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Chapter 7 Dharma and Duty: The Right Action at
the Right Time

1. Dharma: What Is It?

In Hindu tradition, dharma is generally interpreted as spiritual duty. But
dharma is more than that: it is a sense of religious obligation that combines
concepts of both duty and reason. There is no equivalent English word.
Dharma entails responsibility to self, others, and God. It is not a set of
restrictive laws; it is the liberating concept of doing the right thing at the right
time. It is based on a reasoned course of action performed out of wise love.
Dharma requires introspection and self-discipline based on the knowledge of
inner divinity. It results in a joyful and contented life.

The word dharma does not mean duty: in duty there is no freedom.
In reason there is freedom, and in religious obligation there is the
union between duty and reason. Dharma, then, refers to religious
obligation, and in that word are the concepts of both duty and reason.

Conversations, p. 15

2. How Do We Perform Our Dharma?

How is dharma, or spiritual obligation, expressed in action? The specifics
depend on time and circumstance. However, some general precepts apply
at all times. Dharma requires adherence to truth, nonviolence, and universal
love.

And what is dharma,? Practicing what you preach, doing as you say it
has to be done, keeping precept and practice in line. Earn virtuously,
yearn piously; live in the fear of God, live for reaching God: that is
dharma.

Sathya Sai Speaks 4, p.339

When consciously starting the spiritual life, we need to remember the basics.
The basic truths are known to all; they are the lessons taught by the religions
of all lands. These lessons are summarized in the Golden Rule: “Do unto
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others as you would have them do unto you.” They teach consideration for
others and respect for our own divinity.

What exactly is your duty? Let me summarize it for you. First, tend
your parents with love and reverence and gratitude. Second, speak
the truth and act virtuously. Third, whenever you have a few moments
to spare, repeat the name of the Lord with the form in your mind.
Fourth, never indulge in talking ill of others or try to discover faults
in others. And finally, do not cause pain to others in any form.
Sathya Sai Speaks 4, p.348-349

The rules of dharma may be further summarized as the path of virtue. All
people know generally what is right and what is wrong. If they do not act on
that knowledge, they deny their spiritual obligation.

Dharma is characterized by holiness, peace, truth, and fortitude.
Dharma is yoga, union, merger; it is sathya (truth). Its attributes
are justice, sense control, sense of honor, love, dignity, goodness,
meditation, sympathy, nonviolence: such is dharma that persists
through the ages. It leads one on to universal love and unity.
Dharma Vahini, p. 21

3. A Role for Everyone

Our duties depend on our karmic inheritance, age, and position in life. We
have duties in the world and duties in spiritual practice. Some duties are
to ourselves; some are to others. For example, it may be appropriate for
young people to work and establish a place for themselves in the world. It
is not wrong to earn a living and possibly gain wealth if we earn honestly
and use wealth for the benefit of others. In youth we have family and social
responsibilities. However, when we reach an advanced age we have the duty
of detaching from the world and fulfilling our spiritual search. Some of our
duties are based on age; others relate to gender or position in life.
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So, too, every profession, every stage of life, each sex, each period of
life as fixed by age — childhood, boyhood, adolescence, youth, middle
age, old age — has duties and obligations, which set the norm and
guide the individual to benefit himself and society.

Sathya Sai Speaks 6, p.120

Each of us must follow his or her own path. It is better to do our own duty
poorly than to perform another’s duty well. The duties we are called to
perform may be determined by circumstances or factors beyond our control.
Our freedom to follow a chosen course may be limited due to our obligations.
One individual may have freedom to choose his or her own path, while
another may be restricted to a narrow range of opportunities. Each of us has
personal duties and opportunities resulting from our past actions. We may
exercise limited choice in determining what our program will be.

Dharma is like a mother. One can choose a wife, but no one can
choose a mother. Dharma is in the same position as one’s mother is.
We have no choice and we cannot transform dharma.

Summer Showers 1974, p. 293

4. Like What You Have to Do

True happiness in life results from performing our duty well. It is not derived
from enjoying temporary pleasures. Hard work, done to fulfill our obligations,
yields the greatest satisfaction. The pursuit of sensuous pleasures ends in
eventual regrets.

The secret of happiness is not in doing what one likes, but in liking
what one has to do. Whatever work you have to do, you should do it
with pleasure and liking.

Summer Showers 1977, p.100
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5. Your Heart Will Be Your Guide

The way to determine our unique duty is to listen to the voice within. No one
else can tell us what our duty is. Our conscience alone is the true guide in all
situations. When we accept its guidance, it leads us to a joyful and contented
life.

Your conscience knows the real source of joy;, it will prod you towards
the right path. Y our business is to take it as a “guide” and not disobey
it every time it contradicts your fancy.

Sathya Sai Speaks 1, p.91

The voice within directs us to our spiritual destination. That inner guidance
is the voice of God. When we follow its direction, we draw closer to God.
It helps us to be mindful of our dharma. When we are aware of it each
moment, we become more attuned to our spiritual obligation. With practice
the conscience can quickly evaluate any situation and point the path to joy
and peace.

The body is the temple of God. In every body, God is installed, whether
the owner of the body recognizes it or not. It is God that inspires you
to good acts and warns you against the bad. Listen to that voice. Obey
that voice and you will not come to any harm.

Sathya Sai Speaks 2, p.26

When we overcome the negative pulls of egoism and vice, we find ourselves
naturally drawn to the dharmic path. When the clouds of anger and hate
recede, the sun of love shines forth. That sunshine is our natural state. It
appears automatically when the dark clouds of ego are dispersed. Then we
recognize God within ourselves and others. It enables us to love and serve
others, relinquishing greed and attachment to fleeting objects.

Whoever subdues his egoism, conquers his selfish desires, destroys
his bestial feelings and impulses, and gives up the natural tendency
to regard the body as self, he is surely on the path of dharma. He
knows that the goal of dharma is the merging of the wave in the sea,
the merging of the self in the Overself.

Dharma Vahini, p.4
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The performance of our obligation should be an act of love, not a duty done
begrudgingly. It is our recognition of our place in God’s creation. To serve
with a grudge or without enthusiasm indicates our own lack of vision, for
God is in all people, and service to others is service to God. Love is the true
characteristic of humanity.

Duty without love is deplorable.
Duty with love is desirable.
Love without duty is divine.
Summer Showers 1979, p. 160

The journey of self-transformation is long and difficult. Many obstacles lie
on the path. Even family and friends may try to deter us from the quest. To
succeed we must listen to our hearts and not be discouraged by criticism or
the unfounded concerns of others.

When you travel towards God, whoever objects has to be bypassed.
Prahlada went against his father, Vibhisana went against his brother,
Parasurama had to harm his own mother, Meera could not obey her
husband: they stuck to the path of God and broke through all those
who opposed them.

Sathya Sai Speaks 7, p. 444

6. Service: Responsibility to Society

Service is a sacred duty to society. It is an integral aspect of spiritual life.
Performing service discharges our debt to society, which has provided us
with flood, shelter, security, and other blessings. It purifies our hearts and
minds, making us fit to realize our inner divinity. At times correct action can
even stimulate correct belief. The inner satisfaction of service gives us joy
and the will to do more. Sathya Sai Baba does not counsel devotees to live
as hermits. He teaches us to work in the world for the betterment of society.
Engaging in the task of uplifting humanity is a duty and a form of worship.
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If God himself is here to foster dharma and you engage yourself in

the same task, then you are worshipping him. Then you are near and

dear to him, for you are serving him, his devotees, and yourself.
Conversations, p.41

Whatever our duty, it should be performed with dedication. Raising a family
or working at a seemingly “unspiritual” job are actually services to God.
Each of us must learn the lessons appropriate to our needs. The Lord gives us
tasks in life that enable us to reach spiritual fulfillment. No task is too small
or unimportant to do well.

Whatever you do, wherever you are placed, believe that God has put
you there for that work.
Sathya Sai Speaks 9, p.20

The Lord does not separate tasks into categories of his work and other work.
He is everywhere and is worshipped in the performance of all duties. It is not
possible to separate the temporal from the spiritual. We cannot do spiritual
work while neglecting family and social responsibilities.

Veda (the sacred teaching) has told us that it is a sin to divide our work
into two parts and to say that something is your work and something
is God’s work. In all the work that we have to do in our life, there is
nothing that you can call your own work. Everything is God’s work.
You should do all your work believing that it is God’s work and then
the omnipresent Lord will take care of the results.

Summer Showers 1974, p. 216

7. Remember the Director of the Play

God’s grace is earned even in common tasks, if they are dedicated to him.
Village ladies balance pots of water on their heads in rural Indian towns.
They may chat with neighbors or watch their children, but always their mind
is on the pot of water balanced above. We also must perform action in the
world while remaining concentrated on our duty — remembrance of God.
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A little practice will teach you to hold fast to the feet of God while
roaming about in the world, doing all duties and carrying all
responsibilities as dedicated to him.

Sathya Sai Speaks 5, p.276

The results of our actions are less important than the manner in which we
perform them. We must work to the best of our ability; the results are decided
by God. It is our duty to perform action dedicated to the highest ideals, but
it is foolish for us to be too concerned with the results. If we act on good
motivation and follow our hearts, the results will take care of themselves.

Do all work as actors in a play, keeping your identity separate and not
attached to your personality or your role. Remember that the whole
thing is just a play and the Lord has assigned you a part. Act well
your part: there all your duty ends. He has designed the play and he
enjoys it.

Teachings, p 109

Learning our duty is like the unfolding of a flower. The flower exists within
the bud, but is only seen as it blossoms. All of us have the fragrance of love
in our hearts, but we must act unselfishly to release it. Truth and divinity are
always present within us; it is their manifestation that is often lacking in our
lives. So also the avatar incarnates not to reestablish dharma, but to make it
apparent.

It is not dharma which needs to be reestablished, for dharma is
unchanging and indestructible. It is the practice of dharma for which
the avatars are born.

Summer Roses on the Blue Mountains, p. 21

8. Duty to the Divine Self

Each of us has within the potential for realizing our divinity. Divinity
manifests when we listen to the voice in our hearts and act according to our
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duty. With time and practice, each of us is rewarded with joy and peace. The
performance of duty earns for us the opportunity to perform more responsible
duties. When the inner voice is heeded, we expand into unbounded freedom.

To be free is your birthright, not to be bound. It is only when you
guide your steps along the path illumined by the universal unbound
dharma that you are really free...

Dharma Vahini, p.10

As we approach the latter stages of life, the cultivation of detachment
and wisdom acquire primary importance. Our highest duty is to realize
our divinity. Our unique characteristic as human beings is our ability for
introspection, which we have been given for this purpose. The birds and
animals share many other functions, but we alone have the capacity and duty
to discover the residence of God within.

Your duty is to yearn for the attainment of the consciousness of the
One, behind all this apparent multiplicity.
Sathya Sai Speaks 7, p. 507

Questions for Study Circle:

What is dharma?

Is duty the same as work?

Are duty and dharma the same?

Do we have a predetermined dharma in life ?

Is spiritual obligation the same for everyone?

Who or what determines our dharma?

Does dharma always remain the same?

What duties do we owe to others?

9. What duties do we owe ourselves?

10. What is the relationship between dharma and conscience?
11. Are some duties spiritual and other duties worldly?

i A ol e
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All the chaos in the world is due to the fact that people lead double lives.
They say one thing and act differently.
- Baba
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