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Free Will or Destiny?

During our spiritual journey sometimes, we may encounter the question whether the events of our
life can be influenced by our free will or are they predetermined by destiny. This question is of paramount
importance simply because if it were the latter, then it implies that there is no purpose in doing anything
in our lives. Yet, it is a valid question because if we examine our experiences in the past, we begin to
see that there were many occasions where the outcomes could not have been logically a result of our
efforts and actions. Does this mean that if we have a goal in life, despite our best efforts, there can be no
guarantee that we will attain 1t?

In Vedanta shastra, whenever confronted with complex inquiries, it is typical that the response is
framed as another question to gain clarity.

In this case the response is the question “Who is asking the question?”
Let us assume that the reply is “I am asking the question.”
Again, the response is another question “Who are you?”

And the reply 1s “I am Arvind” followed by some particulars we generally find in our driver’s license,
passport, and other identification documents. There can be additional characterizations such as names
of parents, spouse, profession, educational qualifications, and so on.

Note that all the above are descriptions of the physical entity, namely name and form (Sanskrit
terms are naam and rupa). If we identify ourselves as our physical entity, then we view ourselves to be
the ego (ahamkara) which is doing the enquiry above. Thereby we assume the characterizations of the
ego as being limited, finite, mortal, incomplete, and having bondages. These bondages are in the form
of material desires and attachments, and everything else related to samsara, namely the cycle of life and
death. We do have the choice of free will but within the confinements of the ego. To that extent, we feel
we are under the influence of destiny which we cannot control. For example, we have no choice
regarding our place and time of birth, and some relationships such as biological parents and siblings. In
fact, we see these are the primary factors which can govern a substantial portion of our lives.

In the Upanishads, to explain the concept, a popular metaphor is given about a domestic animal,
like a cow that is tethered to a post with a rope. The animal is free to roam around the field for grazing
but only within the circle, the radius of which is governed by the length of the rope. For some of us with
an urban upbringing and background, think of an escalator we use in a shopping mall or at the airport. If
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we wish to go up, we can ride the escalator moving in that direction. In fact, we can also walk on our
own while on the escalator, which will increase the speed of our motion. In this example, the motion of
the escalator corresponds to “destiny” and our incremental walk is driven by “free will.” The speed of
the escalator cannot be changed but we can choose to walk faster or slower (or not walk at all).

This leads us to reflect on the important principle that we can work along with the markings of
destiny in a manner that can speed up our progress by use of our free will. Hence, we should try to align
our choices of free will with destiny. A foolish person may even try to go down on an escalator that is
moving in the opposite direction. Such an individual is (spiritually) ignorant and will suffer due to the
consequences of their actions.

Our spiritual masters explain that we are born with innate tendencies and urges (vasanas) which
are the cause for our desires in life. In other words, vasanas are unmanifest desires and serve as one
facet of the perception of destiny since they are inherent in our nature. For example, a person with a
vasana for music will be driven to pursue activities related to music in response to such desires. Hence
wise people will try to learn about their vasanas and act upon them, while understanding their potential
and consequences. They attempt to lead their lives such that their intentions and actions will be
productive and beneficial to themselves as well as others.

If living in a democratic society, we are generally led to believe that we have free choice in many
spheres of life such as voting, travel, access to jobs, education and so on. If we analyze this idea in more
detail, we begin to see that it is not necessarily true that we are free. Our basic needs for survival such
as air, water and food must be fulfilled and need to be obtained and consumed properly. We depend on
them for survival, so we have no choice in this matter. We have some choice when it comes to what we
eat or drink and even this choice is limited. We are free to drive on the roadways to go to places of our
choice. Here also, we must follow many rules such as obtaining a valid license, maintaining a road
worthy vehicle, payment of registration fees, observing the rules of the road, driving within speed limits
and so on.

The above analysis leads us to the second principle that in order to obtain our goal, we must learn
the correct rules and observe them. We begin to see that what we perceive as limitations in our life are
in fact providing us the guard-rails which enable us to follow the rules for proper behavior. So, this
aspect of “destiny” is not one of “freedom lost” but the provision of a conducive environment for us to
act in life. The best sources for learning about the mechanics of destiny and understanding the proper
choice of action are Vedantic scriptures (Upanishads, Bhagavad Geeta, Brahma Sutras) and the
teachings of our spiritual masters.

At the beginning of this discussion, we started with the enquiry “who is asking the question about
free will or destiny.” The above explanations relate to one who is identified with the ego or the limited
self. The degree of free will appears to be on a continuum, the more the identification with the ego, the
less is the extent of free will. On the other hand, if the same question was answered by one who is Self-
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realized (the man of perfect wisdom as explained in Srimad Bhagavad Geeta) the response would most
likely be: “I was always free and will continue to be free and my free will is the divine will.”

The Self-realized individual has transcended the ego and hence the inherent limitations of samsara
do not bind them anymore. Furthermore, their free will is perfectly and completely aligned with
Brahman (pure consciousness). This state of being is liberation (moksha), which is the ultimate goal of
life. Vedanta shastra asserts that we can attain this goal by gaining Self-knowledge which removes the
(spiritual) ignorance.

Om Tat Sat
(Dr. Arvind Gudi is a Professor of Decision Sciences, College of Business at Nova Southeastern
University. He has been studying and practicing Vedanta for more than 30 years and regularly conducts
seminars, executive education workshops, and Satsang sessions).
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Nisargopachar Ashram Urulii Kanchan, District Pune

MAHARASHTRA MANDAL OF SOUTH FLORIDA

Why did I want to go to this place is a question, I get asked often when I mention my stay there to family
and friends. Sujata Tai and Rajashree encouraged me to write about my experience there, thus this-

I 'had a bout with breast cancer. During my various consultations I spoke with a Holistic medicine doctor.
She is an east Asian lady who specialized in internal medicine and now practices Holistic medicine. Besides
recommending a basic diet plan, she also stressed learning meditation techniques and recommended a change in
lifestyle. I learned some meditation and Pranayam techniques via the Art of Living organization. It helped me but
more needed to be done.

The part about "change of lifestyle" was a little baffling initially, but then I started thinking. In my
search for "change of lifestyle" I had looked up at a few modern day Ayurvedic treatment centers in India. They
appeared like overrated Spas. Unlike Ayurvedic only treatments, I came across some literature about
"Nisargopchar" which intrigued me.

Why Uruli Kanchan?

Thus started my quest for a Naturopathy Clinic/Center. I googled places near my hometown of
Ahmedabad. Found similar Spa like pictures and information regarding three different places near Vadodara,
Ahmedabad and Mehsana. I felt slightly lost. While talking to some family and some friends, I heard about the
Nisargopchar Ashram at Uruli Kanchan. This center was established by Mahatma Gandhi in the year 1946 to help
the poor, illiterate and needy people of the surrounding area lead a cleaner, healthier life.

I've been an admirer of Bapu all my
life (am not interested in the current politics
around his name). Some things that he
practiced and propagated were rooted in a
simple and minimalistic lifestyle. Giving a
brief history of the place - the land was
generously donated by Shri Mahadeo
Tatyaba Kanchan. The Ashram was
developed and managed by Shri Manibhai
Desai along with Balkobajee Bhave, Dr
Mehta and Dr Sushila Nair. It is heartening to
see the dedication that these stalwarts have
inculcated in the current Staff and
management of this institution.

Nisargopchar Gramsudhar Trust
Nisargopchar Ashram, Uruli Kanchan, Pune % Yv“‘-‘

How was my typical day at the Ashram?

WE ARE OPEN.......... !

Day one we had a doctor's initial exam
and consultation. I was relieved when she told me I can continue with all my allopathic medicines as she was
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manipulating my daily lifestyle and thus does not interfere with my medical treatments. She also had my vitals
measured and recorded each night.

Our day typically started at 06:00. There was a morning class for prayers and yoga from 06:15 to 07:00.
This was held at a large hall towards the rear of the campus.

At 07:00 my "Vihinbai" Sangita and myself would walk over to the Dining Hall/Kitchen building for
the morning "Kadha" (an herbal drink) or "Chaha" (Tea) as I liked to think of it, since you are discouraged to
consume caffeine and tea/coffee is thus not served. Next, you walked around behind the kitchen building. There
are two huge "Treatment Centers". One for men, the other for women. Spouses and families are allowed to share
the same living, dining quarters just the treatment areas are separated. Architecturally it's a beautiful and
functional space. It calms you down just as one enters. People are reminded to maintain silence very politely by
the staff as needed.

Different modalities are prescribed for different ailments. I will write about myself. I was prescribed 45
minutes of massage — from 07:30 to 08:15. This had a separate charge of Rs.175 daily. Believe me, every paisa
is worth it. The masseuse was a very kind and well-trained lady. Everyone at this center behaves very politely not
just with "Sadhaks" but also with each other. Every other day you get warm water enema.

Then I got my first juice. Everyone gets what was prescribed for them. I had a medium cup of green
juice - spinach, green apple, mint, saindhava (rock salt). Now one went to the rooftop. Here you got a "Lep" (a
pack of soft moist materials) per your prescription. For me, it was a mud pack. They used ultra cleaned mud. They
remove all modern-day contaminants like chemicals and fertilizers or other industrial run offs, pesticides etc from
mud near a river/lake. They bake this clean mud and once cooled it is soaked in water overnight. It becomes the
consistency of a soft dough. Once it's applied to the prescribed area, you leave your skin exposed to the morning
sun. This felt really good because the weather was cold in January. Once the mud dries, you can wash it off with
water, but the tap water upstairs was cold! Most everyone scraped it off. It left your skin red and rashy looking
which freaked Sangita out the first time, but they said "eh! Don't worry, it will fade away." Phew, it really did
after a few minutes!

Then you come downstairs and have your second juice - mine was "Gajar(carrots) and Kohala (ash
gourd)". I had two other juices too. One was Pomegranate and Apple, and the other was "Amla" (goose berries)
and "Halad” (turmeric). We got breakfast at this time. [ remember getting a small bowl of cooked "chana" (small
brown garbanzo like beans) with cumin and salt for seasoning or boiled Moong beans with same seasoning. Also
had rolled oats with mixed vegetables cooked to a kheer or cereal consistency. Once had jowar noodles and oats
upama with vegetables.

My last morning modality was an immersion bath. Basically, I got to soak in a bathtub in warm water
with Epsom salt. There were four or five other water modalities too, but they were not prescribed for me. Based
on what time it was, you run to your room, bathe and walk back for lunch or run to the dining hall for lunch first.

Lunch was served between 11:30 and 12:30. Again everyone gets food as is prescribed - both quantity
and type. I got one 10-inch jowar bhakri, one large bowl "taak" (butter milk that was out of this world), one bowl
of soup and one bowl of bhaji plus 10 gms of chutney. One evening I got Khichadi instead of bhakri. Once we
had sweet daliya. Post lunch, you get an hour and half to two hours break. We went back to our room, showered/
bathed, washed clothes and hung them to dry. One can pay a washerwoman, but we did our own. Then Sangita
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would nap, and I would play cards on the phone or read a book I got from their library or catch up on phone with
family and friends.

At two thirty, I went for Physiotherapy. I paid RS.175 for a 20-minute session of 8 modes TENS unit
for pain relief. Each therapy modality costs Rs 175. Felt odd paying for Physiotherapy. Spoilt that I am, my
colleagues treat me for free! When [ mentioned the price to someone, they gave me a look that told me I was from
another planet! "WW dara 31for Obi'é'nl IRELY] C':|"| gulR Yel, SHleld @8?" Sticker shock here too? The
remark made me realize how other places charge much more money! Therapy was done, I walked back to the
treatment center for steam treatment for my back and knees. This was a cute little contraption where they use a
pressure cooker to generate steam. Then go back to the dining hall for afternoon Kadha.

Now one was free for about three hours to do whatever you please. One needs special permission to get
off the campus. Doctors are pretty strict with this and the guards too. Being naughty, Sangita and I snuck out once
to buy a hand towel from across the street and like idiots hung our Ashram bags on our shoulders all the time.
The guard was kind. He smiled and let us two in. Next time we had written permission to go visit a pretty local
Temple. There are two fresh fruit stalls and two stores attached to the campus. They sell delicious fresh fruits -
quantity is per prescription! And sundry daily need items.

In the afternoon, they will bring warm mud packs for your feet if you want and, in the evening, warm
water to dip your feet in (OOQ! Felt good).

In their spare time, people walked around the
property for exercise. They also have carrom and table
tennis. There are other activities like attending a class
where the dietician taught us how to cook without many
spices and very little amounts of oil. This was really an
enlightening and fun lecture. The other lecture was by
a doctor who came from Pune. He is an Allopathic
doctor but uses Naturopathy and meditation techniques
heavily along with ayurvedic medicine in his practice. % ¥
This thought appeared as a sales gimmick to me [RlalUa @ AiRE=al
because he then asked people to come for 1-1 — 2024 —_—-—
consultations where he would treat medication and W
teach deeper meditational techniques etc. for extra g
charges. We had a doctor's follow up visit every other
day. Your typical day ended with prayer, meditation
and yoga sadhana from 07:15 PM to 08:45 PM at night. Ashram dinning

hall and

The financial structure is such that almost surrounding area
everyone can afford to stay and get treated at this place.

The accommodation is available in air-conditioned and

non-air-conditioned cottages for multiple occupants to

shared rooms with a row of common bathrooms. I was very impressed with the focal and general cleanliness and
regular education and updates for housekeeping and for that matter, all staff.

pg. 33




June 2024

= e G\ AN &
| — o) =7
MARRASHTRE FANDAL 0F SUUTF, FLORDA

I'm glad I went there. We stayed for nine nights. I was able to learn many things that I didn't know and
some that [ knew but was too lazy to practice are back on my schedule. I think I am living a simpler if not radically
at least somewhat “changed lifestyle".

Like every place has its cons, this place has one. It's a very big one and if people are thinking about
staying there, they should be well aware that the whole region is infested with mosquitoes. I spoke with the
housekeeping department manager. He showed me some measures that they have implemented like there are
mosquito nets on all windows. I pointed at the doors, and he smiled. He said they have planted plants like
"Ghaneri" in large numbers on hedges etc. They strive to keep the place clean and dry. Although our visit was in
January! We had carried mosquito nets for our beds but the posts on the beds were removed. On asking they
clarified that since the windows had nets, they did not deem the posts necessary. Probably was a headache to keep
track and to keep clean. Fortunately, we'd carried enough string to hang our mosquito nets. Also used Deet wipes
after shower and put mosquito repellent - Good Knight. I was terrified of Dengue and Chikungunya.

Hope my summary was not too boring. Please do send comments.

ARIPT - SISV UTCUTHR

patankars@bellsouth.net

’—%*u v .
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HERIPT Ufge GRogwAl lur?

STt gfgel! FRIaUrERT o1 TRafumea fawgt (3imf, egl, 3Mfor TaRwI) =i ufkian fiet
EiGH

g eR Afg=aTd ATYRAE HIUIdT Hgldd ITSRT el STdl?

AU Rrarsll RISl “ T &D T DHI0T?
HERISTdIS Hald HIST fofegT HIurr?

SR S HERTY 11 @ i FHioh e amg?

AT SaBTd Teb USTR, ST 08 el b ST Rl Rfes =1 TRIE ATetd JHTART
ol Tl 3T,

HERTYT I FRIRER DIvId 3107 o FHEHUIurgd fohdl JdiaR 3irg?

fRraTell HeRTSTET S I TS[aR Tel?

HERIFTd fobdil foTeg Mg d?

HERIPIAE Haid die A4} HIurl?

YRS’ FAHHUS B0 AT bl T HeRTd Ulgel HuTGd PHIoT?

DI HTTOT HEOTT ATl T HIUTT G Toldes Tl 3HTg?

T[T UM &I FRETueT=it ST 3M1for Uedyr 1ol ferdielt 3

RRGT Y& JMST DIV Fo dHail?

RIS TN 7TR4 e weft 3nfor v sFafeaxit roRT o Jar
HERIYTAI B1qy RO Hivlt 31101 & =1 beit?

IRTT JHITSATd gfge URTd GdUeT &Il gid?

HERTY oy YAMEATER GUATd YUIRT Haleeed ATRY YIBR DIUIT?

YR AUy S dIune Tordra? o1 = fgedn fAuerd Hrd &2
UfEa IRIST e 3rpTeHl REBR HIuNa fresrar?

IR IRIGR ST TR ATAT?

Tt AT DIl ferfge Hfor Hivh et

TTeH AT IR shaiel HR181 fohed At ®iore

Hesd ufge ISauTd HI0T gl

a1 A= U HERIVTE fddar HaR drTar?

Tl drdde UR SO HERIFITS Afigal HIur?

HERIVIE ufeedr Afedr Sidex HIur 3fdr it S HeTidaraard ucd! fesadl?
RIS {yHt fa Heft TroRT B Sirdl?
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e gd e ulgedT AfaT % SR P01 gIan?

HERIYTdIS Hald eid THsfbTRT HIUT foTegIIel aTHe 3g?

dTSIeT I HERTFIC HIurT foiegiid 3Me?

FRIST BT ST ShIUIT ShHichTI! ST THTNT 3{Tg?

3{1Yf~Teh HERTFT RICUBR DI FUITC?

RoR0 HE BV FRIST AU P fthed [RIDR UchIaan?

HERTY AT Ufgell STRE YREBR HIUIe fHesTel?

Roo3 WAl 3fce fogRt areiugt g, T Qoo o1 SHRIdTSS] AT ¥RUMR <UTa
W DI,

§R3¢ T WIS Hifged YA 31edef P10l gla?

HRAT=AT Ui e Hige APYCH DIur?

AT STUHIIR HERIPTE Al ae fobdl 3img?

HERTPTdIS Ufeedr Afgl HERTY BHER] §I0GTET AT hivMel fHearer?
Sdretci=it fobdt YR Tfor iReRiT Hryiged Mol eafgfad al?

T RGN Hifteh Wes 3iTe, SUIE JTH HERIFHE SATe. HId WGl G HUiHe g1 ¥
Geaell ST,

[ Wb Td aTuRed] ST U AIhS! TMd SIehosd il -------- UIdId. BT U HERIY 9 3=
ST 3THC T WU 19 H1a?

HIOreh G T RTeiy fRIETT ----- HE Tt {170 HeTdaeraraitel fRI&f --——-- B
faurrgTomh wefanft TR YR aRIEAT g™ YU HPH 81 TRATHS gl YaH dhadl I3
HIT?

fedar Q0% ?f@?[ R0%R Chairman of the Chiefs of Staff Committee CAL) Eﬂ?f? U] ﬁQﬁ@
3ifer Sfsan A FHafdel & Juat 3ne.

qUITdie "Bl Updid Teh YRITTDH 0T URIG FRIST HATGABR HIvT?

1Y deftie WeaTan S &1 eId ATl

af@eT - Ryt SR

rasika_j@hotmail.com

pg. 37



mailto:rasika_j@hotmail.com



