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 They live in wisdom who see themselves in all and all in them, who have renounced every 
selfish desire and sense craving tormenting the heart. Neither agitated by grief nor hankering 
after pleasure, they live free from lust and fear and anger. Established in meditation, they are 
truly wise. Fettered no more by selfish attachments, they are neither elated by good fortune nor 
depressed by bad. Such are the seers.... 
 When you keep thinking about sense objects, attachment comes. Attachment breeds 
desire, the lust of possession that burns to anger. Anger clouds the judgement; you can no longer 
learn from past mistakes. Lost is the power to choose between what is wise and what is unwise.... 
But when you move amidst the world of sense, free from attachment and aversion alike, there 
comes the peace in which all sorrows end, and you live in the wisdom of the Self.
 The disunited mind is far from wise; how can it meditate? How be at peace? When you 
know no peace, how can you know joy? When you let your mind follow the call of the senses, 
they carry away your better judgement as storms drive a boat off its charted course on the sea.
Use all your power to free the senses from attachment and aversion alike, and live in the full 
wisdom of the Self. Such a sage awakens to light in the night of all creatures. That which the 
world calls day is the night of ignorance to the wise.
 As rivers flow into the ocean but cannot make the vast ocean overflow, so flow the 
streams of the sense-world into the sea of peace that is the sage. But this is not so with the 
desirer of desires. They are forever free who renounce all selfish desires and break away from the 
ego-cage of “I”, “me”, and “mine” to be united [in the place of the infinite spirit]....

—The Bhagavad Gita, 2:55-72

 Unitarian Universalism draws from Six Sources: direct experience, prophetic words and 

deeds, wisdom from the world’s religions, Jewish and Christian teachings, Humanist teachings 

(that includes reason and science), and Earth-centered traditions. Today’s sermon draws from the 

third of the Six Sources: “Wisdom from the world's religions which inspires us in our ethical and 

spiritual life” — specifically from Hinduism. 

 And before I move too quickly into a discussion of the Bhagavad Gita, it may be 

important to say a few introductory remarks about Hinduism. At the most general level, the term 

Hinduism itself is highly contested. Many scholars see the term Hinduism as a product of 19-

century British colonialism. Europeans needed a name for the exotic cultural and religious 

practices that they encountered on the other side of the Indus River. And there is a strong sense in 
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which the single name Hinduism masks the diversity of religions on the Indian subcontinent and 

makes it seem like there is far more commonality than is the case, especially historically.1 

 Some of you may also recall that in November, our nation elected its first Hindu 

member of Congress, Tulsi Gabbard from Hawaii. Gabbard writes that, 

[I] was raised in a multicultural, multirace, multifaith family [that allowed me] to 

spend a lot of time studying and contemplating upon both the Bhagavad-Gita and 

the teachings of Jesus Christ in the New Testament. My attempts to work for the 

welfare of others and the planet is the core of my spiritual practice. Also, every 

morning I take time to remember my relationship with God through the practice 

of yoga meditation and reading verses from the Bhagavad-Gita. From the 

perspective of the Bhagavad-Gita, the spiritual path as I have described here is 

known as karma yoga and bhakti yoga.2

It sounds to me like she would make a great Unitarian Universalist! Closer to home, some of you 

may have head the good news that my colleague Rev. Abhi Janamanchi called in April to be the 

Senior Minister of Cedar Lane UU in Bethesda, Maryland. Abhi is the only child of a Hindu 

mother and a Muslim father, and was raised as a part of BrahmoSamaj, a Unitarian Hindu reform 

movement. 

 Historically, the connections between Unitarianism and Hinduism run deep. At the 

same time that those 19th-century British colonialists were coining the problematic term 

Hinduism, some of our Transcendentalist forebears were becoming fascinated with writings from 

the East. Ralph Waldo Emerson, journaled in 1845 that

I owed — my friend and I owed — a magnificent day to the Bhagavat Geeta. It 

was the first of books, it was as if an empire spoke to us, nothing small or 

unworthy, but large, serene, consistent, the voice of an old intelligence which in 
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1 “The term Hinduism as a product of 19-century British colonialism” — see Rethinking 
Religion in India: The Colonial Construction of Hinduism (Routledge South Asian Religion), 
edited by Esther Bloch, et al.

2 Tulsi Gabbard — Mark Oppenheimer, "Politicians Who Reject Labels Based on 
Religion" (November 9, 2012), available at http://www.nytimes.com/2012/11/10/us/politics/
politicians-who-speak-of-religion-in-unaccustomed-ways.html.
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another age and climate had pondered and thus disposed of the same questions 

which exercise us.3

Henry David Thoreau took a copy of the Bhagavad Gita with him to Walden Pond. And he wrote 

in Walden that:

In the morning I bathe my intellect in the stupendous and cosmogonal philosophy 

of the Bhagvat-Geeta, since whose composition years of the gods have elapsed, 

and in comparison with which our modern world and its literature seem puny and 

trivial; and I doubt if that philosophy is not to be referred to a previous state of 

existence, so remote is its sublimity from our conceptions. I lay down the book 

and go to my well for water, and lo! there I meet the servant of the Bramin, priest 

of Brahma and Vishnu and Indra, who still sits in his temple on the Ganges 

reading the Vedas, or dwells at the root of a tree with his crust and water jug. I 

meet his servant come to draw water for his master, and our buckets as it were 

grate together in the same well. The pure Walden water is mingled with the sacred 

water of the Ganges.4 

Both Emerson and Thoreau were reading Charles Wilkins’ 1785 translation of the Bhagavad 

Gita. It’s remarkable that less than a decade after the American Revolution, copies of the 

Bhagavad Gita were circulating in English.5 Thomas Merton and E.M. Forster also wrote about 

the Gita, and T.S. Eliot favorably compared the Gita’s poetry to Dante’s Divine Comedy.6 

 Mohandas Gandhi is probably the most familiar figure that was deeply influenced by the 

Bhagavad Gita. Gandhi wrote:

When doubts haunt me, when disappointments stare me in the face, and I see no 

ray of hope on the horizon, I turn to the Bhagavad Gita and find a verse to 

comfort me, and I immediately begin to smile in the midst of overwhelming 

3

3 Emerson on the Gita — Barbara Miller, The Bhagavad-Gita, 155

4 Thoreau on the Gita — Barbara Miller, The Bhagavad-Gita, 156.

5 Charles Wilkins’ 1785 translation of the Bhagavad Gita — Barbara Miller, The Bhagavad-Gita, 
15.

6 Merton, Forster, and Eliot on the Gita — Barbara Miller, The Bhagavad-Gita, 14.

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000FC1MP0/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B000FC1MP0&linkCode=as2&tag=northmchurch-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000FC1MP0/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B000FC1MP0&linkCode=as2&tag=northmchurch-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000FC1MP0/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B000FC1MP0&linkCode=as2&tag=northmchurch-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000FC1MP0/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B000FC1MP0&linkCode=as2&tag=northmchurch-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000FC1MP0/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B000FC1MP0&linkCode=as2&tag=northmchurch-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000FC1MP0/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B000FC1MP0&linkCode=as2&tag=northmchurch-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000FC1MP0/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B000FC1MP0&linkCode=as2&tag=northmchurch-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000FC1MP0/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B000FC1MP0&linkCode=as2&tag=northmchurch-20


sorrow. Those who meditate on the Gita will derive fresh joy and new meaning 

from it every day.7

So what is the Bhagavad Gita? It is a philosophical poem, whose title literally means “Song of 

the Lord.” The Lord in question is Krishna, who is an incarnation of Vishnu — who, in turn, is 

part of the so-called Hindu Trinity of Brahma the creator, Vishnu the sustainer, and Shiva the 

destroyer.

 The Gita is set on the eve of a great battle in which Prince Arjuna is preparing to fight 

some of his own family members, who have usurped his right to the throne. His charioteer turns 

out to be Krishna, and the Gita is Krishna’s advice to Arjuna. Most mystics see the Arjuna’s 

war with his family as an allegory for the how one must battle one’s own self as part of the 

spiritual journey.8

 I have only read the entire Gita once. It is relatively short, and only takes a few hours to 

read, even if you read slowly and contemplatively. And I’m intrigued by the following 

suggestion for how to read the Gita that I plan to try at some future point. If any of you try this 

method at some point, I would be interested to hear about your experience:

 [R]ead it through [the] first time just as a very interesting story: Who 

is Krishna? Who is Arjuna? And how do they find themselves in this peculiar 

predicament, sitting in a chariot, out on a battlefield? . . .

 [R]ead it again...identifying with Arjuna; that is, once you have figured 

out what your own conflict is, your own spiritual struggle, then use that as the 

framework, and listen to Krishna telling you how it all is regarding your own 

battleground. 

 Then, when you are ready [read the Gita a third time] identifying with 

Krishna.... Now, that last reading may raise some interesting problems for you.... 

Maybe you’ll be reading along, and you’ll come to a line and you’ll think to 

4

7 Gandhi’s “When doubts haunt me....” — Ram Dass, Paths to God: Living the Bhagavad Gita, 
xvii. This sermon’s title is an allusion to Ram Dass’ subtitle. 

8 “Most mystics see the Arjuna’s struggle with his own family as an allegory for the how one 
must battle one’s own self as part of the spiritual journey” — Eknath Easwaran, The Bhagavad 
Gita (Classics of Indian Spirituality), 72-75.
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yourself, “I would never say that!” ...Take both the line as it is written and the line 

as you think it ought to be, and you sit with both those thoughts.... Those are the 

lines that will turn out to be the richest ones for you, because they will show you 

where you’re holding on, where your secret stash of attachment lies.9

Related to this idea of become more aware of your hidden attachments, scholars have argued that 

the major theme of the Gita is summed up in one word: renunciation.10 But it is important to 

immediately qualify that in English the word renunciation has more of a pejorative connotation 

than it does in the context of the Gita. The Gita “teaches that we can become free by giving up 

not material things, but selfish attachment to material things.... It asks us to renounce not 

the enjoyment of life, but the clinging to selfish enjoyment whatever it may cost others.”11 

So motivation matters. 

 For example, if the point was renunciation, then fasting, celibacy, or abstaining from 

drugs or alcohol would be sufficient in and of themselves. But what students of the Gita find is 

that if you give up food, sex, or alcohol while you are still attached to those things — or from an 

ego-driven motivation (because you want to be seen as the sort of person who fasts or is celibate) 

— then you’ll likely find yourself obsessing about food, drugs, or alcohol the entire time you are 

fasting or obsessing about sex the entire time you are supposed to be celibate. In contrast the goal 

of the Gita is to do any activity without attachment, from a place of inner freedom: to eat food 

(or not), to have sex (or not), to  use drugs (or not) with intentionality and without attachments to 

either way.12 Gandhi said it this way: “Renounce and enjoy!”13

5

9 Process of reading through the Gita three times — Ram Dass, Paths to God: Living the 
Bhagavad Gita, 9-10.

10 “the major theme of the Gita is summed up in one word: renunciation.” — Eknath Easwaran, 
The Bhagavad Gita (Classics of Indian Spirituality), 51.

11 The Gita “teaches that we can become free by giving up not material things, but selfish 
attachment to material things...” — Eknath Easwaran, The Bhagavad Gita (Classics of Indian 
Spirituality), 51.

12 the goal of the Gita is to do any activity without attachment — Ram Dass, Paths to God: 
Living the Bhagavad Gita, 133-136.136. 

13 “Renounce and enjoy!” — Eknath Easwaran, The Bhagavad Gita (Classics of Indian 
Spirituality), 55.
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 Similarly, Ram Dass, in his lectures on the Bhagavad Gita, says:

It isn’t better to give up sex, or better to fast; we don’t do renunciation 

practices to be good — that’s falling into the...trap of being attached to being 

somebody nice. We renounce things because we want to give them up. We do it 

because we see how they’re holding us, and we’ve identified ourselves with 

something that’s much more interesting than the immediate gratification, the next 

chocolate bar. We renounce things when our desire to get on with the journey is 

stronger than our desire for the next ice cream soda.14 

Ram Dass is being a bit flippant there, but along these lines, he tells an interesting story about his 

own journey to find the right balance regarding attachments. 

 He had become a vegetarian for many of the usual reasons: to eat a healthier diet, to 

reduce the number of living beings required to sustain his existence, and to have less of an 

impact on the environment by eating lower on the food chain. But at a certain point he realized 

that some ego had crept into his vegetarianism, and that his vegetarian diet had become at least 

partially about the pride and superiority he felt about being a vegetarian.

 So he decided to undercut that feeling in a dramatic way. Since Ram Dass was raised 

Jewish, he decided not only to eat meat, but also to go to a Chinese restaurant and order spareribs 

— which, of course, is not just meat, but pork and a violation of Jewish kosher laws. He offered 

a blessing over his food that he had learned from his Hindu guru, then dived in.

 As he was finishing his meal, a stranger approached him, and said that he had been struck 

by the beauty of the blessing Ram Dass had offered over his food, and felt compelled to speak 

with him before leaving. It turns out that the man was a fundamentalist Christian, and they ended 

up having a fascinating conversation about religion. And Ram Dass writes:

Finally he said, “Well, I’m just so delighted to have met you, it’s been wonderful. 

There’s just one more thing I wanted to ask you. I’ve had a lot of question about 

my diet, what I ought to be eating and not eating, so I’m just curious — what’s 

6

14 “It isn’t better to give up sex, or better to fast; we don’t do renunciation practices to be good” 
— Ram Dass, Paths to God: Living the Bhagavad Gita, 133. For more on Ram Dass, see Carl 
Gregg, “Ram Dass and ‘Jesus as Guru’" (November 9, 2010), available at http://
www.patheos.com/blogs/carlgregg/2010/11/book-review-ram-dass-and-jesus-as-guru/.
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your diet like? What do you eat?” And I looked down, and right there in front of 

me was this big pile of bones. I would have done anything to be able to push it 

away and say, “Well, of course I’m a vegetarian, and...” But there it was. I had to 

face the fact of who I was at that moment.15

Ram Dass says that the lesson he took from that encounter was, “I can’t be phony holy 

anymore. I’ve just got to be where I [am].”  

 I’m drawn to this story both because I am a longtime vegetarian, and because it is a 

poignant and hilarious example of how complicated the dance can be of sorting through our 

attachments — and how renunciation can also be unhealthy and pathological, depending on the 

circumstances.

 I also wanted to elaborate on briefly about Ram Dass’ teaching that, “We renounce things 

because we want to give them up. We do it because we see how they’re holding us, and we’ve 

identified ourselves with something that’s much more interesting than the immediate 

gratification.” The “identification of our self with something that’s more interesting than 

immediate gratification” is related to the Unitarian Universalist Seventh Principle of “the 

interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.” And the Gita teaches that our 

motivation shouldn’t come from selfish reasons alone, but from acting through the experiential 

knowledge that our self is part of an interdependent web, such that our actions arise out of not 

only what is best for ourselves, but also what is best for ourselves and others — both/and, not 

either/or.

 Relatedly, Ram Dass tells another story about a debate he got into with his father about 

set of records titled Love, Serve, Remember that Ram Dass released in the wake of the success of 

his book Remember, Be Here Now. His father said that he was impressed with all the work Ram 

Dass had put into producing an attractive, quality record, but he couldn’t understand why he was 

selling the six record set for only $4.50, when the market value was probably $15 or at least $9. 

Keep in mind that at this point, Ram Dass had sold about 10,000 sets, so you can do the math 

about the difference in return at those different price points.

7

15 “I what’s your diet like? What do you eat?” And I looked down, and right there in front of me 
was this big pile of bones.” — Ram Dass, Paths to God: Living the Bhagavad Gita, 141-142.
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 His father was a high-priced lawyer, and Ram Dass responded by asking his father about 

how much he charged his Uncle Henry for a difficult case that Ram Dass knew his father had 

recently spent many hours on. Ram Dass writes that, “My father looked at me as if I’d gone 

crazy. He said, “What! — are you out of your mind?! Of course I didn’t charge him — Uncle 

Henry is family.”

 Ram Dass said, ‘Well, Dad, that’s my predicament. If you show me anybody who isn’t 

Uncle Henry, I’ll happily rip him off.’ Once it’s all ‘us,’ it immediately changes the way we 

deal with other people. How can it not?”16 Now, I’m not saying that is an easy lesson to apply, 

but our world desperately needs less “me” and more “we.” We need more people whose actions 

arise out of a felt sense of being a part of the interdependent web of all existence. 

 And perhaps for some people, the wisdom of the Bhagavad Gita can be part of that 

journey from unhealthy independence to a healthy interdependence. Of course, as with any text 

that is at least 2,500 years old, there are tensions between the Bhagavad Gita and 21st-century 

knowledge, but Unitarian Universalism recognizes that perhaps especially in today’s world of 

advanced technology, we also need the “Wisdom from the world's religions.” So I’ll give the 

final word to the Gita, drawing again from the end of the second chapter, which Mahatma 

Gandhi said contained the Gita’s essence. As you hear these ancient words, pay particular 

attention to any word or phrase that particularly resonates with you. What wisdom might 

the Gita have for you today?

They live in wisdom who see themselves in all and all in them, who have 

renounced every selfish desire and sense craving tormenting the heart. Neither 

agitated by grief nor hankering after pleasure, they live free from lust and fear and 

anger. Established in meditation, they are truly wise. Fettered no more by selfish 

attachments, they are neither elated by good fortune nor depressed by bad. Such 

are the seers.... When you keep thinking about sense objects, attachment comes. 

Attachment breeds desire, the lust of possession that burns to anger. Anger clouds 

the judgement; you can no longer learn from past mistakes. Lost is the power to 
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16 “If you show me anybody who isn’t Uncle Henry, I’ll happily rip him off.” — Ram Dass, Paths 
to God: Living the Bhagavad Gita, 24.

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1400054036/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1400054036&linkCode=as2&tag=northmchurch-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1400054036/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1400054036&linkCode=as2&tag=northmchurch-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1400054036/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1400054036&linkCode=as2&tag=northmchurch-20
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1400054036/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1400054036&linkCode=as2&tag=northmchurch-20


choose between what is wise and what is unwise.... But when you move amidst 

the world of sense, free from attachment and aversion alike, there comes the 

peace in which all sorrows end, and you live in the wisdom of the Self.... As rivers 

flow into the ocean but cannot make the vast ocean overflow, so flow the streams 

of the sense-world into the sea of peace that is the sage. But this is not so with the 

desirer of desires. They are forever free who renounce all selfish desires and break 

away from the ego-cage of “I,”, “me,” and “mine” to be united [in the place of the 

infinite spirit].
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