Three Principles of Spiritual Leadership
with Hari-kirtana das

A Summary Study of Bhagavad-gita, Chapter 3

Prelude

In the second chapter of Bhagavad-gita, Krsna spoke about spiritual knowledge in
general terms: he offered an overview of the science of discernment (sarnkhya) that reveals the
distinction between matter and spirit, the art of applying spiritual intelligence to action, the
process of controlling the senses in order to control the mind, and the shift in consciousness one
must make in order to be able to work without attachment to the results of their work. From
Arjuna’s point of view, however, spiritual knowledge seems incompatible with fighting.
Therefore, Krsna’s insistence that he should fight doesn’t make sense to him. The third chapter
thus begins with Arjuna’s expression of confusion over what specific course of action Krsna is
advising him to take.

In response to Arjuna’s request for clarification, Krsna will explain how the cessation of
action is impossible, how renunciation of action is insufficient, and how karma-yoga, performing
one’s work as an offering to the Supreme Person (Visnu), is the integration of spiritual
knowledge with detachment from the results of one’s actions. Krsna will also explain how
karma-yoga frees one from karmic reactions, which will counter Arjuna’s argument that he will

incur negative karmic reactions if he kills his opponents.



Next, Krsna will describe karma-yoga in terms of spiritual principles of leadership,
including leadership by example even when a leader is not obliged to act. Krsna will conclude
his instructions on karma-yoga self-referentially by encouraging Arjuna to dedicate his actions to
him, Krsna. In so doing, Krsna implies that he and Visnu are actually the same person. Krsna
will be more explicit about Visnu being an aspect of himself in later chapters.

Doubtful of his ability to follow the path of enlightened action that Krsna describes,
Arjuna will inquire as to how one may feel compelled to act unrighteously, even against one’s
better judgement. Krsna will then reveal that Arjuna’s real enemy is not to be found on the other
side of the battlefield, and that Arjuna must conquer this insatiable enemy in order to free

himself from the illusion that has consumed him.

Specific things to look for in this chapter:

Since Krsna is speaking from the position of the Supreme Person, he indirectly refers to
himself in verse 9 when he speaks about the necessity of offering one’s actions to Visnu.
However, he will refer to himself directly in verses 22 through 24 when he tells Arjuna that even
he, Krsna, performs prescribed duties for the sake of others even though he has no obligation to
do so.

In verse 10, the phrase “the Lord of all creatures” (prajapatih) has a double meaning,
indicating both the primary creator, Visnu, who propels all souls who have forgotten their true
nature into the material world, and the secondary creator, Brahma, who is empowered by Visnu
to populate the universe by supplying material bodies for all embodied souls.

Verses 10 through 14 describe a relationship between earthbound human beings and

celestial beings who are in charge of the proper administration of cosmic order. Verse 14 in
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particular includes the curious proposition that “rain is a product of sacrifice.” The underlying
assumption of the existence of celestial beings who are empowered to administer cosmic affairs
along with the proposition that a ceremony or ritual can influence the weather may sound like a
primitive understanding of how nature works. What we might assume, from a modern
perspective, to be impersonal and autonomic laws of nature are, from the Gita’s perspective,
laws that are established by a person, Visnu, and enacted by people who are authorized and
empowered to do so: demigods or celestial beings. Hence, the earth is considered a living
organism (Mother Earth) who works in consort with other living beings (demigods) who are in
charge of distributing heat and light, moving the air, providing water, etc.. We rely on these gifts
of nature to maintain our lives. Sacrificial offerings are considered to be expressions of gratitude
for that which has been given to us. When we think that we can control our ecosystem,
manufacture all of our needs artificially, and, like spoiled children take what's given to us for
granted without expressing any gratitude for them, the weather goes to hell in a hand-basket, i.e.
global warming. In other words, when principles of religion are ignored our planet gradually
devolves into a dystopian wasteland. When principles of religion are observed, it doesn’t.

In verse 20, Krsna refers to King Janaka as a great leader who attained perfection by
engaging in dutiful action without attachment to the results of his actions. King Janaka is famous
in Vedic history as the father of Princess Janaki, also known as Sita, the wife of Lord Rama, who
is glorified in the epic story Ramdyana. The events of the Ramdyana are understood to have
taken place long before the events unfolding on the battlefield at Kuruksetra.

In verse 30, Krsna will once again refer to himself directly, as the one to whom Arjuna
should offer his actions to, and indirectly, as the paramatma or Supreme Self within everyone’s

heart upon whom Arjuna should meditate while performing his actions.
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PART 1

3.1
arjuna uvaca
Jjyayasi cet karmanas te - mata buddhir janardana

tat kim karmani ghore mam - niyojayasi kesava

Arjuna said: O Janardana, if discernment and reason are higher than work performed for the sake

of'its result, then, O Kesava, why do you want me to engage in this horrific warfare?

3.2
vyamisreneva vakyena - buddhim mohayasiva me

tad ekam vada niscitya - yena Sreyo "ham apnuyam

I’m confused by your bewildering instructions. Therefore, please tell me definitively what singular

course of action I should take in order to achieve the greater good.

3.3
sri-bhagavan uvdca
loke ’smin dvi-vidha nistha - pura prokta mayanagha

jhana-yogena sankhyanam - karma-yogena yoginam

The Blessed Lord said: O sinless one, I have described the steady path through this world as two-
fold: for contemplatives it is the yoga of knowledge and for those who are active it is the yoga of

action.

34
na karmanam anarambhan - naiskarmyam puruso ’Snute

na ca sannyasandad eva - siddhim samadhigacchati
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Freedom from action’s reactions is not obtained merely by abstaining from action, nor can

perfection be achieved by renunciation alone.

3.5
na hi kascit ksanam api - jatu tisthaty akarma-krt

karyate hy avasah karma - sarvah prakrti-jair gunaih

In fact, no one remains inactive for even a moment; everyone is forced to act according to their

natural tendencies by the qualities of material nature that hold sway over them.

3.6

karmendriyani samyamya - ya aste manasa smaran

indriyarthan vimidhatma - mithydacarah sa ucyate

One who restrains the senses of action but allows the mind to continuously dwell on the objects of

sense attraction deludes one’s self and is called a charlatan.

3.7
yas tv indriyani manasa - niyamyarabhate 'rjuna

karmendriyaih karma-yogam - asaktah sa visisyate

On the other hand, one who controls the senses by way of the mind and, relinquishing material

attachments, engages the active senses in the yoga of action, is superior by far.

3.8
niyatam kuru karma tvam - karma jyayo hy akarmanah

sarira-yatrapi ca te - na prasidhyed akarmanah

Action in accordance with your prescribed duty is better than inaction. One cannot even maintain

one’s physical body without action.
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39
yvajaarthat karmano ‘nyatra - loko ’yam karma-bandhanah

tad-artham karma kaunteya - mukta-sangah samacara

Act only for the sake of offering your actions to Visnu, free from attachment, O son of Kunti, for
by such perfect action you will be liberated from all reactions associated with your deeds.

Otherwise, your actions will bind you to this material world.

3.10
saha-yajiiah prajah srstva - purovdca prajapatih

anena prasavisyadhvam - esa vo ’stv ista-kama-dhuk

At the dawn of creation the Lord of all beings, having sent forth generations of humans and
demigods, along with sacrifices, declared, “By this (sacrifice) may you flourish; let this be the

source of your desire’s fulfillment.”

3.11
devan bhavayatanena - te deva bhavayantu vah

parasparam bhavayantah - Sreyah param avapsyatha

The demigods, satisfied by your offerings, will satisfy you in return. By thus pleasing one another,

you shall attain the highest good.

3.12
istan bhogan hi vo deva - dasyante yajiia-bhavitah

tair dattan apradayaibhyo - yo bhunkte stena eva sah

Satisfied by sacrifice, the demigods will surely fulfill your desires. However, one who enjoys the

gifts of the demigods without reciprocating with them is surely a thief.
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3.13
vajia-sistasinah santo - mucyante sarva-kilbisaih

bhunijate te tv agham papa - ye pacanty datma-karanat

The virtuous, whose food consists of sacrificial offerings, are released from complicity in evil,
whereas the wicked, who prepare food exclusively for their personal enjoyment, consume only

suffering.

3.14
anndd bhavanti bhitani - parjanyad anna-sambhavah

vajiiad bhavati parjanyo - yajiiah karma-samudbhavah

All beings subsist on food, food is a product of rain, rain is a product of sacrifice, and sacrifice is

a product of the performance of one’s prescribed duties.

3.15
karma brahmodbhavam viddhi - brahmaksara-samudbhavam

tasmat sarva-gatam brahma - nityam yajie pratisthitam

Prescribed duties are set forth in the sacred literature (the Vedas) and sacred literature originates
in the imperishable Absolute. Therefore, the all-pervading Absolute Truth is eternally situated in

acts of sacrifice.

3.16
evam pravartitam cakram - nanuvartayatiha yah

aghayur indriyaramo - mogham partha sa jivati

Thus the cycle of sacrifice is set into motion, my dear son of Prtha. One who does not keep this

cycle turning, who lives an irresponsible life in pursuit of sense pleasure, lives in vain.
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3.17
yas tv atma-ratir eva syad - datma-trptas ca manavah

atmany eva ca santustas - tasya karyam na vidyate

However, for one who takes pleasure in the true self, whose satisfaction and contentment are found

exclusively in the true self, for that person there is no duty that needs to be fulfilled.

3.18
naiva tasya krtenartho - nakrteneha kascana

na casya sarva-bhiitesu - kascid artha-vyapasrayah

Such a person has nothing to gain by acting, no reason to refrain from acting, and no sense of

dependence on anyone for any purpose.

3.19
tasmad asaktah satatam - karyam karma samacara

asakto hy acaran karma - param apnoti purusah

Therefore, act as a matter of duty, without attachment to the results of your actions, for by acting

without attachment one surely attains the highest perfection.
PART 2
3.20
karmanaiva hi samsiddhim - asthitd janakadayah

loka-sangraham evapi - sampasyan kartum arhasi

Indeed, by proper action alone, Kings like Janaka attained perfection. If for no other reason, you

are obliged to act for the welfare of the world.

© 2021 Hari-kirtana das. All Rights Reserved. 8



3.21
vad yad dcarati Sresthas - tat tad evetaro janah

sa yat pramanam kurute - lokas tad anuvartate

The actions of a great leader will surely be emulated by others. And the standards set by such a

leader serve as the example for all the world to follow.

3.22
na me parthasti kartavyam - trisu lokesu kificana

nanavaptam avaptavyam - varta eva ca karmani

O son of Prtha, I am not obliged to perform any duties within these three worlds nor is there

anything [ aspire to obtain. Nevertheless, I myself engage in prescribed duties.

3.23
vadi hy aham na varteyam - jatu karmany atandritah

mama vartmanuvartante - manusyah partha sarvasah

For should I ever cease to engage in carefully performing such prescribed duties, O son of Prtha,

people would surely follow my example in all respects.

3.24
utsideyur ime loka - na kuryam karma ced aham

sankarasya ca kartda syam - upahanyam imah prajah

All these worlds would fall to ruin if I did not act properly. I would be the cause of chaos in society

and would thereby bring harm to all beings.

3.25
saktah karmany avidvamso - yatha kurvanti bharata

kuryad vidvams tathasaktas - cikirsur loka-sangraham
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O descendent of Bharata, as those who lack vision act with attachment to the results of their

actions, the wise may also act, but without such attachment, for the sake of the world’s welfare.

3.26
na buddhi-bhedam janayed - ajiianam karma-sanginam

josayet sarva-karmani - vidvan yuktah samacaran

A learned person should not disturb the minds of those who, due to a poor fund of knowledge, act
with attachment to the fruits of their actions. Instead, the wise inspire delight in prescribed duties

by performing them in a spirit of devotion.

3.27
prakrteh kriyamanani - gunaih karmani sarvasah

ahankara-vimudhatma - kartaham iti manyate

One who is bewildered by the influence of false ego thinks, “I am the doer of activities.” The truth
is that all activities are carried out by the three qualities of material nature (goodness, passion, and

ignorance).

328
tattva-vit tu maha-baho - guna-karma-vibhagayoh

guna gunesu vartanta - iti matva na sajjate

But one who knows the truth about how material nature generates action remains detached, O
mighty-armed one, knowing well that it is only the qualities of material nature that are interacting

with one another.
3.29

prakrter guna-sammiidhah - sajjante guna-karmasu

tan akytsna-vido mandan - krtsna-vin na vicalayet
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Those who are bewildered by the influence of material nature become attached to material
activities. The wise should not disturb those who are fooled into identifying with material nature

due to a poor fund of knowledge.

PART 3

3.30
mayi sarvani karmani - sannyasyadhyatma-cetasa

nirasir nirmamo bhiitva - yudhyasva vigata-jvarah

Therefore, cast aside your fever of inertia; offer your actions to me in complete knowledge of the

Supreme Self within and fight without yearning for ownership or profit.

3.31
ve me matam idam nityam - anutisthanti manavah

sraddhavanto ‘nasityanto - mucyante te 'pi karmabhih

Those who faithfully act without envy in accordance with my teaching attain freedom from

action’s reactions.

332
ye tv etad abhyasityanto - nanutisthanti me matam

sarva-jiiana-vimidhams tan - viddhi nastan acetasah

Those who disregard my teachings due to resentment, however, are confused by this knowledge.

Know that such people, whose minds are thus confused, are lost.
333

sadrsam cestate svasyah - prakrter jianavan api

prakrtim yanti bhutani - nigrahah kim karisyati
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Even those who possess knowledge act according to their own nature, for everyone acts according
to the tendencies they have acquired due to contact with the three qualities of material nature. What

will repression accomplish?

3.34
indriyasyendriyasyarthe - raga-dvesau vyavasthitau

tayor na vasam agacchet - tau hy asya paripanthinau

Attachment and aversion, which reside in each sense object and are rooted in the senses, are
stumbling blocks on the path of self-realization. Therefore, one should observe principles to

regulate the senses and their objects so as not to come under their control.

3.35
Sreyan sva-dharmo vigunah - para-dharmat sv-anusthitat

sva-dharme nidhanam sreyah - para-dharmo bhayavahah

Acting in accordance with one's own nature, even when such actions appear riddled with fault, is
far better than perfectly executing duties prescribed for others. It is better to die in the course of

performing your own duty than to risk the peril of following the path of another.

3.36
arjuna uvaca
atha kena prayukto 'yvam - papam carati pirusah

anicchann api varsneya - balad iva niyojitah

Arjuna said: O descendant of Vrsni, what impels one to improper action, as if driven by force

against one’s will?
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3.37
sri-bhagavan uvdca
kama esa krodha esa - rajo-guna-samudbhavah

mahdasano maha-papma - viddhy enam iha vairinam

The Blessed Lord said: It is insatiable desire, lust, which transforms into anger as it advances from

the mode of passion. Know that this all-consuming force of ruination is one’s enemy in this world.

3.38
dhumenavriyate vahnir - yathdadarso malena ca

yatholbenavrto garbhas - tathd tenedam avrtam

Just as fire is covered by smoke, a mirror by dust, and an embryo by the womb, the world is

covered by varying degrees of insatiable desire.

3.39
avrtam jiianam etena - jianino nitya-vairind

kama-ripena kaunteya - duspiirenanalena ca

With an appetite like fire that is never satisfied, this persistent enemy, in the form of lust, thus

conceals the natural perception of conscious beings.

3.40
indriyani mano buddhir - asyadhisthanam ucyate

etair vimohayaty esa - jianam avrtya dehinam

It is said that the senses, the mind, and the intelligence, are the places wherein this enemy resides.

Through them, it covers true knowledge as it bewilders the embodied soul.
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3.41
tasmat tvam indriyany adau - niyamya bharatarsabha

papmanam prajahi hy enam - jiana-vijiana-nasanam

Therefore, O best of the descendants of Bharata, control your senses from the outset and thus slay

this evil enemy of knowledge and self-realization.

3.42
indriyani parany ahur - indriyebhyah param manah

manasas tu parda buddhir - yo buddheh paratas tu sah

It is said that the senses are higher than material sense objects, that the mind is higher than the

senses, that the intellect is higher than the mind, and that the self is beyond the intellect.

3.43
evam buddheh param buddhva - samstabhydatmanam atmand

Jjahi satrum maha-baho - kama-ripam durasadam
Therefore, O mighty-armed, engage reason to go beyond reason. With knowledge of your

transcendental nature, steady your mind by means of spiritual intelligence and slay this formidable

enemy known as insatiable desire.
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Chapter 3 — Conclusion

Abstaining from action altogether is not only insufficient for liberation from the reactions
to one’s actions, it’s impossible: everyone is compelled to act according to one’s nature.
Action imbued with devotion, however, puts one on the path of liberation (verses 1-9).
There is a natural cycle of life that requires acts of sacrifice as an expression of gratitude
for nature’s gifts in order for the cycle to continue. Participation in turning the wheel of
religiosity, prosperity, and enjoyment is the basic activity that lifts consciousness above
the propensity to satisfy the senses without a sense of appreciation for the source of one’s
blessings (verses 10-19).

Leaders of society have a responsibility to lead by example (verses 20-26).

The definition of ahankara, egoism or ‘false ego’ is for one to move through the world
with the conception that “I am the doer of activities.” The true self, dormant within the
material body that, under the influence of illusion, has been mistaken for the self, is not
actually involved with the interactions of the three qualities of material nature. It is these
three qualities alone that create the appearance of our being the cause of effects. This is
one of the most significant verses in the Bhagavad-gita (verse 27).

Acting in ways that conform to one’s natural inclinations while working within the
parameters of regulative principles that help one cultivate freedom from attachment and
envy are far better than trying to perform actions for which one isn’t ideally suited
(verses 28-35).

Selfish desire is the foremost enemy of one who aspires to real knowledge and self-

realization (verses 36-43).
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