The Mirror

It has been said that society is one continuous river of fads. That is, there is a tendency for all the sheep to follow the path of the first sheep who moves. They don't stop to think about why the first sheep started to move; neither do they stop to think about the direction. They just follow blindly. Similarly, common people in society follow whoever they accept as leader. After closely observing this tendency of society, Lord Shri Krishna has stated in the twenty-first verse of the third chapter of the Shrimad Bhagavad Gita: 

Whatever a great man does, the same is done by others as well. Moreover what he accomplishes people also persevere to accomplish. 

People who imitate another person's conduct without proper reflection are sheep. Those who reflect before acting are human beings. 

In short, it can be said that all social thoughts and conduct are geared toward worldly matters and are influenced by pleasure-seeking. Conversely, all spiritual thoughts and conduct are geared toward one's inner development and are influenced by asceticism. For this reason, if the hedonist were to copy the spiritual aspirant, he would never be able to accomplish the same things. 

Many people believe that they can wear whatever clothes they like, eat whatever they like, seek the company of whomever they like, and live wherever they like. Those who cling to the thought: "I'll do whatever I like," follow the path of hedonism. 

One who wants to grow spiritually cannot wear just any clothes; he should dress modestly. He cannot eat only what he likes; he should eat what is healthful. He cannot see just any company he likes; he should live in a pure environment. 

One whose behavior is directed toward accomplishing his goal of self-development is one who walks on the path of asceticism. The different uniforms of the soldier and the saint, the diets of the healthy and the diseased, the differences in conduct between the bhogi and the yogi are prescribed for some specific purpose. To accomplish one's spiritual ideal, one must choose between the thought and conduct of hedonism and the thought and conduct of asceticism. 

People don't follow only the behavior of those in society. They also follow the behavior of the religious. Now, I'll narrate an incident from my own life. 

In 1948 I was giving discourses on the Gita in Halol . . . The assembly hall in which I was speaking was very large. There was a small side room in which I lived. This building was regularly used for gymnastics, and the equipment was usually stored in my room. When this equipment was removed for my stay, however, a large mirror was inadvertently left behind. 

When I arrived there on the appointed day, the room was ready for me. I could readily see that all the appropriate arrangements had been made for my comfort. Then, my eyes fell on the huge mirror. At that time, I practiced exercises regularly, but I had no need of a mirror during practices. 

It occurred to me that the mirror would have been protected better if it had been stored elsewhere. Yet., I didn't question anyone about its presence in the room, for I assumed that the organizers had no need to use it elsewhere. 

At that time I had not begun yoga sadhana. My daily routine included praying, chanting mantra and hymns, and practicing ordinary meditation. For this purpose I used to ask for two small wooden platforms. I used one as a bench and the other as a table for my ghee lamp. To keep the mirror safe from breaking, I placed it on the platform with the lamp. 

After my stay in Halol, I was supposed to go to Malav. It was to have been my first visit there. Today, there is Kripalu Ashram in Malav, but it wasn't established until 1962(?). A gentleman came from Malav to consult with the organizers in Halol about making proper arrangements for my impending visit. 

He was told, "Take a pen and paper to his room and make a list of all the things which are there. Arrange everything in Malav the way it is arranged here. If you have any other questions, please come back and I'll try to help you." 

Satisfied, he made a list of all the things which were required. When I went to Malav, I also found a mirror on one of the wooden platforms in my room. I was going to ask to have it taken away, but then I decided that it wasn't important enough to make a fuss about. 

I appeared to be haunted by a large mirror wherever I went. When I arrived at the next village on my itinerary -- Taal-there was a mirror waiting for me on its accustomed platform in my room. From that day on, I decided to give instructions each time I went to a new village not to have a mirror put in my room. 

In Eral I was a guest at the home of Thakor Saheb. He had arranged to place a very beautiful ivory-framed mirror in my room. Surely, he must have wondered how I was using this mirror. At first, he must have thought that I spent time sitting in front of this mirror contemplating my own form. Then, he must have dismissed the thought as being inappropriate. Eventually, he decided to ask me directly. 

One day, when we were both sitting in private, he remembered to ask the question. 

"Gurudev, I have tried to arrive at a reasonable answer, but I have not been satisfied. So, I am asking you directly. If my question appears disrespectful to you, you don't have to answer it. Why do you keep a huge mirror on the wooden platform in your room?" 

I broke into laughter and then explained, "Brother, this mirror business has been haunting me ever since I onde made a mistake." 

Then, I narrated the entire sequence of events. 

The way in which people imitated one another's behavior as illustrated in the foregoing example was not really imitation. Such behavior was the result of a misunderstanding. Had I clarified matters in the very beginning, the mistake would not have been repeated again and again. 
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