment. They come into this world with their own karma 
and their own sanskaras from past lives. That is why we can see two 
genetically-identical twins, raised in the same home, in the same 
environment, who live completely divergent lives. One may be peaceful 
and calm, the other agitated and tense.  One may marry early and raise 
a traditional family, the other may go from spouse to spouse, never 
finding satisfaction.

Commonly in today’s world we see the parents blamed for every mistake 
and misfortune in their children’s lives. This is frequently misplaced 
blame.

Children are like small acorns, coming into the world full of all the 
potential to be a tall oak tree. Yes, of course, they need rich soil in which 
to live, warm sun and plenty of water.  But, that acorn has within it 
everything it needs to grow into an oak tree. No amount of sun or rain, 
no type of soil can make that acorn grow into anything other than an oak 
tree.  It will not – it cannot – become an apple tree or a pine tree.

Similarly, if you begin with tomato seeds, you can pray that olive trees 
grow. You can plant this tomato seed in a grove of olive trees and hope 
that, by association, your tomato seed will grow into an olive tree. You 
can care for it in exactly the way one would care for an olive tree. But, no 
matter what you do, you will never get olives from a tomato seed.

While they are not as completely black or white as seeds, we must 
remember that our children are similar. They are not mounds of clay 
for us to mold as we would like. They have their own destiny, their own 
karma to fulfill. We can guide them, help them find the right direction, 
and nourish them in body, mind and spirit, but ultimately it is only the 
grace of God that can change their destiny. 

The Downside of the “American Dream”

In the Western world there is a great emphasis on professional success 
for both men and for women. Children are frequently placed in day care 
from a very young age so that the mother can quickly return to her job. 
After school, extra-curricular activities take the place of time spent with 
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parents and siblings. Couples move away from their extended families 
in order to pursue better career opportunities.

The idea of the “latch-key” child, one who returns home alone after 
school and looks after himself until the parents return from work, is a 
tragedy of the modern age. People’s lifestyles have become so lavish and 
luxury-oriented that high-paying jobs become necessities. The family’s 
expenditures become so excessive that a two-career home is essential.

Then, when the parents do return from work, they are frequently so 
stressed and tired that the children receive only their “left-over” energy. 
Tempers are short, as are the hours between the mother’s arrival home 
and the child’s bedtime.

This is not to say that women should necessarily stay home and care of 
the children without pursuing their own career goals.  Nor is this to say 
that there is anything inherently wrong with extra-curricular activities 
or child care. Additionally, families may have no financial choice but for 
both the parents to work outside the home.

However, we must take care of our priorities. Too often, our jobs become 
the priority. We rush through feeding breakfast to our children so that 
we can get ready for work. We choose a company picnic on Saturday 
instead of a day with the family. We take on extra projects, extra 
assignments and extra hours with regard only to how it will propel us 
forward professionally or economically, paying too little attention to the 
effect on our families.

Striking A Balance: Simplify

We must simplify our lives, simplify our needs. Is it really worth that 
extra income to lose those precious hours with our family?  Can’t we 
do without the new clothes or latest model car, so that we can work a 
little less and spend a little more time in spiritual pursuits or with our 
families? The greater our own “needs,” the more hours we must work 
to fulfill those needs. What is the point of a beautiful, spacious, centrally 
air-conditioned home, if our minds, bodies and hearts are burning with 
stress and desires, if the heat is “on” inside our beings?
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We must make our families our priorities. These are the bonds that are 
for life. Our first and foremost duties in life are to our children, our 
spouses, and our parents. What is the joy of a flourishing career if we 
return at night to strife in the home? What is the point of extra income, 
if we lose our families in the meantime?  With whom will we enjoy this 
extra income? 

Every day people go to work, earn money and become more and more 
prosperous. But their hearts are full of pain and jealousy, and their minds 
are restless and anxious. Is this real prosperity?  So many times I have 
been sitting in beautiful mansions, with a Mercedes in the driveway, 
listening to the husbands and wives cry about how miserable their lives 
are.

There is no end to the desire for external wealth and recognition.  No 
matter how much we have, we always want more. We spend our lives 
accumulating more and more wealth, more and more prestige, more 
and more respect in the community. Yet, if we disregard or neglect our 
family in this pursuit, if we let this become our priority, then we end up 
losing in the long run.

Too frequently I see couples so concerned about making a good name 
for themselves in the community that they sacrifice spending time 
with their family. Then, the children grow up angry, confused, bitter 
and rebellious. Eventually these children do something – typically 
in their adolescence or university years – which brings great shame 
upon the family. Those parents who had spent decades establishing a 
good “name” for themselves, establishing prestige and respect in the 
community, suddenly find themselves pitied, shamed and snubbed.

Rather than being so focused on external success and external prosperity,  
if they had made their children their priority, then as their children grew 
into divine and pious adults, they would have found themselves envied 
by the entire community.

By making your children your priority, you will find real prosperity, 
both within the home and within the community.
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The “Benefits” of Successful Careers

Recently, I was staying with a very prosperous family in America. One day 
after school, the young brother and sister came to me. They wanted to know why 
they had to go to school. “Why do we need an education?” they wanted to know. 
I told them that it was very important to keep going to school and studying 
hard so that they could get a good education and then a good job with which 
they could help other people. The two children looked at each other. Finally, the 
boy looked up at me and he said, “Swamiji, what is the point of an education? 
What is the point of a good job? Our dad is a doctor with an M.D. Our mom is a 
psychologist with a Ph.D. They make a lot of money and they say their jobs help 
other people. But when they come home from work at night, all they do is fight, 
fight, fight. Didn’t they learn anything in school? How can they help others if 
they can’t help themselves?”

What message are we giving to our children? We think they don’t notice. 
We think we can hide from them. However, they absorb everything like 
small sponges.

So, first we must make sure that the parents are in peace and only then 
can that peace be passed on to our children.

Focus on the Family – Where Our Hearts Should Be

If something happened to you, the world would continue to function. 
Your company would open at 8:00 am on the day of your funeral and 
would go on about “business as usual.” However, for the family you 
had put aside, their lives would never be the same.

Someone sent me a copy of the following poem. Its author is unknown, 
but the message is one which we should all take to heart.

I ran into a stranger as he passed by,
“I’m so sorry!” was my reply.
Then he said, “Excuse me too.
I wasn’t even watching for you.”
We were very polite, this stranger and I.
Then we went on our way, and said good-bye.
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But at home, a different story is told,
How we treat our loved ones, young and old.

Later, in the kitchen, as I cooked our meal,
My daughter crept up to me, very still.
When I turned, I nearly knocked her down.
“Get out of the way!” I barked with a frown.
She walked away, with her little heart broken.
I didn’t realize how harshly I’d spoken.

That night, as I lay awake in bed,
God’s quiet voice spoke to me and said,
“While dealing with a stranger,
you’re calm and polite,
But with those you love, you’re quick to excite.
Go look right now on the kitchen floor,
You’ll find some flowers there by the door.
Those are the flowers she brought for you.
She picked them herself.....pink, yellow, and blue.
She stood there quietly, not to spoil your surprise,
And you never saw the tears in her eyes.”

By this time, I felt sad and small,
And now my own tears had begun to fall.
I quietly went and knelt by her bed;
“Wake up, sweetheart, wake up,” I said.

“Are these the flowers you picked for me?”
She smiled, “I found them, out by the tree.
I wrapped them in a napkin, just for you.
I knew you’d like them, especially the blue.”

I said, “I’m so sorry that I missed them today.
And I shouldn’t have fussed at you that way.”
And she whispered, “Mommy, that’s okay.
I still love you anyway.”

I hugged her and said, “I love you too...
And I love my flowers, especially the blue.”
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So as we prosper, succeed and thrive in the Western world, let us hold 
tenaciously to one crucial value of our Indian culture: the family.

Violence in the Home

So many people come to me and ask about whether it is okay to spank 
or slap their children. Or, other family members come to me who are 
concerned about what appears to be excessive violence toward children.

I want to make this point clearly: a child should never be physically injured 
in the name of discipline. Parents assuage their own consciences by 
saying that the child “deserved it,” when the truth is that the parents 
simply cannot control themselves, or they don’t know any other way of 
discipline.

Even animals never injure their own children. Even these creatures 
we insultingly call “beasts,” who are without our human instincts for 
compassion and love, would never purposely harm their own children. 
How then can we call ourselves “human” and these creatures “animals,” 
if our behavior is even more primitive and bestial?

People seem to believe that children require physical and emotional 
violence in order to be “well-trained” or to be properly scolded for their 
bad behavior. This is, however, a tragic falsehood, and one that leads to 
nothing more than an escalation of violence in our society.

Violence leads to violence. Peace leads to peace. This is a truth that 
pertains to countries at war as well as to our youngest children.  When 
we raise our voices, when we become angry and aggressive, so our 
children raise their voices and their fragile bodies flood with anger and 
aggression.

We hope that by becoming aggressive, our children will become calm 
and repentant. This is not the way the world works, however.  We think 
that if we shout, they will be quiet. Yet, this never happens.  When we 
raise our volume, they in turn raise their volumes, and we quickly lose 
control of the situation and our children.
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When we act with anger, we create an environment of anger in the 
home. This negative energy persists, like a toxic chemical, in the home 
long after the actual fight is over. Our children, at the most receptive 
time of life, are then breathing air filled with violence, lack of control, 
and negativity. We wonder why our world is becoming more violent 
each day...it is not such a mystery. 

Additionally, when we hit our children (and this includes slaps and 
spanks, which many people seem to believe do not count as “violence”), 
we also lose their respect. Children are much more perceptive and 
insightful than we sometimes believe. As they watch us turn red with 
rage and then explode in verbal or physical attacks, they know we have 
lost control. They know we have no other methods by which to teach 
them. Their respect for us quickly diminishes.

This, of course, pertains to teachers as well. It is so important for children 
to respect their teachers. How else can young, exuberant bodies sit still 
for so many hours each day? Yet, when they lose respect for us as people, 
they simultaneously lose respect for what we are teaching. There are 
so many important lessons to be learned in school and in life that we 
cannot afford for children to lose their respect for teachers and parents. 
For some reason we seem to believe that if we punish them severely they 
will respect us. This is absurd. Sure, they will fear us. But respect and 
fear are not even related. We do not want our children’s (or our pupils’) 
fear. We want their respect. 

We complain that our children lie, that they hide from us, that they 
disrespect us. We ask why. Yet the answer is not a mystery.  Children are 
like sponges, voraciously soaking up every aspect of the environment in 
which they live. If they live with lies, they will tell lies. If they live with 
disrespect, they will show disrespect.  If they live in the vicious cycle 
of action/reaction they will only know how to act and react. If they live 
in a home in which there is neither tolerance nor understanding, they 
will learn to keep everything to themselves. However, if they live with 
patience, with love, with tolerance, and with a tender touch of teaching, 
they will manifest patience, love, and tenderness as well as learn the 
lessons we are trying to instill in them.
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The keys to divine children lie in changing the nature of how we, as 
parents, behave. We must never act in anger or frustration.  We must 
wait until we have calmed down and then, gently and tenderly, explain 
things to the children. How many times have we had exasperating days 
and come home and taken it out on the children (or one our spouse 
who then, in turn, takes it out on the kids)? Too many. And what do 
the children learn from this? Nothing other than low self-esteem and 
insufficient tools for dealing with their own emotions. We must be sure 
that they are getting only the teachings they deserve, and not the brunt 
of our anger from the office or from the traffic on the way home.

Velvet Not Violent Touch

So, the first thing to do is wait until you are in a “teaching” mood 
instead of a scolding mood, for children need not only the teaching, but 
they need the “touch.” That touch should be velvet, not violent. With a 
velvet touch and calm mind, you can achieve anything with children. A 
beautiful, divine soul, the Mother of the Sri Aurobindo Ashram said, “It 
is not with severity, but with self-mastery that children are controlled.” 
Thus, first we must learn to control ourselves, our tempers and our 
words.

Yet, I also understand that this is not easy. It is not easy to be calm when 
we are full of rage inside. It is not easy to use a velvet touch when our 
instinct is to hit.

Perhaps we say, “But I was hit by my parents and by my teachers.  That 
is just the way it should be.” No. We must be better than this. We must 
not fall into the trap of being like robots, unable to think critically. I, too, 
was slapped by my first Spiritual Master.  He believed it was the way 
to teach. Sure, at the time I obeyed him. I feared him. But, I can see in 
retrospect how much more I learned through his silence or through his 
calm – and sometimes stern – words than through his slaps.

Our scriptures say that a mother and father are enemies of their children 
unless they teach their children well, unless they fulfill their duties of 
imparting understanding and values. The scriptures say that parents are 
enemies of their children unless they provide real education. Education 
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does not mean simply dropping the children off at school each morning. 
It means ensuring that they are learning right from wrong, truth from 
falsehood, and integrity from deception.

The children are the future of the planet, and it is our responsibility to 
help them make that future a bright one. Will we lead the world toward 
violence, or will we lead it toward love? Will we instill the values of 
forgiveness in the future world leaders, or will we instill in them the 
values of retribution and vengeance? Will we lead our world toward 
greater calmness or toward greater chaos?  We must never take for 
granted the role we play in the future of the world through what we 
teach our children. Our leaders govern as they were governed, and the 
first “government” they experience is the home.

The Real Happy Hour

A few years ago, a top news magazine in America published a study 
focused on improving the family system in America. The researchers 
searched for the keys to a happy, healthy family life, leading to happy, 
peaceful, well-adjusted children. Their most important recommendation? 
Have dinner together! They found that those families who sat down 
together for at least one meal a day (usually dinner) were more peaceful, 
happy and successful than the families in which each person fed himself 
on his own schedule, or where they watched television during the meal. 
The children who came from families that sat together for the evening 
meal rarely went astray or suffered from depression. 

I would take that recommendation one step further: have aarti (or some 
other prayer/meditation) together before dinner. You don’t need a large 
temple. One picture of Bhagwan (or any image of the Divine), a small 
oil lamp and a little incense will suffice.  If you don’t know the words 
to aarti, no problem. Get a cassette and play it, or sing your favorite 
devotional song. The point is to gather together in a spirit of prayer, 
worship, and devotion. 

So many people go to the pubs or the clubs for “happy hour” in the 
evenings. But what kind of happiness is that? The real happy hour 
should be prayer, devotion and dinner together in the home.  This is a 
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happy hour with no hangover, no headache and no guilt.  It’s a “happy 
hour” where the happiness lasts much longer than sixty minutes.

If you want to have true happiness in your life, twenty-four hours a day 
and if you want to give this happiness and meaning to your children, 
then have this time in the home. They say, “The family that prays 
together stays together,” and it’s true.

Sometimes parents bring their children to see me, and you can hear the 
parents commanding in a hushed whisper, “Do pranam to Swamiji,” 
as they forcibly grab their children’s necks and push their heads down 
onto the ground at my feet. The children inevitably rebel and run away 
(young ones even cry). This is because they have not been properly 
taught.

Instead of reserving this gesture of respect for rare meetings with 
saints, it should part of their daily ritual. After aarti, the parents should 
do pranam to Bhagwan (or to the grandparents, if they’re living in the 
house). Then, the children should do it to the parents.  This daily ritual 
of respect has profound effects on the overall sanskaras of the children.

However, these things (dinner together, aarti) require time. One must 
be willing to sacrifice a favorite TV show, or the happy hour at the club, 
or that last extra client or meeting in the evenings. We must make those 
sacrifices for the sake of our children, for the sake of our families, and for 
the sake of our own spiritual development and emotional well-being.

You Cannot Buy Happiness

The “American Dream” is a good education, a well paying career, a nice 
home, a large bank account, two children, and frequent vacations to 
Europe (or to the beach, or skiing, or…).

But this is not happiness. Ask anyone who has all these things whether 
they are really “happy,” and you will usually hear “no.” That is because 
in order to achieve these things, they have had to frequently give up 
the things that bring real happiness: a deep spiritual life, time spent 
meaningfully with the family, time to do seva.
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This is not to say that having money isn’t wonderful. Yes, it gives you the 
freedom to make many choices in life. It allows you to provide well for 
your children. It allows you to live comfortably.  It allows you to make 
sure that there is money left for your children and for your retirement. 
But, it is not what will bring deep happiness and fulfillment to your life 
or to your children’s lives. 

It is fine to make money, fine to become wealthy. Even in our scriptures, 
Bhagwan Shri Krishna and Bhagwan Shri Rama were both kings and 
lived in palaces. The point though is how that wealth is acquired and 
how it is used.

Dwarka (the city of which Bhagwan Krishna was king) was made of gold. 
Yet, so was Lanka (the city over which the demon-king Ravana ruled). 
What made Dwarka Heaven and Lanka Hell?  Bhagwan Shri Krishna 
lived a life of purity, non-attachment, and giving. Ravana lived a life of 
greed, lust, attachment, hedonism and parsimony. Whereas Bhagwan 
Krishna used his wealth and his power to help those in need, Ravana 
never gave one pinch of gold to help another. Bhagwan Krishna’s life 
was one of sharing and caring. Ravana neither shared nor cared for 
others. 

It is not the gold in the walls that makes a true palace. It is the gold in the 
hearts of the king and the inhabitants who live there.  If there is gold in 
the heart, then the home is a palace whether there are two rooms or two 
hundred rooms. If the heart is made of stone, then the home is a slum, 
even if the walls are lined with diamonds.

Look around you in the Western world. Do you see happiness?  Do you 
see joy? Do you see true satisfaction? Not a lot. Yet, look at the rishis, 
look at the sadhus. What do they own? Nothing. But look at the light 
shining in their eyes...

There was once a king who had everything, all the luxuries money could buy – 
palaces, chariots, beautiful wives, fancy clothes, sumptuous food – but he was 
not happy. He sent his messengers out with the order, “Find a happy man and 
bring me back his shirt. I will wear his shirt and then I will also be happy.” So 
the king’s men searched far and wide, but they could not find a happy man.



GRACE IN THE HOME • 90

When they asked people if they were happy, everyone said things like, “Well, as 
soon as I get this promotion, then I’ll be happy,” or, “As soon as my children 
are in good colleges then I’ll be happy,” or, “If only my husband were kinder 
to me, then I’d be happy.” There was no one who could claim to be completely 
happy, right then and there. Discouraged, the messengers began to wander back 
through the forest to the king. They had asked all the wealthiest, most successful 
people in the kingdom, yet none was happy.

En route, they became very tired and thirsty. They saw a man sitting by the 
edge of a stream. He was singing joyfully to the fish while he fed them small 
bread crumbs. The men stopped and asked him if he could give them some 
water and maybe a place to rest for awhile. The man immediately jumped up, 
brought them back to his humble shelter, and offered them everything he had. He 
quickly prepared lunch with his own hands and made them all sit comfortably 
on whatever he had.

As he worked, he sang and seemed to dance around. “What do you do?” the men 
asked him. “Do? Well, I take care of all the pilgrims who come this way. I give 
everyone food, drink and a place to rest. I take care of the animals too, whenever 
I can. I meditate on God and chant His holy name. A few days in the week I walk 
into the city and give my time to help in the hospital. They always need extra 
hands. Mainly I do whatever God tells me to do. Whatever money comes to me, 
I use for others.” The men were stunned and ate their meal in silence.

As they were getting ready to leave, one of the messengers had an idea.  He 
looked up at their selfless host and he queried, “By the way, Sir. Are you 
happy?” The man, clad in nothing but a small cloth around his waist, said, 
“Oh, yes, definitely. I could not be happier. My life is so full and rich. All day 
long, helping people and chanting God’s name.”  The men were ecstatic. They 
had finally fulfilled their mission for the king. They said, “Sir, please, one last 
request. Please, give us one of your shirts. Then our king can wear it, and he too 
will be happy.”

The man jumped up and down and danced with amusement. “Shirt? I have no 
shirt. I have no shirt!” he sang gleefully.

The point is not that being poor makes you happy or that having money 
(or being wealthy) breeds discontent. The point is that the priorities 
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of your life determine whether you will find happiness or not. Those 
whose lives are dedicated to serving the world, those whose lives are 
spent in close communion with God, those who are pure and honest, 
these are the people who are happy.

Cars or Sanskars?

So, while it is wonderful that you want to give your children material 
possessions, and it is wonderful that you want to be able to send them to 
the most expensive universities, what about the real university? The real 
teachings come at home, at the temple.  Cars they can buy on their own, 
but what about sanskaras? Who will give them these?
 
You have a much greater gift to give your children than just an overflowing 
trust fund. Sure, give them material comfortable and worthwhile 
possessions. Sure, make their lives comfortable and enjoyable. But do 
not do this at the expense of the real gift you have. You have an actual 
treasure chest of wisdom within you, flowing through your veins. 
Indian culture, the heritage of our ancestors, the wisdom and insight of 
the Indian tradition – this is the real gift, a gift that will stay with them 
forever. It is to their roots, to their culture that these children will turn 
in times of trouble. If you have not given them this, then they will have 
nowhere to turn to, other than to the opinion of their peers! 

Everyone wants the same things out of life: happiness, joy, meaning, 
and peace. Yet we look for these in the wrong places. We think they will 
come in a package, from the store, or as a diploma in a nice frame. But 
these things will only come from God.

You would never send your children to the grocery store to buy a new 
dress. You would never send them to the pharmacy to purchase gasoline 
for the car. You would never send them to the tailor to buy sweets. So, 
why are you sending them to the stores for happiness and meaning? 
Your children are no more likely to find real joy in life from material 
possessions, a fancy car or a prestigious degree than they are to find 
track shoes at the bookstore.

Direct your children in the right direction. Show them the path to 
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happiness and meaning in life. Know that your true gift for your children 
is not the newest car, or the latest computer or the most sophisticated 
stereo system. Your real gift is to give them the gift of their heritage, 
the gift of their ancient, rich, timeless roots. That is what will help them 
through in times of trouble.

Real Education: Swimming or Drowning in the Ocean of Life

Once there was a boat sailing in the middle of the ocean. On the boat were a 
philosopher, a scientist, a mathematician, and the boatman. The philosopher 
turned to the boatman and asked, “Do you know the nuances of Vedanta? Do 
you know the theories of Plato and Aristotle?” “No,” replied the boatman. “I 
have never studied those things. I only know to take God’s name in the morning 
when I wake up and at night before I sleep, and to try to keep Him with me all 
day long.” The philosopher looked at him with disdain. “Well, then at least 30% 
of your life has been in vain.”

Next, the scientist asked the boatman, “Do you know Einstein’s Theory of 
Relativity? Do you know Newton’s laws?” The boatman looked out at the 
reflection of the moon on the water. The light seemed to dance playfully off of 
the waves, touching first here, then there. He gently shook his head in response 
to the scientist’s question. “No,” he said. “I am not learned in that way. I 
have only learned to be kind, to give more than I receive, and to be humble and 
pious.” “Well,” the scientist exclaimed. “Then at least 40% of your life has been 
in vain.”

The mathematician then turned to the boatman. “You must at least know 
calculus? You must know how to compute advanced equations?” The boatman 
closed his eyes and entered a meditative trance. “No,” he said softly, a smile 
creeping across his sun-weathered face. “I do not know those things. I only 
know God and how to do His service.” “Then, your life has been at least 50% in 
vain!” the mathematician retorted.

The four sat in silence for awhile, when suddenly the waves began to rise up 
furiously; the sky turned dark, obscuring the blanket of stars. The boat – thin 
and wooden – began to rock back and forth, up and down, with each thrust 
of the waves. The boatman fought diligently, using every muscle in his body, 
every skill he had to regain control over his boat.  But, the storm was winning 
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the fight, and with each surge of the waves, the boatman became more and more 
convinced that the boat could not withstand this beating. As a wave lifted the 
boat high into the air, the boatman asked his passengers, “Do you know how to 
swim?” “No!” they all cried at once. The wave dropped the boat, upside down, 
back into the raging water. The boatman watched sadly as the scientist, the 
philosopher and the mathematician drowned. “Well,” he whispered, “I think 
100% of your lives have been in vain.”

Are you teaching your children how to swim in the ocean of life?  All of 
the math, science and philosophy will not save them when the waves of 
life come. Only the knowledge of God, honesty, integrity, spirituality, 
and their rich culture and heritage can keep them afloat in the ocean of 
life.

In this life, there are so many things to learn, so many things people say 
are important. Education is, of course, very important.  A doctor can 
not operate if she doesn’t know where the organs are, or how to sew a 
wound back up again. A scientist can not perform experiments unless he 
knows which chemicals to use, and how much of each. An architect can 
not design buildings without knowing what foundations and supports 
are necessary.

However, in the big picture, these are not the lessons or the education that 
truly liberate us. It is not this knowledge that saves us from drowning in 
the ocean of life. So, parents, please remember to teach your children not 
only the essentials of school, but also the essentials of spirituality. That is 
what will really help them swim in the big ocean of life.

Our Homes Are More “Set” Than We Are

Someone once asked me, “Why? Why do we need to learn how to swim in 
the ocean of life? Why do we need this knowledge of our culture and heritage? 
What can it offer us in the 21stcentury?” The answer is that spirituality and 
knowledge of our culture and all the lessons it teaches are what help us to 
be in peace in life, rather than in pieces. This knowledge teaches us how 
to be better instead of being bitter. In the West, people have everything. 
They have TV sets, tea sets, sofa sets, stereo sets – everything is set. But 
they themselves are upset! So, if we want to be set in our own lives, we 
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must turn back to God, back to our culture, back to this ancient wisdom. 
I always say, “Be Western when it comes to professional and academic 
excellence, but be Indian in your hearts and in your domestic life.” Then, 
we won’t only own sets; we will also be set.

So parents, please remember to make sure that your children know not 
only math, not only philosophy, not only science. Please make sure they 
also know how to swim in the ocean of life. That is your real gift to them.

True Success, True Wealth: Love

If you ask most parents what their concerns are regarding their children, 
you’ll hear, “I want him to get into a good university. I want her to get 
a good job and be successful.” Time and energy are therefore expended 
in pushing the child academically, encouraging the child to excel, and 
punishing or reprimanding the child for less than superb performance.

Yet, a degree from a top university, a well-paying job, a lucrative career 
– these are not the true marks of “success” in life.

There is a story of a young wife who was home alone one day when an old man 
knocked on the door. She immediately invited him, and his two friends, inside. 
However, the old man first asked whether her husband was home. Upon hearing 
that she was alone, the old men said they would wait outside until the husband 
came home.

Later, when her husband returned home, his wife told him what had happened. 
“Well, quickly, go and invite them inside,” he told his wife.  “It is nearly dark.”

The woman went out to the garden where the three men were waiting patiently. 
“Please, come inside. My husband has returned home.” One man spoke. He 
said, “Actually, we cannot all come inside. Only one of us can come in. I am 
Love. With me are Success and Wealth. Go and ask your husband which of us 
he would like in the house. The other two must wait outside.”

So the woman went inside and told her husband and daughter what had 
happened. She said, “I think we should let Success come in. Then, finally, you 
will get that promotion you have been wanting and dear Meera [the daughter] 
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will get accepted into the best college.”

However, her husband disagreed. He said, “I only want the promotion so that 
I can have a higher income. Let us invite Wealth into our home, then we will 
not be concerned about promotions or top universities. We will already be 
prosperous.”

The daughter spoke softly. She said, “Mom, Dad, I appreciate that you want 
us to be successful and wealthy. But, I think that, in the long run, it would be 
better to have Love. Then at least even in poverty or failure we will have Love.”

Her parents smiled at their daughter’s wisdom and agreed to invite Love into 
their home.

The woman went outside and said, “Okay, Love, please, you are the one we 
selected to enter our home.”

The old man named Love stood up and started walking toward the house. 
However, to the woman’s surprise, Success and Wealth also stood up and 
followed him. “Wait,” she said. “I thought you said only one of you could come 
inside. How come all three of you are coming?”

Love explained, “If you had chosen Success or Wealth then he would have had 
to enter alone. However, wherever Love goes, Success and Wealth always follow. 
So, by choosing Love, you automatically also get Success and Wealth.”

So, let us fill our homes with love – love for God, love for each other, love 
for the community, and love for all of humanity.  Then, through that 
love, through that divine connection, all else will automatically follow. 
It is when we focus only on Success or Wealth that we find ourselves rich 
but not fulfilled, successful but not content.

Satisfying Their Every Whim

As parents, we want our children to be happy, we want them to be treated 
justly, and we want to rectify any injustices they may face. For instance, 
if our child came home from school complaining about unfair treatment 
from a teacher, we would immediately phone up the school to reprimand 
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the teacher. If one of our children came to us crying, complaining that his 
toy was stolen by his sister, we would immediately intervene and return 
the toy to its rightful owner. This is natural. In many circumstances, it is 
wonderful to show our children that we are always there for them and 
that we will always stand by their side. Additionally, it is important for 
them to know that – in most cases – right does win over wrong and that 
injustices should be remedied.

However, we must be careful to strike a balance between responding 
to their complaints and teaching them to adapt to the world.  The more 
children can learn to adapt, the more they can learn to just smile and 
move on, the more they can learn to forgive and forget, and the more 
they can learn to bear discomfort with patience, the better their lives will 
be.

If we too frequently jump in on their behalf, we deprive them of the 
lessons of patience, forbearance, forgiveness and adaptation. Yes, in 
some cases it is important to be assertive. However, a nature of always 
asserting one’s beliefs, wishes, pains and discomforts is not conducive 
to a peaceful life. The world is unfortunately not always just or fair. It 
is wonderful to try to make it as just and fair as possible, but it is also 
crucial to know when to just move on. I read a wonderful quotation. It 
said, “Expecting the world to treat you fairly just because you are a good 
person is like expecting the bull not to attack you just because you are a 
vegetarian.”

We do not want our children to become defeatists, of course. We do not 
want them to be despondent or pessimistic. We must infuse in them a 
sense that right triumphs over wrong and that being good does bear good 
results. However, it is equally crucial to teach them that right may not 
triumph at exactly that moment or in exactly that way. Additionally, it is 
not their duty (or our duty as parents) to ensure that evil is vanquished. 
God takes care of that with the glorious law of karma.

Too frequently today we see people fighting over such little little things, 
simply because they have learned to be “assertive.” How much smoother 
our world would flow if, instead of having Assertiveness Training we 
had Adaptiveness Training. Tall, proud, rigid trees are uprooted by the 
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storm and downed by the rains, but the willows and those trees which 
bend with the storm are resilient. We must teach our children to know 
when to stand tall and proud and when to bend with the breeze. Only 
then will they withstand the test of time gracefully and resiliently.
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The Culture Gap

Wherever I go across the globe, the first complaint I hear from the youth 
in youth sessions is, “My parents won’t let me do anything!  All my 
friends are allowed to go out to parties, why aren’t I? Don’t my parents 
trust me? This isn’t the Middle Ages. Why don’t they understand that 
this is not Ahmedabad [or Rajkot, or Chandigarh, or Bihar, etc]?”

Similarly, the first complaint I always hear from parents is, “What’s 
wrong with my children? Why do they want to do such crazy things? I 
never gave my parents such a hard time. I would never dare to ask my 
parents if I could stay out until midnight or go out alone with a boy. 
What has happened to our children?”

So, what is going on? How to solve this?

First and foremost, parents must realize that their children are caught 
between two worlds – the world of their family at home and the world 
of their peers. This creates enormous pressure on our youth who want 
to remain true to what they’ve been taught, yet want to fit in with their 
friends. Parents, in dealing with their children, must appreciate the 
conflict that this creates in our youth and be sympathetic to this.

Additionally, parents should realize that this is the West and that 
(whether we approve or not) Western culture allows teenagers to go out 
together, to go to parties, to go to the movies, to date. We cannot change 
Western culture. Nor can we keep our children living in a vacuum. We 
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cannot raise them as though they were growing up in a small village 
in India. We cannot raise them in the West and then deny them the 
freedoms being granted to their peers. That breeds resentment in our 
children. They think that we don’t trust them, and that hurts them.

Balancing East and West, Tradition and Modernity

We obviously do not want to begin condoning hedonism and decadence 
and granting our teenagers free reign. Thus, there must be a balance. 
The balance should look something like this: 

• Meet their friends, find out for yourselves who their friends are.
• Meet their friends’ parents. Decide whether you approve of their 

values or not. If yes, then chances are if their friends are allowed to 
do it, it’s probably okay.

• Ask at the school. Find a teacher you like and ask what is 
appropriate for someone your child’s age.

• Ask friends about their experiences with their children.
• Typically, after the age of fifteen or sixteen, children should be 

allowed out, by themselves, on weekends.  They should be allowed 
to go to parties (assuming you know who is throwing the party 
and have the address of where they will be).

• By the age of seventeen or eighteen (just before going off to college), 
they should be allowed more freedom.  Weekend curfews should 
be later.

By reigning in on their freedom unnecessarily you are only encouraging 
them to rebel against you; you are only encouraging them to act out in 
ways far beyond what they would have done if they were not angry. 
You are only encouraging deception in the home. 

I must emphasize here that more important than the specific details of 
the decisions you make, it is vital to give your children the sanskaras 
and the values which will prevent them from making bad decisions. 
From the time they are young, you must inculcate morality and ethics 
in them, through your actions, through your example and through 
your words.
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Keep the link between you and your children tight so that you are the 
first one they come to with any problem, question or concern.  You 
should be their closest confidante and their best friend. 

It is very difficult to build this bridge from scratch during the teenage 
years. That is why this care must be given to the relationship you 
have with your children from the time they are young. This close link 
between parents and children is naturally there when children are very 
young, but then it unfortunately tends to dissolve over the years. Thus, 
communication with your teenager becomes difficult.

So, if you keep the connection strong from the time they are very young, 
their teenage years will be much easier.

The Importance of Communication

We must teach our children from a young age values in the home so that 
they grow up exhibiting honesty, morality, integrity and self-restraint, 
therefore rarely make decisions of which we disapprove.

How to do this? First and foremost, we must keep communication 
lines open. I have had so many youth tell me, “Oh, I could never talk 
to my mother about this. She would have a fit! She would make such 
a scene that I could not take it.” This perception is not conducive to 
honest communication. If our children believe that we will “have a fit” 
or “make a scene,” they will not tell us. So, we must have relationships 
with our children that are open and accepting.

When they tell you things, don’t say, “We never did that,” or, “How could 
you possibly do that?” Rather, be understanding and compassionate. 
You may not approve of or agree with everything they say, but you must 
listen with a calm head and a quiet tongue. Then they will come to you. 
Then they will know that “I can tell my mom anything.” Believe me, 
they want to tell you, but they are afraid.

Also, don’t complain to your friends about your children’s behavior 
or share any secrets they may have told you. Children have a way of 
finding out everything, and they will be broken if they come to know 
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that you were discussing their problems with your friends.

Additionally, parents of teenagers and young adults frequently make 
a big mistake. They make the biggest issue out of things which really 
are not such a problem (such as going out or going to parties), so they 
lose complete control over their youth, who start going out anyway 
and lying to them, or who become angry and depressed. Instead, the 
solution is to give them enough freedom that they know you trust them 
and they don’t feel embarrassed with their friends, and at the same time 
keep communication lines completely open.

Additionally, the following issues are of crucial importance: 

Safety First

First of all, who is driving? If your children do not have a driver’s license, 
who is driving them? Do you know and trust that person?  Does that 
person drink alcohol? Instead of forbidding your children to go out at 
all, sit them down and make them understand the serious consequences 
of drinking and driving.

• Tell them you will never be angry at them for them calling you in 
the night and asking for a ride home.

• Tell them you will always come and pick them up. It is better to 
lose a few hours of sleep than to lose your child in a drunk driving 
accident.

• Make sure they always have enough money in their wallets or a 
taxi and the number of a local taxi company.  Tell them you will 
always pay for them to take a taxi home from anywhere.

Looking For Love In The Wrong Place

The second important issue is a difficult one. We all hope that our 
children will remain virgins until they marry. We hope that they have 
the strength and the fortitude to withstand the temptations of the flesh.

This discipline and piety must be inculcated from a young age.  We 
cannot abandon our children to the world of television, movies and pop 
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culture and then expect them to uphold righteous ideals of celibacy and 
restraint. Children practice what they’ve been taught and what they’ve 
seen.

Therefore, it is critically important that from a young age, you plant 
the seeds of discipline, self-control, restraint and fortitude in them. As 
they grow, the teachings of saints, readings from the scriptures, good 
associations, and your own example will be the water and the sun that 
nourish these seeds. Then, your children will be strong, beautiful, pious 
trees.

Additionally, we must ask ourselves, “Why do they engage in sexual 
activity at such a young, unmarried age? What is the great temptation?” 
I was once speaking with a teenage girl whose parents had told me she 
was “out of control.” Evidently she was going out without permission, 
doing drugs, having sex, and lying to her parents. As I spoke to her, I 
asked her what was the best moment she had ever experienced on drugs. 
Her reply was quite telling. She said, “When a boy told me he loved me, 
just as we were about to have sex.”

She did not say, “Oh, I really enjoy the drugs or the alcohol,” or, “The 
sex is wonderful.” No. She said, “When he said he loved me.” Then, I 
asked her why she needed the drugs. Again, she was poignantly honest: 
“Because unless he was high he would never say he loved me.” Love. 
This is what our children are looking for. They should not have to go out 
of the home to find it – it is our responsibility to make that love available 
in the home. 

I asked her later what the happiest moment of her entire life had been. 
She told me it was when she was pregnant (she was seventeen and 
unmarried). She said, “I felt such a deep connection to that baby. I felt 
like my life finally had meaning.”

We cannot ignore these messages: love, connection, meaning. This is 
what our children are craving, and this is what drives them into the 
world of sensual pleasure. In movies and on television they see love 
exhibited by people when they are drinking or using drugs or in bed 
together. So, our children run off in search of this love, in search of this 
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connection and in search of this “meaning” of life. The tragedy is that 
they will never find it in the parties or clubs, but they don’t even know 
that.

Therefore, it is up to you as parents to make sure that there is love, 
connection and meaning given to them in the home so they do not have 
to look elsewhere. You will say, “But of course I love them. They know 
that.” Yes, perhaps they do. But, is it a love with connection and with 
meaning, or is it just a love by default since you are their parents? That 
is frequently their confusion.

What To Do If The Worst Is Happening

Unfortunately, when they do not find enough love, connection and 
meaning from what we have taught them or from the environment we 
are providing (including the temple, seva activities and social events 
with the community), then our children seem to slip from our hands. 
They begin to engage in behavior we consider inappropriate. Perhaps 
we suspect that they have begun to be sexually active. In this situation, 
our inability to face the reality is harming our youth.

• Instead of saying things like, “You are not allowed to date or be 
physically involved,” which will only ensure that they lie to you 
if they ever do, or instead thinking that if you don’t mention it the 
idea will never occur to them, sit them down and honestly discuss 
the issue. Trust me, this will not be the first time the thought occurs 
to them.  It is definitely something their friends are talking about, 
if not already doing.

• Explain to them the consequences of unprotected sex – pregnancy, 
disease, AIDS.

• Explain to your boys that having sex with a girl does not make 
them “cool,” “macho,” or “strong.”

• Explain to your girls that having sex with a boy does not mean he 
loves her. Boys will say anything. I have spoken to so many girls 
whose hearts have been broken by boys who told them, “You’re 
the one for me. You are my sunshine. I love you from the bottom of 
my heart...” just to convince the girls to have sex with them. Then, 
once the conquest is over, so is the relationship. Help your girls to 
see this.
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Most importantly, we must try to fill our teenagers’ minds and lives 
with activities that are fulfilling, enriching and pure to help keep their 
thoughts focused. Remember, it is a lot easier to break an adharmic 
pattern of behavior in our children when the pattern is new; it is a lot 
harder to break the trend when it has become set into their personalities. 
So, the more time you spend with them in the beginning, when they first 
seem to be getting tempted by these activities, and the more you help 
them to see the folly of the path they are on, the less time you (and they) 
will have to spend later trying to correct mistakes that have been made.
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In general, marriage is one of the happiest aspects of most people’s 
lives. Husbands and wives join together at a young age and progress 
together through the path of life. Husbands and wives serve as each 
other’s best friends, confidantes, caregivers and lovers.  They are each 
other’s sunshine.

However, it is inevitable that as we traverse the path of life, hand-in-
hand, we will encounter times of difficulty and trouble.  There will 
be issues that seem irresolvable, differences that seem irreconcilable. 
However, over decades of counseling couples – rich, poor, old, young, 
Indian, Western – I have found that there is no problem which love, 
patience, sacrifice and surrender cannot solve.

Let us address a few of the most common issues which spouses seem to 
face these days:

Treading the Spiritual Path: One is Inclined, the Other is Not

So frequently a husband or wife will come to me and complain, “Swamiji, 
I am ready to be done with this phase of conjugal love.  We have our 
children. They are healthy and doing well. I am ready to move on into 
the next, more spiritual phase of life. I am ready to stop giving in to the 
calls of the flesh. However, it is very difficult because my husband [or 
wife] doesn’t understand. He/she thinks that I am being cold or aloof. 
He/she doesn’t understand that I simply want to move beyond these 
things.” This is a very common situation, especially with couples in their 
late forties and fifties who have been married already twenty or thirty 
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years.

Alternatively, the complaint may take a slightly different but similar 
tone. Often I hear, “Swamiji, we have so little free time, that when we do 
have time I like to go to the temple, to listen to bhajans and kirtan and 
pravachan. However, my wife [or husband] still prefers to socialize or 
go out to parties. I wish that she [or he] would be more inclined toward 
spirituality. Whenever I even try to talk about God or my meditation 
experience, she [or he] doesn’t seem interested.”

Both of these complaints are symptoms of the same problem: one spouse 
who is more inclined toward spirituality than the other, one who is more 
aware of the transient nature of our life here and is looking for deeper 
purpose and meaning.

This is a very difficult situation, because the one who is pious and 
spiritual may resent being forced or coaxed into doing things which he/
she knows are not in keeping with the spiritual path. On the other hand, 
the spouse who is not so spiritually-inclined may feel frustrated and 
confused by the other’s apparent withdrawal or seeming lack of interest.

Communication and Compromise

At this stage, as in any stage, communication and compromise are the 
keys. First and foremost, there must be communication.  If one is feeling 
more inclined toward spirituality, is yearning to move away from the 
world of the flesh and the world of superfluous social activity, then he 
or she must verbalize this to their spouse. Too frequently we expect that 
our spouses can read our minds. “Why don’t they understand?” he or 
she will complain to me. “Well,” I always ask. “Have you sat him [or 
her] down and explained it all?” The answer is usually “no.”

Just as we are human, so are our spouses. We can not impose unrealistic 
expectations upon them. If we want them to understand a feeling we are 
having, or a choice we’d like to make, or a shift we are going through, 
then we must explain it. Otherwise, I hear husbands woefully tell me 
that they don’t know what’s going on with their wives. One minute they 
were loving and affectionate and the next minute they want separate 



CHAPTER VII : MARRIED LIFE • 107

bedrooms. Clearly the husbands are confused and hurt. They can not 
know that this is simply a spiritual shift in the minds and hearts of their 
wives.  Rather, they feel rejected and criticized. “What did I do?” they 
ask me.

So, first and foremost: explain the situation calmly and lovingly.  Do not 
condemn. Condemning is not conducive to a healthy, loving relationship. 
Rather, explain the changes you are feeling.  Explain that, in our culture, 
it is natural and expected to move gently from the “householder” stage 
of life into one more dedicated to simplicity and spirituality. Explain 
that as you age, you are finding yourself face to face with the transient 
nature of this body and therefore you are feeling inclined toward 
focusing more on the eternal aspects – the soul and your connection to 
God. Explain that for decades you have lived a life in which your senses 
were in charge. You have fulfilled your sensual desires and your desires 
for social engagement and entertainment. Now, you feel it may be time 
to move forth into a different stage.

It is important though that as you explain this you don’t say, “My way 
is right. That is what the scriptures say. You are a sinner,” etc.  Yes, 
the scriptures do say this. However, you must not make your spouse 
feel low or criticized. Later, if they still resist the change, then you can 
gently bring in external sources that support your feelings. But, in the 
beginning, let the conversation be natural, rather than giving a lecture 
to your spouse.

Then, give the other a chance to think about this, to digest it and respond 
naturally. This will be a process, not a one-time conversation.  You must 
stay compassionate and understanding. Those who have been graced 
by God with an innate spiritual understanding and an instinctive pull 
toward spirituality and a life of piety can not condemn those who have 
not been similarly graced.  One must have understanding and sympathy. 
One must explain these things gently and with love. You will progress 
farther on the spiritual path by being compassionate and gracious to 
your spouse than you will by stubbornly enforcing a “spiritual life” on 
him or her.

It is also important in situations like this that both husband and wife 
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realize that they may have separate interests, and they must respect the 
other’s desires. So, if you want to attend a bhajan/kirtan program while 
your spouse wants to go to a social event, that’s okay. You can go to the 
temple, and he or she can go to the social event. There is no rule saying 
that husband and wife must always be together on every occasion. 
Rather than fighting over where you will go, there must be flexibility to 
go separate ways. 

There must also be compromise. If your spouse comes with you to the 
temple this weekend, then next weekend you should graciously go 
with him or her to the event they want to attend. Or, if tonight you tell 
him or her that you’d rather sleep separately, then at least tomorrow be 
affectionate and loving. 

I have seen great miracles worked by those people who remain calm, 
peaceful and loving while they simply demonstrate a life of spirituality, 
rather than loudly trying to force it on the other. They are the ones whose 
marriages become truly pious and beautiful, rather than a bitter divide 
between husband and wife.

You may think, “Well, but if I don’t force him to be more spiritual, or 
if I don’t continually urge him to come to the temple, he never will.” 
This is incorrect thinking. Simply your own spirituality, your example, 
your love and your understanding will change him. I have seen so many 
situations in which a wife wants to live mainly a spiritual life – a life of 
brahmacharya (now that childbearing is finished), a life of Aarti, bhajan, 
kirtan and reading of the scriptures. She quietly begins to do these 
things, while still remaining loving to her husband, not making him feel 
lower or unattractive or rejected. She will still engage in physical love, if 
he desires it, yet she keeps her mind focused on God.

Then, when I meet with the husbands, they tell me, “Swamiji, my wife 
is really a Goddess. She is really divine. I am feeling more and more 
inclined towards revering her and following her example.” This is how 
change happens.
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Daily Arguments and Stubbornness

Another big complaint I hear is, “We always fight over little, little 
things. Everything is an argument.” This is a matter of ego.  Somehow, 
somewhere along the way, both husband and wife have decided that 
they know best and that they will have it “my way.”  This gets you 
nowhere. Our own ego thinks that we are always right, that everyone 
around us should do things the way we say. 

So many times husbands and wives begin to quarrel over something 
little. Then, it escalates and escalates into a full-blown battle. If you 
actually stop them in the middle and say, “What exactly are you fighting 
about?” neither can remember. This is not the way to live.

We tend to spend so much time arguing or holding grudges that we 
forget to love each other and we forget to be thankful for what God has 
given us. I once was in Australia with Pujya Sant Shri Rameshbhai Oza. 
We were driving in the car and stopped at a red light. Suddenly, even 
though all the windows were closed, we could hear a great racket coming 
from the car next to us. Sitting in the back seat of a brand new Mercedes 
were two beautiful children, dressed in what looked like brand new 
clothes. The children were perfectly groomed, but they were trembling 
with fear and tears were spilling down their cheeks. In the front seat, 
Mom and Dad were screaming at each other so loudly that even through 
all the closed windows we could hear the noise. There they were, in 
a beautiful car, with beautiful children, with seemingly perfect health, 
and they were screaming. What for? Probably some small issue. Perhaps 
he was mad that she took too long to get ready and so they were fifteen 
minutes late. Perhaps she was mad that she had to force him to wear a 
tie, because he didn’t want to. Perhaps he was going to turn left at the 
previous light, but she decided that the faster route was to go straight. It 
could have been any one of a million things, but I am sure that this was 
not the first time they were fighting like that.

Can’t we control our own egos long enough to take a deep breath 
and move on? Must we really assert ourselves so forcefully at every 
opportunity? Aren’t we able to step – even for a moment – into the 
other’s shoes?
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We have been given a finite amount of vital energy in our bodies, a finite 
number of hours each day, and a finite number of days in our lives. 
Why should we waste so much energy and time engaged in battles of 
the will? I heard a wonderful quote once that said, “There is no such 
thing as winning an argument with your wife.  If you have ‘won,’ 
then what exactly is it you’ve won? Only her anger, her pain, and her 
condemnation.”

We tend to work and assert ourselves in life for our own will, for that 
which we want to happen. However, instead of living and working for 
our own will, let us live and work for “well” – the well-being of others 
and the well-being of the planet.

In a marriage, one of the biggest keys to success is surrender.  To row 
a boat against the current takes you nowhere; you only expend your 
energy and get tired. If, however, you can swallow your pride and ego 
and turn that boat around, then the current will gently carry you.

Before we say “no,” before we make an issue out of something, let us 
stop and really ask ourselves, “Is it worth fighting over?  Is my way so 
much better than his way that it is worth our time and energy fighting?” 
If the answer is no, then just let it go. This does not make you a lesser 
person, or a weaker person. Rather, it is those who are truly great and 
strong who can sacrifice their own egos and yield to another’s wishes.

Just Try It

Just try it. One day, when you wake up in the morning, tell yourself that 
today you will not say “no” to your spouse, you will not argue about 
anything. Just see how the day goes. It will be magic.  Sure, you may end 
up eating something different for dinner than what you had planned, 
you may end up going somewhere other than where you wanted, you 
may end up in the passenger seat for the day. But, so what? What you 
will gain is peace in the home and peace in your hearts.

I know a wonderful wife who, by the grace of God, is bringing her 
husband beautifully along the path of piety and spirituality.  She does it 
with love and peace. She will not allow her own ego to stand in the way 
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of peace in the home. Whenever an argument starts, or whenever he 
begins to get even a little upset, she sweetly chants, “Om shantih, shantih, 
shantih” (“Om peace, peace, peace”) and squeezes his hand lovingly. She 
doesn’t need to make sure that first she has “convinced” him that he’s 
wrong, or that she has “explained” to him the error in his ways. She just 
chants, “Om shantih, shantih, shantih,” and changes the subject. This is 
the way to live.

The Importance of Brahmacharya

I already addressed the issue of when one spouse wants to move toward 
brahmacharya (celibacy and restraint) and the other doesn’t.  I emphasized 
that this stage cannot be forced upon one who resists it, and that one 
must move gently and lovingly.

However, it is important also to note that this really is the way that we 
are supposed to live out our years after child-bearing. In Indian culture, 
the child-bearing stage is called Grihastha Ashram stage of life. Then, 
after age fifty, we move into what is called the Vanprastha Ashram stage. 
In this stage one’s attention and energy should move from the world 
of the senses to the world of the soul.  These are the bonus years of 
life. Your worldly duties are fulfilled and each year is a bonus to take 
you further on the path towards God-realization. People begin to work 
less and eventually retire.  They may sell their large, expensive, time-
consuming home and move into an ashram, or just a smaller, simpler 
dwelling. Rather than continue to endlessly attend the stream of social 
engagements, they move toward simplicity, piety and contemplation on 
God. 

One important aspect of this stage is brahmacharya, or celibacy. It 
actually is an important aspect of the Grihastha stage as well, once one 
has had the desired number of children. In our bodies there is shakti, or 
vital energy. This energy comes from our food, from the sun, from our 
meditations, from having darshan of saints or of deities in a temple, from 
performing japa and seva, and from association with holy people. Even 
those who do no spiritual activities still have this energy from their food 
and sunlight. 
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This energy is crucial for our physical, mental and emotional well-being. 
It is the energy which runs all of the systems of our body – nervous, 
immune, circulatory, respiratory, reproductive, digestive, etc. It is the 
energy which allows our bodies to heal when we are injured; it is the 
energy which allows us to recover from illness; it is the energy which 
clarifies our thought process and makes our minds sharp and alive; it is 
the energy which propels us forth in our daily lives.

The more of this energy we conserve, the better our bodies and our minds 
function. There is a limited, finite amount. The less we waste, the more 
we will have left over. Excessive sex is the greatest preventable cause 
of loss of vital energy. When we “release” during sex, we do not only 
release tension, passion and excitement, we literally – both women and 
men – release a crucial, vital energy source from our bodies. I have heard 
some people say that sex makes them feel energized, but mainly this is 
just a mental delusion. Rather, after sex the body wants to sleep; it feels 
lazy and sluggish. Frequently we are hungry, because we immediately 
sense the need to replace that energy. 

You will notice that animals, who work purely on God-given instinct, 
will never have sex if they are ill or injured. Even we, if we are in tune 
with our inner nature, will instinctively refrain from sexual activity if our 
health is poor. This is not simply because we don’t feel “in the mood.” 
Rather, it is because our body is telling us that it needs that vital energy 
to heal itself. It is urging us not to recklessly discard the divine Shakti.

One of the greatest causes of illness and weakness amongst people of 
middle age is excessive loss of this vital energy. Saints, and others who 
have done a great deal of sadhana and have learned to see these things, 
can look at someone and immediately know whether they engage 
excessively in sexual activity. The eyes become sunken and dark circles 
form beneath them. The entire vibrational energy of the person appears 
faded, weak, dull and depleted.

Everyone comments on the shine in the eyes and faces of holy people. 
Part of this is divine connection, of course. Part of it comes from living 
a life dedicated only to God, away from the mundane troubles of day to 
day life. Yet, another part, a very large part of this glow comes from the 
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preservation of the vital energy. Just try it. Abstain for awhile and you 
will see the difference in your energy level.

Additionally, loss of vital energy is another leading cause of disharmony 
in the marriage. The reason is that the vital energy stabilizes and 
balances our nervous system; it allows us to stay calm and focused. 
It serves, literally, as a lubricant for our nerves.  When couples waste 
this energy, their nervous systems become raw and depleted. They lose 
their tempers quickly and are unable to think clearly and calmly. Then 
it becomes a vicious cycle: they begin to quarrel over something little 
due to the inability to keep a calm head. Then the fight escalates and 
escalates. Eventually the anger climaxes in some way and begins to 
dissipate. Then, in order to “make up” and to feel “connected” again, 
they have sex.  This only compounds the problem. Couples who can 
conserve this energy will find that they fight significantly less, and that 
they are more tolerant, calm and patient. Therefore, there will be less of 
a need to “make up.”

However, some people may find it difficult in the beginning to refrain 
from engaging in sexual activity and releasing the sexual energy. There 
are two important aspects in overcoming this. The  first is simple practice 
and will power. We release our sexual energy as though it were a habit: 
the feeling arises and so we engage in sexual activity to release it. We act 
as though there were no other choice. Yet, there is another choice. That 
choice is to refrain, and it is a choice that is a lot less difficult to make 
than many people think.

The second aspect has to do with which part of our beings we operate 
from. If we are mostly in contact with our physical and emotional selves 
– our needs, desires, sensations – then it is more difficult to overcome 
the call of desire. However, there is more to us than just our bodies, our 
senses, and our emotions. We are, in essence, spiritual beings, divine 
beings. Most of us have simply, and unfortunately, lost touch with this 
reality. Our bodies and our hearts pull us and push us so forcefully 
every waking moment that we forget our true, spiritual, divine nature.

By shifting your focus off of the physical and onto the spiritual you will 
find it much easier to transcend the desires of the flesh.  People pay so 
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much attention to caring for their physical needs – ensuring they get 
enough sleep, proper nutrition, comfortable clothing, soft pillows and 
blankets, medicine when they are ill.  Yet, most people tend to neglect 
their spiritual needs – silence, prayer, meditation, daily connection with 
God, a mentor or guru. 

As you make the decision to enter a time of brahmacharya/celibacy, do so 
with the awareness that you are not depriving yourselves of some basic 
necessity, but rather that you are giving yourself a great gift, the gift of a 
shift from the state of physical beings to spiritual beings.

Removing a desire, or the habit of desire, is like removing a rotting 
tooth. As the tooth (or desire) stays within us, it festers more and more 
each day, becoming more and more of an “infection.” The one small, 
rotting tooth slowly begins to affect the entire mouth.  The gums swell, 
the jaw becomes sore, and the bacteria move to other teeth as well. The 
longer you leave it in, the more it hurts to pull out. Yes, of course, when 
you pull it out it bleeds, it is painful, it is slightly sore afterwards. But, 
quickly the wound heals and the mouth recovers. The speed and ease of 
recovery depends upon how quickly the tooth is removed; the longer it 
is left in the mouth the more damage it will create.

Similarly, one small desire, left unchecked, will simply become stronger 
and stronger and harder to remove. “Satisfying” it is never the answer, 
for people are never satisfied. Just look at the popularity of the drug 
Viagra: men who have had active, “satisfying” lives are so distressed 
by their inability to continue to perform sexually at the age of sixty 
or seventy or eighty that they are willing to swallow pills in order to 
continue releasing their sexual energy! Fifty or sixty years of sexual 
activity has not been enough to satisfy the desire! Thus, one cannot make 
the mistake of assuming that just “one more time” or “one more year” 
will lead to satiation. Rather, you must accept that the desire can never 
be fulfilled and make a conscious decision to shift the focus of your lives 
from the physical to the spiritual.
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Marriage is always a sensitive issue in any culture. Within Indian 
culture, especially the culture of Indians living abroad, the issue is 
especially laden with potential conflict. The parents usually had an 
arranged marriage and therefore expect to arrange the marriage of their 
children. However, the children frequently can’t comprehend the idea 
of marrying someone they don’t love, let alone someone they don’t even 
know.

Traditional Indian Roles in Today’s Western Society

The West is a culture of individuality, of self-assertion, of equal rights 
and opportunities for men and women. It is a world of two-income 
households, a world of women postponing family life in favor of their 
career, and a world of day care for children.  In traditional India (and still 
in much of India today) the roles in the household are fixed and constant: 
the man works outside the home to bring in money. The woman takes 
care of the home and the children. The man’s duty ends when he walks 
in the door from work. The woman’s duty never ends. The man views 
his wife as his Goddess; he takes food from her hand as prasad.

Therefore, we now have a whole generation of girls and boys who 
have been raised to see traditional India in the home and yet who see 
Western culture wherever they look. At home their mother cooks, cleans 
and does all the housework. At school their friends and their classes 
are teaching non-discrimination, new social roles, feminism, etc. At 
home, their parents are trying to convince them that elders know best 
in terms of lifelong marriage partners and that arranged marriages are 
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the best route to a long, happy married life. Outside, their friends are 
talking about “falling in love”; the television shows and movies glorify 
“following your heart.”

It is no wonder they are confused.

From the Girl’s Side

Let’s look at the issue first from the girl’s perspective: she sees her mom 
working hard at home. Mom is the first to get up in the morning and the 
last to sleep at night. She cooks, cleans, does all the household jobs, takes 
care of the children, and still is always bright and smiling. The girl sees 
her father refer to it as seva when he carries his own dishes into the sink. 
Yet, as Indians are typically cultured not to be publicly demonstrative of 
their feelings, the girl doesn’t see the way her father adores her mother. 
She doesn’t hear the words of love offered. She doesn’t know that he 
cannot wait to rush home to her mother’s shining face each day.

Then, this girl grows up, goes to school, graduates, and is studying for 
her master’s or her doctorate. Her parents want to arrange a marriage 
between her and another Indian boy. This girl cringes at the idea that 
she will end up in the kitchen for her whole life. She has grown up side-
by-side other girls who will go on to be presidents of companies, who 
will become doctors. She cannot bear the idea of trading in her career 
opportunities to be a “housewife.” But, on the other hand, she knows 
that if she does pursue her career goals, she will still be held responsible 
for all the household duties if she marries an Indian. She knows that 
even if she works eight hours a day, it will still be seen as her duty to 
have a full hot supper on the table, the kids bathed and dressed, and the 
house clean. She feels stuck. She knows that if she marries a Western 
man, a “liberal” man whom she’s met at university, he will not expect 
her to do all the household chores.  She knows that he will not consider it 
“negligence” on her part if they go out for dinner, or if they eat left-overs, 
or if dinner is only one dish. So, she is justifiably torn and confused.

From the Boy’s Side

Now, from the boy’s perspective: he grows up watching his mother 
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care for his father with great love and devotion. He grows up in a home 
with a hot meal always waiting. He grows up in a home where his mom 
sacrifices everything for his father and for the kids. Now, if he’s going 
to marry an Indian girl raised in the West, she has different ideas. She 
doesn’t want to be his “servant.” She doesn’t understand why he can’t 
cook dinner sometimes. There are times in which she must be out for 
a business meeting and he is in charge of looking after the kids.  He 
feels frustrated. Why can’t his wife be more like his mother?  Then, the 
dissatisfaction begins. Frequently, these boys decide that they want a 
girl brought over from India for them to marry.  However, that should 
not be the only solution. They should not have only one choice. We must 
work to ensure that these Indian boys and Indian girls, raised in the 
West, can be compatible together as husband and wife.

The Benefits of Tradition

So, what is the solution?

Arranged marriages are a gem. Statistics show that at least 50% of love 
marriages around the world end in divorce. If you can fall “in” love, 
then there is a good chance you will fall “out” of love.  These emotion-
based marriages don’t take into consideration so many crucial factors of 
making life together smooth.

Additionally, it is vitally important that (as much as possible) Indians 
marry Indians. This is not due to any concept of exclusivity or superiority. 
But, rather, it has been shown, time and time again, that when people 
marry within their culture, the marriages are smoother, more peaceful 
and more resilient. 

Further, as our culture emigrates more and more, especially toward 
the West, it is crucial that the rich, ancient heritage of Bharat Mata not 
become diluted. The best way to ensure this is to encourage marriage 
within the culture.

Yet, how then to solve the problem of the Indian boy and girl – raised in 
traditional Indian homes but living amongst Western peers and Western 
influences – the girl who wants to marry a Western boy, and the boy 
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who wants a girl to be like his mom?

The Solution Begins in the Home – Set An Example

This problem can be solved in the home. But, it must begin early. 
Husbands and wives (the parents) must realize that although they are 
living according to roles taught and espoused by their own parents, 
these are not the roles that their children are seeing each day, nor are 
they the roles endorsed by Western culture.  So, the parents must find 
a balance between, on the one hand, remaining true to their roots and 
their customs, but at the same time providing their children with role 
models that will make them more compatible with other Indians and 
more likely to allow for an arranged marriage.

First of all, the fathers must provide their children with the example of a 
husband who does help around the house. The sons will learn that, they 
too, must help, and the daughters will learn that they will not be expected 
to do everything. I know one beautiful, divine family in America. They 
are completely traditionally Indian in all the important ways: there is a 
holy, beautiful mandir in their home, they speak Gujarati in the house, 
they both teach at the local Sunday School, the wife wears sarees and 
cooks Indian food. However, they have found a perfect balance. Both 
are doctors, and her job is given as much priority as his. Yes, she cooks, 
but with his help. One day, when I was staying at their home, I came 
downstairs to find the husband alone in the kitchen, standing over a 
sink full of spinach leaves. “What are you doing?” I asked. “Giving the 
spinach a bath,” he replied. 

As soon as dinner is over, the husband is up beside the wife, clearing the 
table and washing the dishes. He does not sit down until the kitchen is 
spotless. They work together, side by side. I have seen him come home 
from work before she has come home.  The first thing he does is unload 
the dishwasher so it is empty, clean and ready for the dinner dishes.

There is no complaining, no sulking, no resentment on either part. He 
loves her dearly and wants to help her with her work. She loves him 
dearly and wants to make everything wonderful for him. So, joyfully, 
they live side by side.
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Their son is going to be the perfect husband. He is traditionally Indian in 
many ways: fluent in Gujarati although born and raised in the USA, in 
medical school at the moment, an active member of the Hindu Students’ 
Council at every school he’s ever attended.  He knows all about the 
Western world and yet cries when bhajans are played. And, he will be 
ready to “give the spinach a bath” or to jump up beside his wife and 
clean up from dinner.

Any Indian girl, whether she has never seen the outside of her town in 
India, or whether she is completing her residency in surgical medicine 
at Harvard, would be thrilled to marry him.  And, this is not due only to 
the grace of God; it is due to the example set in his home.

This is the task of today’s parents: to set an example whereby your girls 
do not grow up afraid to become like their moms, and where your boys 
do not grow up expecting their Western-born and educated wives to act 
like their Indian-born and raised mothers or grandmothers.

Display of Affection

Another essential ingredient is the expression of love. Today’s media 
culture is plastered with images of physical affection. “Falling in love” 
is heralded as the greatest joy in life. Yet, Indian culture at its roots is 
a non-demonstrative culture. It is a culture of Namaskar, rather than 
embraces. It is a culture in which the women touch their husbands’ feet 
to say good-bye rather than have a farewell hug and kiss. This, to me, 
is beautiful. Yet, it is unfortunately understood in the Western world as 
being indicative of two people who are not really in love. I have heard so 
many children say to me, “My parents don’t really love each other. You 
never see them touch each other or hug or smile or anything.” We might 
laugh, because we know that, of course, the parents love each other; they 
just have been cultured not to express it in public.

For the sake of our children growing up in the West, it might be a good 
idea for parents to at least make it clear to their children that they are in 
love and that they are happy together, lest the children grow up thinking 
that true love cannot be found in an arranged marriage, and is only to be 
discovered in forbidden realms.
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You have all taken on a great challenge by raising your Indian children 
in the West. You have left the familiarity and comfort of your families 
in India (or your parents did, if they came first) in order to give your 
children a better educational and professional opportunity. This is a 
wonderful gift you have given them. This choice took courage and faith 
on your part. To start again, fresh in an unfamiliar land is not easy.

Now your children are growing and thriving in the Western world.  They 
are the top of their class. However, you are concerned, and rightly so, 
about the influence of Western culture upon their lives.  The West has a 
great deal to offer our children – a wonderful spirit of volunteerism and 
community service, a commitment to excellence and high standards, 
and an emphasis on promptness and punctuality. However, there are 
also several aspects which can be seen as detrimental to the moral and 
spiritual growth of a child, including the widespread use of drugs and 
alcohol, the laissez-faire attitude toward pre-marital sex, and the culture 
of rebellion which tends to run rampant amongst teenagers here.

Therefore, it is crucial that we find a balance for our children between 
letting them absorb all of the benefits of life in the West yet trying our best 
to inoculate them against decadence, indulgence and rebellion. This is 
not an easy task. In fact, it is one of the greatest challenges facing Indians 
living abroad. However, if we can meet this challenge, if we can succeed 
in the task, then we will have accomplished something truly great and of 
immeasurable benefit for our children and all future generations.

There is another benefit, as well, to helping our children maintain their 
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Indian culture and values while living in the West: these traditions, 
insights and ethical standards will be of great benefit to all the world. If 
our children can embrace their culture proudly and disseminate some of 
the wisdom and practices to their peers, then slowly, with the grace of 
God, we may be able to affect a great, positive change on the youth of the 
West – both youth of Indian origin and those of Western origin.
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Significance of
Common Rituals
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Aarti

Aarti is a beautiful ceremony in which deepas (oil lamps) are offered to 
God. Aarti can be done to a deity in the temple, it can be done on the 
banks of the Ganges to Mother Ganga, or it can be done to a saint. It is 
performed to God, in any manifestation, in any form, and by any name.

The essence of the aarti ceremony is that all day long God offers us light 
– the light of the sun, the light of life, the light of His (Her) blessings. 
Aarti is a time when we say “Thank you,” and we offer back the light of 
our thanks, the light of our love and the light of our devotion.

We realize that the small deepa is nothing compared to the divine light 
which shines on us all day. So, aarti is a ceremony of humility, a time in 
which we acknowledge that “God, you are everything. I am nothing. All 
day you shine upon the world.  All I can offer you is this small deepa, a 
flame which will be blown out by the passing wind. But, I offer it with 
devotion and with love. Please accept my offering. Please accept my 
life.”
 
One of the meanings of Aarti literally is “remover of pain.” This is 
beautiful, because there is nothing inherent in the name of the ceremony 
that says which form or name of God it should be performed to. It should 
be performed to the Divine Remover of Pain in our life.



SIGNIFICANCE OF COMMON RITUALS • 125

Yagna

The meanings of yagna are vast and varied, enough to fill a book by 
themselves.  Yagna can refer literally to the havan/fire ceremony, where 
we sit around a fire, placing offerings into the flames. It can also be used 
to mean seva or sacrifice. The most common usage, though, is the yagna 
ceremony which involves a large fire. This is one of the most common 
rituals in Indian culture. It is used on most important occasions, ranging 
from weddings to the opening of new businesses to graduations to 
prayers for someone’s health. 

Yagna is in essence a purifying ritual. Fire purifies everything that comes 
into contact with it. As we perform yagna, we pray that we, too, may be 
made pure. But who is the Divine Purifier, the True Purifier, the Fire of all 
fires? God. So, these offerings are not being made simply to a fire, rather 
they are being made to the Real Fire, the Almighty. As we place the ahuti 
(offerings) into the flames, we symbolically offer all our “impurities” – 
our anger, our greed, our jealousy, our grudges, our pains, our obstacles 
– and we pray to God to make us as pure as the ghee we are pouring into 
the flames. We pray that our every thought, every word and every action 
may be pure and divine. 

We sit around the yagna to remind us to keep God and purity in the 
center of our lives. Too often, we want to be the center of everything; we 
want to be the most important; we want offerings to be made to us. That 
is the root of our unhappiness. So, in a yagna, we sit around the fire and 
place our offerings inward.  This reminds us that in life we should be 
on the outside, with God in the center, and we should offer in our every 
breath, every thought, every action at His holy feet, praying for Him to 
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purify us.

In yagna, if you listen to the shlokas, you will hear that they each end 
with “idam namamah.” This means, “Not for me, but for You.”  It means 
that whatever I do, whatever I have, whatever I give, it is not for me, but, 
God, it is for You. This is the root of yagna, the root of Hinduism and the 
root of happiness in life.

Lastly, just as the flames of a fire only rise higher and higher, so we 
pray that God may carry our lives only upward, closer and closer to His 
divine abode.
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preservation of the River Ganga and Her tributaries in their free-



GRACE IN THE HOME • 130

flowing and pristine state. GAP work includes everything ranging 
from solid waste management to wastewater management as well 
as awareness and educational outreach to make this vision of a 
clean and free-flowing River Ganga and Her tributaries a reality 
for all. (www.gangaaction.org; www.facebook.com/gangaaction)

2. Divine Shakti Foundation (DSF), which is dedicated to the 
holistic well being of women, their children, and orphaned/
abandoned children, and to all of Mother Nature. DSF runs and 
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victims of the 2004 Asian Tsunami, 2013 floods in Uttarakhand India 
and 2015 earthquake in Nepal (www.interfaithhumanitarian.org)

4. International Yoga Festival at Parmarth Niketan (Rishikesh) held 
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than 2000 participants from over 100 countries from all over the 
globe and each year the festival draws countless NRI’s back to 
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of innumerable temples and Indian cultural centres all across the 
world.
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Key to the City of Louisville, KY, International Interfaith Harmony 
Award by WorldWide Sikh Dharma Association, International Peace 
Award, and many more.

However, Pujya Swamiji seems unaffected by this incredible list of 
accomplishments and remains a pious child of God, owning nothing, 
draped in saffron robes, living a life of true renunciation. His days in 
Rishikesh are spent offering service to those around him. Thousands 
travel from across the globe simply to sit in his presence, to receive 
his “darshan.” He travels the world, bringing the light of wisdom, 
inspiration, upliftment and the divine touch to thousands across the 
world.

www.PujyaSwamiji.org 
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Parmarth Niketan Ashram
Rishikesh (Himalayas), India

H.H. Swami Chidanand Saraswatiji is the President of Parmarth Niketan 
Ashram in Rishikesh, India, a true, spiritual haven, lying on the holy 
banks of Mother Ganga, in the lap of the lush Himalayas.

Parmarth Niketan is the largest ashram in Rishikesh. Parmarth Niketan 
provides its thousands of pilgrims – who come from all corners of the 
Earth – with a clean, pure and sacred atmosphere as well as abundant, 
beautiful gardens.  With over 1,000 rooms, the facilities are a perfect blend 
of modern amenities and traditional, spiritual simplicity. 

The daily activities at Parmarth Niketan include morning universal 
prayers, daily yoga and meditation classes, daily satsang and lecture 
programs, kirtan, as well as full Nature Cure, and Ayurvedic treatment 
available on the premises.

The world-renowned Ganga Aarti held every night at Parmarth Niketan,  
Rishikesh draws people of all faiths from across the world to enjoy a 
serene sunset ceremony of song, inspiration and lights. 
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Additionally, there are frequently special cultural and spiritual programs 
given by visiting revered saints, acclaimed musicians, spiritual and social 
leaders and others. 

Further, there are frequent camps in which pilgrims come from across 
the world to partake in intensive courses on yoga, meditation, pranayama, 
stress management, acupressure, Reiki and other ancient Indian sciences. 
Parmarth Niketan hosts the annual International Yoga Festival from the 
1st-7th of March every year. (www.InternationalYogaFestival.org)

Parmarth Niketan’s charitable activities and services make no distinctions 
on the basis of caste, color, gender, creed or nationality.  Instead they em-
phasize unity, harmony, peace, global integrity, health, and the holistic 
connection between the body, mind and spirit. 

True to its name, Parmarth Niketan is dedicated to the welfare of all. 
Everything is open and free to all.

www.Parmarth.org 
                     /ParmarthNiketan
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International Yoga Festival

Parmarth Niketan’s world-famous International Yoga Festival is a beautiful 
time of seeing the world come together in the name of yoga, or union, on 
the holy banks of Mother Ganga. 

In 2018, over 2000 people from 100 countries came to learn asana, pranayama, 
kriyas and meditation from over 80 presenters from 20 different nations. 

Each year, International Yoga Festival provides participants with darshan, 
satsang and inspiring discourses by revered saints and yogis, who fill the 
atmosphere with bhakti yoga (devotion) and gyan yoga (wisdom). 
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To learn more about International Yoga Festival,  
please visit www.InternationalYogaFestival.org.
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Global Interfaith  
WASH Alliance

Since the dawn of history, faith has provided a foundation from which 
social norms develop. It is to faith leaders that billions are drawn to in 
times of joy and sorrow, as well as in the search for inner meaning. As 
teachers to the masses, the words of faith leaders motivate, persuade and 
enable. Through their speech and actions, they can bring about change 
in ways that others, quite simply, cannot.

An estimated 5 billion people across the world are members of religious 
communities, underscoring the crucial role religious leaders can play in 
addressing seemingly intractable problems – such as access to safe water 
and sanitation.

The Global Interfaith WASH Alliance (WASH) is the world’s first initiative 
that is engaging the planet’s many faiths as allies in efforts to create a world 
where every human being has access to safe drinking water, improved 
sanitation and proper hygiene.

Launched at UNICEF World Headquarters in New York during the United 
Nations General Assembly Meetings, under sponsorship of USAID and 
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the Government of the Netherlands, GIWA was Co-Founded by interfaith 
leader, Pujya Swami Chidanand Saraswatiji, the Founder of Ganga 
Action Parivar, Divine Shakti Foundation and India Heritage Research 
Foundation, and President of Parmarth Niketan, Rishikesh. 

GIWA’s many programs include:

The Swachhta Kranti : 
GIWA feels that nothing 
short of a behaviour change 
revolution is required in 
order to ensure healthy, 
sustainable WASH for nearly 
half of India’s population. 
Our compelling faith-based 
Swachhta Kranti  (Clean 
Revolution) campaign has 
been designed to do just that. 
Through the inspirational 
words of beloved faith 
leaders, populations that 
had never dreamed of 
building and using toilets 
a r e  b e i n g  m o t i va t e d 
to  embrace  improved 
sanitation and more. As 
they do so, they join GIWA 
in expanding the Swachhta 
Kranti campaign amongst 
their friends, neighbours and others through their own endeavours and 
by participating in GIWA’s grand processions, mass pledges, Sanitation 
& Hygiene Rallies and more. 

World Toilet College: GIWA’s World Toilet College offers classroom and 
outreach trainings that cover the entire range of sanitation topics. So far, 
our World Toilet College provided more than 3000 people with knowledge 
and skills to directly address India’s most pressing sanitation needs.  
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Courses offered 
inc luded Toi le t 
Building, Sanitation 
A m b a s s a d o r 
T r a i n i n g 
P r o g r a m m e , 
Hygiene in Schools, 
Student Led Total 
Sanitation, Healthy 
Homes and Families, Professional Toilet Cleaning, and various capacity 
building programmes on WASH for key stakeholders such as SHG 
members, grassroots-level volunteers and natural leaders of communities.

WASH on Wheels and Swachh Bharat Yatras:  Dedicated social workers, 
volunteers and performers 
are providing outreach in 
festivals, events, streets, 
slums and villages through 
GIWA’s unique WASH on 
Wheels programme and 
Swachh Bharat Yatras. 
WASH on Wheels is an 
inspired mobile educational 
platform which features videos of foremost 
faith leaders promoting the use of toilets, 
as well as street theatre, puppet shows, 
sanitation walks and more. With two 
trucks in constant use, a full-fledged 
outreach team motivates people of all ages 
through interactive activities geared towards 
promoting lasting change. 

WaterSchool: Providing classes within 
two schools a day, 6 days a week, GIWA’s 
WaterSchool programme trains and motivates teachers and students to learn 
the principles of sustainable water, sanitation and hygiene for becoming 
social change agents. WaterSchool also offers teacher’s workshops, 
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large-scale student programmes, 
and the provision of WASH 
needs including toilets, hand-
washing stations, clean water 
and more. So far, thousands of 
teachers and students have been 
sensitized through our classroom 
programmes, workshops and 
practical demonstrations. 

Women for WASH: GIWA’s 
Women for WASH Initiative is 
enabling women from villages 
and slums to become WASH 
entrepreneurs. Together, they 
are assembling to wage their 
own local Revolution against 
pollution, hardship and disease 
by helping to ensure their 
neighbours embrace, and  have 

access to toilets, clean water, and more. 

To enable disadvantaged women to become WASH entrepreneurs, 
GIWA officially launched special toilet 
building classes under its Women for 
WASH Initiative. This was accompanied 
by other capacity building trainings to 
enable these women to become more 
involved in making their communities 
Open Defecation Free.

www.WashAlliance.org 
     /WashAlliance 
     /Wash_Alliance
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Encyclopedia of Hinduism

Pujya Swami Chidanand Saraswatiji 
conceived of the idea for an Encyclopedia 
of Hinduism in 1987 when He was in 
Pittsburgh, USA, after establishing the 
Hindu-Jain Temple there. In order to 
bring the vision to fruition, He founded 
and chaired the India Heritage Research 
Foundation (IHRF). Over the next 
25 years, IHRF, with more than 1000 
scholars from around the world, led by 

Dr. K.L. Seshagiri Rao, Late Dr. Pandit Vidya Niwas Mishra and Dr. Kapil 
Kapoor, compiled the first Encyclopedia of Hinduism in history.

Eleven gorgeous volumes, approximately 7000 entries and thousands of 
illustrations, comprise the recently-completed and launched encyclopedia.
The Encyclopedia marks the first time that the urgent need was met for an 
authentic, objective and insightful well of information, capturing both the 
staples and the spices of Indian tradition and culture. It is a significant 
landmark, encompassing the entire spectrum of the land called Bharat.
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The Encyclopedia was previewed and blessed in India by HH the Dalai 
Lama and many revered saints during the Maha Kumbh Mela in Haridwar 
in 2010. The academic launch of the international edition, published 
by Mandala Earth Publications of California, USA, was hosted by the 
University of South Carolina, Columbia, USA in the summer of 2013 in 
the presence of the Governor of South Carolina, Nikki Haley, and many 
other dignitaries and internationally-esteemed scholars. The first set in 
India was presented to the Hon’ble President of India in a grand function 
in June 2014 in the presence of revered faith leaders, national leaders, 
social leaders and celebrities.

The Encyclopedia was presented to the Hon’ble President of India HE 
Pranab Mukherjee at a glorious function in June 2014 by revered interfaith 
religious leaders, distinguished cabinet ministers, and dignitaries.

In October 2014, the Encyclopedia was officially launched in India by 
the hands of the Hon’ble Vice President of India Dr. Hamid Ansari & 
Mananiya Dr. Mohan Bhagwat with renowned religious leaders and 
dignitaries. On the 27 October 2014, the Encyclopedia was launched in 
London by the Hon’ble Prime Minister of England Mr. David Cameron.

For more information, visit www.theencyclopediaofhinduism.com.
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“Do Divine! Be Divine! It is not enough to just BE divine,  
one must also DO divine!”

“We must all spread the message that women and girls  
are divine and worthy of worship.”

- Pujya Swami Chidanand Saraswatiji, founder of  
Divine Shakti Foundation

The Divine Shakti Foundation is dedicated to the holistic well being of 
women, their children, and orphaned/abandoned children, and to all of 
Mother Nature and Mother Earth. Our programs include free schools 
for children, women’s vocational training programs, women’s empow-
erment programs and international events bringing women (and men) 
together to discover and nurture their oneness with the Divine Femi-
nine.

Schools, vocational training and empowerment programs: poverty, il-
literacy and lack of training are tragically common in India. With in-

Divine Shakti Foundation
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creasing population, basic education and marketable skills have become 
absolute necessities in order to subsist in even the smallest communities. 
Hence, those who lack this education and training go to sleep hungry 
each night. DSF is dedicated to providing them with the best chance 
possible to live a life free from destitution. The Divine Shakti Founda-
tion’s programs encompass children’s schools for both girls and boys as 
well as computer centers where they learn practice and theory, as well as 
specialized vocational training and empowerment centers for girls and 
young women.
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Animal Seva
Recognizing that the Divine does not just lie within our temples and our 
other holy places, but also in the Creation itself, Divine Shakti Founda-
tion dedicated is to providing care and shelter to all of Mother Nature.

Cow Care: Plans are on to build gaushalas to provide proper veterinary 
care, shelter and food to the stray cows who currently roam the streets 
of India.
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Street Dogs: Divine Shakti Founda-
tion teamed with Karma Animal Trust 
of Siberia to bring healthcare to the 
street dogs of Rishikesh.  For several 
months of the year, veterianarians and 
technicians offered their time, talent 
and technical expertise to sterilize pri-
marily male dogs, vaccinate and treat 
street dogs and cats.  As most street 
puppies and kittens die from signifi-
cant diseases, motorbike accidents or 
hunger, it is very important to control 
the population so that they are healthy 
and happy.

www.DivineShaktiFoundation.org 
   /DivineShaktiFoundation



GRACE IN THE HOME • 146

Ganga Action Parivar

The holy, life-giving Ganga is one of the most at-risk rivers in the world. 
Every day, it is polluted by some three billion liters of sewage and 
chemical waste, threatening the health and lives of millions. Its ecology, 
containing some of the world’s rarest plants and wildlife, is under similar 
threat.

On April 4th, 2010 by the 
hands of H.H. the Dalai 
Lama, H.H. Pujya Swami 
Chidanand Saraswati , 
former Deputy Prime 
Minister Hon’ble Shri 
L.K. Advani, former Chief 
Minister of Uttarakhand 
Shri Ramesh Pokhriyal Nishank, former Chief Minister of Uttarakhand 
Major General B.C. Khanduri and many revered saints and dignitaries, 
Ganga Action Parivar was officially launched at Parmarth Niketan 
Ashram in Rishikesh at a special “Sparsh Ganga” (“Divine Touch of 
Ganga”) function, an event to raise awareness about the need for collective 
and holistic, solution-based action to address the crucial issues facing 
the holy river. Since then, hundreds of supporters and family members 
have been mobilized, coming together to find solutions to the problems 
facing Ganga and Her tributaries.

Activities of Ganga Action Parivar range from working with top 
government leaders and institutions to create and implement sustainable, 
environmentally-friendly solutions for the various, complex problems 
facing Ganga, to working at the grassroots levels. 
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GAP’s 6T’s Program

When Pujya Swamiji, Founder of Ganga Action Parivar, completed 60 
years of life, everyone wanted to give Him birthday presents. He however 
declared that there is nothing He wants, nothing He needs, but only the 
gift of people committing themselves to the “6Ts” program, which signifies 
six-ty years of life.

Ganga Action Parivar’s Six Ts program provides a foundation for a cleaner, 
greener, more sustainable Ganga River Basin.  Through its comprehensive, 
interlinked initiatives, the people, animals and ecology of the watershed 
are enabled to not only survive, but thrive.

In so doing, GAP has identified six categories of outreach that are designed 
to complement each other: Toilets, Trash, Trees, Taps, Tracks and Tigers.

Toilets

Over 500 million people live near the Ganga River and its tributaries. 
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Many have no access to sanitary facilities. Populations are forced to use 
the Ganga as a toilet out of necessity, fouling its waters and potentially 
spreading disease.  Our work includes both provision of toilets as well 
as wide scale awareness raising campaigns.

Trees

Trees are crucial to life. Yet, to meet 
the needs of rapidly-expanding 
populations, far too many trees have 
been cut down, robbing the Ganga 
River Basin of its key benefactor. GAP 
is planting and maintaining thousands 
of trees as a direct response.

Tigers

Under the Six T’s program, “Tigers” represents all endangered animals 
inhabiting the Ganga River Basin. Working side-by-side with conservation 
groups, GAP provides education and awareness programs, enabling 
populations and visitors to become protectors of their own environments, 
enabling nature’s creatures to flourish as they should.

Taps

Access to clean and safe drinking water is a basic human right. Yet, every 
year in India alone, 400,000 children die, and many more are sickened, 
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by water-borne diseases such as typhoid, dysentery and cholera. Adding 
to the problem are contaminated and shrinking ground water tables 
alongside untamed pollution in the Ganga. GAP works to provide taps 
to the rural poor, as well as water filtration systems, while also teaching 
skills in proper water use management.

Trash

In the Ganga River Basin, trash 
is often disposed of directly into 
or near the river, endangering 
wildlife, plants, and populations, 
while also spoiling the appearance 
of what should be pristine waters. 
GAP works with local populations, 
municipalities, and administrators 
to ensure proper trash disposal, 
including rubbish bins and 

recycling. Additionally,  GAP provides mass 
awareness campaigns, aimed at motivating 
populations and visitors as to how to 
properly dispose of their waste before it 
reaches the Ganga. 

Tracks

The Indian train network is one of the most 
impressive in the world and also one of the 

dirtiest. GAP is providing the Ministry of Railways with concepts and 
ideas for new  initiatives for cleaning and greening the land alongside 
the rail tracks. GAP also helps to advise regarding the improvement of 
sanitary facilities within India’s trains and train stations.

www.GangaAction.org 
            /GangaAction
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Mount Kailash/Mansarovar 
Tibet Ashrams

Under the guidance, inspiration and vision of Pujya Swami Chidanand 
Saraswatiji, IHRF has built three ashrams and a medical clinic in the holy 
land of Lake Mansarovar and Mt. Kailash in Tibet.

Prior to this project, there were no indoor lodging facilities nor medical 
facilities for hundreds of kilometers. People frequently suffered from 
basic, treatable ailments due to lack of medical attention. Therefore, 
after undertaking a yatra to the sacred land in 1998, Pujya Swamiji took 
a vow that – by the grace of God – He would do something for the local 
people (who didn’t even have running water) and for all the pilgrims 
who travel there.

In July 2003, we inaugurated the 
Parmarth Kailash-Mansarovar 
Ashram on the banks of Lake 
Mansarovar, the first ashram 
ever in this holy land. There are 
20 rooms with 5-8 beds each. 
Additionally there are two large 
halls for katha, meditation and 
satsang, which can also serve as 
additional dormitories. In 2004, 
a team of nearly 40 doctors and 
medical assistants traveled from 
USA in the first free medical camp 
in Mansarovar and Mt. Kailash.
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There are now three Parmarth 
Kailash-Mansarovar ashrams, 
o n  t h e  b a n k s  o f  L a k e 
Mansarovar, in Paryang, Tibet 
and in Dirapuk at a height 
of nearly 17,000 feet, on the 
sacred Mt. Kailash parikrama 
route. Dirapuk is the place 
where all yatris who are 
undertaking the parikrama 
spend their first night, 20 km 

beyond the starting point. It is the location from which the darshan of 
Kailash is the closest, clearest and most spectacular. The ashram is double-
storied with nearly 50 rooms, as well as a hall and dining facilities. All 
rooms face Mt. Kailash.

In September 2009, Pujya Swamiji officially inaugurated the Dirapuk 
ashram, with over 150 yatris from around the world, as well as local 
Buddhist monks and dignitaries & officials of the Tibet Autonomous 
Region. The ashram is already a great boon for the town, as we hired 
local people for the construction and trained them in masonry, carpentry 
and painting. The ashram is run and maintained by local Tibetans, and 
proceeds from the ashram go back into the community for education, 
health care and other projects.

Previously, in 2006, we inaugurated the Parmarth Mansarovar Ashram in 
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Paryang, Tibet, the place where all yatris stay the night before reaching 
Lake Mansarovar. The ashram has more than 20 rooms -- singles, doubles 
& triples, and also two large halls for satsang, meditation or for use as 
dormitories.
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Interfaith Humanitarian 
Network

Founded under the vision and leadership of HH Pujya Swami Chidanand 
Saraswatiji, the Interfaith Humanitarian Network is a Trust to reduce the 
impact of natural disaster, build bridges to prevent conflicts, and respond 
in times of crisis.

IHN’s work began as Project Hope, a project of the India Heritage Research 
Foundation, which was founded by Pujya Swamiji in 2004. Later, Project 
Hope combined forces with the Global Interfaith WASH Alliance, giving 
rise to the Interfaith Humanitarian Network.

In light of the growing threat of disaster, the mission of IHN is turning 
to prevention-based capacity development, advocacy, and community 
building, so that local communities may be better enabled to prevent 
crises.  When unfortunate circumstances do occur, our teams may be found 
on the scene to provide immediate- and long-term relief interventions.

Major interventions have included:

The Mass Himalayan Flood Disaster in Uttarakhand, India 
(2013):

• Immediate Interventions: 
t h r o u g h  e v a c u a t i o n 
assistance via our convoys 
of 20 large buses at a time; 
mass distribution of relief 
supplies; multiple relief 
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camps within disaster zones and IDP transit points; the region’s 
only comprehensive, computer-based family reunification services; 
the provision of clean water; medical assistance for 60,000 people; 
facilitation of dignified final rights for thousands of the deceased; 
and continual fact-giving consultations with governmental officials.

• Medium-Term Interventions: included the provision of food and 
supplies to 50 villages for three months; mobile medical assistance; 
and policy consultations for the sustainable redevelopment of the 
region, including a large policy conference with the region’s foremost 
leaders and experts.

• Long-Term Interventions: included the rebuilding of schools 
and community facilities; the provision of vocational training 
and vocational centres for widows and disadvantaged women in 
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particular; installation of clean water systems and eco-friendly toilets 
within schools and pilgrimage centres; mass tree plantations to 
protect water resources while preventing soil erosion and landslides; 
regular medical camps and services, including for prosthetic limbs 
and physical rehabilitation; WASH training; policy consultations, 
and more.

The Nepal Earthquake (2015):

• Immediate Interventions: 
through medical teams, 
relief supply trucks, the 
provision of clean water, 
and other humanitarian 
measures.

• Long-Term Interventions: 
included direct rebuilding 
a s s i s t a n c e ;  W A S H 
c o n s u l t a t i o n s  a n d 
education; women’s and 
c h i l d r e n ’ s  v o c a t i o n a l 
training assistance; the provision of medical services; and the 
complete rebuilding of a temple.

Tsunami in South India (2004)

• Short and Medium-Term Interventions Included: the provision of 
direct humanitarian aid and medical assistance immediately after 
the crisis. 
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• Long-Term Interventions Included: construction of an orphanage, 
school, medical clinic, women’s vocational training centre, the 
complete construction of 100 homes, and the renovation of a 
residential centre for widows and disadvantaged women in Tamil 
Nadu.
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The Muzaffarnagar Riots (2013):

• Interventions Included: a targeted Interfaith Unity March and Peace 
Programme at the peak of the riots, in the heart of the riot area, with 
participants including foremost Muslim, Hindu and Jain leaders; as 
well as the provision of humanitarian assistance.

Other Major Relief Interventions Included: the Gujarat, India Earthquake 
(2001), the Orissa, India Super-Cyclone Disaster (1999), the Chamoli, India 
Earthquake (1999) and the Uttarakashi, India Earthquake Disaster (1991), 
and more.

To learn more about all of Interfaith Humanitarian Network’s projects,  
please visit www.interfaithhumanitariannetwork.org.
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Gurukuls & Orphanages

Simple shelters with food, beds and babysitters are not sufficient for 
the impoverished, orphaned and disadvantaged children of rural and 
mountainous India. All children need not only to be fed and sheltered -- 
they need to be educated and trained so they can be productive members 
of society. They need to be inculcated with values, ethics and spirituality 
which will make them torchbearers of Indian culture.

Our education initiative 
inc ludes  the  fo l lowing 
essential components: (1) 
a full, standard academic 
education, (2) training in the 
ancient Vedic knowledge and 
traditions, (3) a moral and 
value-based education which 
is crucially needed in modern 
society.

I n  t h e  “ D u s t  t o  D i a m o n d s ” 
program, our gurukuls/orphanages 
provide approximately 500 young, 
impoverished, disadvantaged boys 
with a basic academic education, as 
well as intensive Sanskrit and ancient 
Vedic texts. Their days are filled with 
yoga, meditation, Vedic chanting, 
reading of scriptures, mathematics, 
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seva and specia l 
programs designed 
to infuse their lives 
with essential values 
and ethics. They are 
not only getting a full 
academic education, 
but they are also 
being trained to be 

cultural ambassadors, carrying 
with them -- wherever they 
go -- the deep values and 
culture of honesty, integrity, 
purity, piety, dedication and 
selflessness.

Once a child comes to the 
orphanage/gurukul, a rapid, 
divine transformation takes 

place. Looks of hopelessness become looks of great optimism and hope. 
Lightless eyes become bright shining eyes.  Feelings of destitution and 
despair become feelings of pride, of faith and of enthusiasm.

The rishikumars travel on yatra to the Himalayas, perform yoga, yagna 
and prayers on the banks of Mother Ganga, study academics and 
computers as well as the scriptures, perform dramas based on Indian 
spiritual history and -- of course -- have time to run and play!
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Rural Development 
for green & Serene Lives

In different rural areas on the banks of Ganga and in the nearby hilly 
areas is our special Rural Development Program to enable eco-fiendly, 
self-sufficient lives.

The Rural Development Program’s components include:

• Solid waste management 

• Sewage control and sanitation programs through laying of sewage 
lines in the village and construction of toilets for the villagers, so that 
no pollution goes into Ganga.

• Tree plantation program
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• Construction of a proper road 
in the village

• Organic gardening program. 
We have brought in trained 
organic farmers and scientists 
to teach the local farmers 
alternative,  chemical-free 
methods of farming. Further, 
we have our own organic farm.

• Spirituality and Culture – we have started an evening devotional 
ceremony at Veerpur on the banks of the Ganga, called Aarti. It is 
a way for the villagers to come together in a spirit of peace, culture 
and piety.

• Girl’s Orphanage - Plans are underway to open an orphanage 
for abandoned young girls and babies in the beautiful, natural 
surroundings of Veerpur.



GRACE IN THE HOME • 162

Project
Give Back

We are committed to providing health care to those who would otherwise 
go untreated. To this end, we sponsor and support numerous health care 
programs and runs several annual free health care camps in Rishikesh as 
well as in other rural areas ranging from Mansarovar and Kailash to the 

Himalayan region, a project of 
the Divine Shakti Foundation. 

Each year, there are numerous 
free medical health care 
camps, ranging from urology 
camps to eye camps (including 
free cataract  surgeries) , 
and including nearly every 
discipline.

Hundreds of patients receive 
free  test ing,  diagnoses , 
medicines and treatment 
for ailments that otherwise 
would go undiagnosed and 
untreated.

Every week,  our caring 
volunteers travel to some of the 
most remote of the Himalayan 
vi l lages ,  disaster  zones 
and other areas to provide 
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compassionate medical care.  Many of 
the men, women, and children treated 
by our team of medical professionals and 
sevaks have few to no opportunities to 
see doctors, and are thus overjoyed when 
our “Free Medical Camp” banner rises 
for all to see.

Beautiful medical camps are also held at 
Parmarth Niketan throughout the year, 
offering specialty services, including 
prosthetic limbs, eye care, physiotherapy 
and much, much more.

To learn more about our medical services,  
please visit  

www.divineshaktifoundation.org.
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Interfaith Harmony

Every year, as part of His mission of peace, Pujya Swamiji interacts with 
numerous world leaders – spiritual leaders, social leaders, and political 
leaders – in His international travels or when they come to the banks of 
Mother Ganga at Parmarth Niketan.
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The National
Ganga Rights Movement

Founded by Pujya Swamiji, the National Ganga River Rights movement is 
a coalition of concerned citizens and organizations that are taking a stand 
on behalf of the Ganga River and its tributaries–while there is still time. 

For far too long, people have said there is nothing that can be done. But all 
the while, the water that nourishes us has become so polluted that it has 
become a hot-spot for cancers and other deadly diseases, such as typhoid 
and cholera.  The beautiful river that has inspired poets and sages has 
sadly become one of the most endangered rivers in the word. 

As a coalition, we bring a new and strong voice, backed by the successes 
in nations such as Ecuador, New Zealand and the United States. But we 
need you to help us make the change. 

Sign the petition for Ganga’s rights at www.gangarights.org.
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The Green Kumbh 
Initiative

Kumbh Mela is one of the most ancient, and yet still living, traditions of 
India’s glorious past. The festival dates back to the pre-Vedic period, as 
even in the Vedas Kumbh Mela is described as a tradition that was already 
well established. The popularity of Kumbh Mela has only increased over 
the millennia, gathering millions together every twelve years at each of 
the four holy places, Prayag Raj- Allahabad, Haridwar, Ujjain and Nasik, 
in which the auspicious event occurs and making it the world’s largest 
gathering of people on Earth.

At every Kumbha Mela, you can likely find us rallying with beloved faith 
leaders and the masses for great and lasting change. From grand rallies 
to processions to mass events to live shows and community interactions 
through our WASH on Wheels and Education Stations, you will find us 
working to ensure Kumbha Melas result in a cleaner, greener and more 
sustainable world.
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Green Kathas for a 
Clean, Green & Serene World

Pujya Swamiji has inspired “Kathakar Social Responsibility” (KSR), 
like Corporate Social Responsibility, to utilize the immense power 
that Kathakars have in reaching their communities through their 
commentaries on religious scriptures to create positive change and green 
action amongst the masses. 

He urges that the time has come that our festivals, our kathas and our 
holidays must be green and sustainable. He says, “through our respected 
Kathakars and their Kathakar Social Responsibility, we can be inspired 
and charged to make every moment and minute of our lives more green 
and more sustainable.”
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PLEDGE TO BE A VEGETARIAN

YES! I care about the pain of animals.
YES! I care about world hunger.
YES! I care about Planet Earth.

YES! I want to live a life of non-violence.

For these reasons I pledge to eliminate the following foods from my diet:

I know that my decision may be difficult, but I am proud to make my food 
choices a statement of love, care and compassion for the world and for all the 

living beings with whom I share this planet.

Name:
Address:
Email:

Meat             Chicken             Fish             Eggs
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