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The guiding principle is not to turn from desire until desire turns from you, for Hinduism regards 
the objects of the Path of Desire as if they were toys.  If we ask ourselves whether there is 
anything wrong with toys, our answer must be: On the contrary, the thought of children without 
them is sad.  Even sadder, however, is the prospect of adults who fail to develop interests more 
significant than dolls or trains.  By the same token, individuals whose development is not 
arrested will move through delighting in success and the senses to the point where their 
attractions have been largely outgrown.  But what greater attractions does life afford?  Two, say 
the Hindus.  In contrast with the Path of Desire, they constitute the Path of Renunciation.    
—Huston Smith                

 
Ancient Witness: Matthew 7:7-9 
 
You know, we live in an increasingly polarized time--bitterness, animosity and hatred.  And religion has 
often been a cause for violence and division in this world. 
 
But religion can also be a great force of compassion.  And so it’s important that people of faith come 
together to help heal the brokenness of the world and to renounce and challenge the rhetoric of hatred 
and violent speech. 
 
This has to start, it seems to me, with the different traditions coming together as neighbors--as equals--in 
friendship and mutual respect. 
 
Father Bede Griffiths, a Benedictine monk, who lived for over half a century in India running an ashram 
for Christians and Hindus, would use this metaphor:  Look at your fingers.  If you look at their top side, 
you see five distinct entities, each waving in the breeze.  But if you follow them down to their origin, 
they all merge in the palm of the hand.  So, too, with our religions.  If we just look at the top side, the 
surface, they appear distinct and independent.  But if we look at their source, they all come from the 
same center. 
 
Some people will object to this characterization, calling this perspective “syncretism,” which is 
concerned about losing the identity of one’s religion if it is combined with another.  But mutual respect 
and appreciation doesn’t have to lead to a loss of identity.  We can honor the differences while at the 
same time affirm the likenesses, or what Griffiths called, “the universal religious tradition of 
[humankind].” 
 
I view it like this: Religious traditions, like people, can be good neighbors and friends with one another.  
They can share certain characteristics which constitute what a good person is.  They can appreciate the 
differences and strengths in each other.  Often they may even disagree.  But they can always affirm that 
the other is an authentic person, a fellow child of God, also created in God’s good image.   
 



 

 

In the Hindu Scriptures we read:  “Truth is one, sages call it by different names.”  The Hindu mystic, 
Rajjab, wrote, 
 

The worship of the different religions, which are like so many small streams, move together to 
meet God, who is like the ocean. 

 
And as Gandhi said, 
 

Like the bee gathering honey from the different flowers, the wise person accepts the essence of 
the different scriptures and sees only the good in all religions. 
 

Hinduism is one of the oldest religions on earth that has no definitive origin or founder, but instead has 
evolved with the religious and cultural movement of the Indian subcontinent.  It has no closed canon as 
with Islam, Judaism and Christianity.  And so it is very diverse. 
 
The Vedas, which most Hindus view as their most sacred scriptures, were introduced by the invading 
Aryans over 3400 years ago. 
 
The Bhagavad Gita, which is Sanskrit for “Song of God,” was another text written just prior to the 
Christian New Testament.  It introduced the ideas of karma, through which persons are rewarded or 
punished for their deeds in a series of lifetimes or reincarnations, and moksha, the ultimate goal of 
liberation from this repetitive cycle by finally eliminating one’s passions and uniting with God. 
 
The Laws of Manu established rules concerning daily life and ritual, and the writings called Puranas 
specify the duties of people in each class and the proper stages of life individuals should attain.  It is 
here that the trinity God of Brahma, the creator, Vishnu, the preserver, and Shiva, the destroyer, appear. 
 
And the goal is to follow the Dharma path, the way of truth, to infinite bliss and infinite awareness.  
This is where the practice of yoga originates.  The term stands for something much larger than we might 
think it to mean.  The word comes from the Sanskrit “to be yoked.”  And it is a practice to achieve a 
union or joining of the self with God.  And so depending upon one’s personality, there are different 
kinds of yoga—such as contemplation (bhakti), service (karma), knowledge (jnana) and physical 
movement (raja).  But the whole point it to seek this union with the divine that is within.  What we know 
a yoga in the West is usually completely removed from this larger context. 
 
Like the Hindu faith, much of Christianity is also about seeking this union.  “Seek and you shall find.”  
Often, an inexperienced Christian hears the verses that we read today in John and Matthew and 
interprets them as if God were some Cosmic Vending Machine.  “Ask, and you will receive” often 
means that God is there to fill personal orders for satisfaction and success.  Anything you want in the 
world, just name it!  God, in this view, resembles something of a Genie: “Your wish is my command!” 
 
I remember meeting a young “good Christian couple,” and when we were together they prayed a lot and 
talked about being saved by Jesus.  And I remember them talking about how they wanted a new 
refrigerator because their current one didn’t fit in with their new decor.  So they prayed that they would 
get a new fridge somehow, and lo and behold, someone gave them one--right size and color and 
everything.  And I think that I bit my tongue so hard that it almost started to bleed.  We see this all the 
time with the “prosperity gospel” preachers. 
 



 

 

Even my confirmation class invariably would tell me that this offer is not a divine blank check. “It 
matters what we ask for,” they would tell me.  They inevitably would say something like, “If we are in 
tune with the purposes of God, then we will ask for the right things.” 
 
This is, by the way, a major emphasis of the Hindu faith: Learning to seek the right things. 
 
To a young, immature person, fulfillment is sought in things like pleasure, success and achievement.  
This is called, in Hindu terminology, the Path of Desire.  It is not that things like refrigerators and cars 
and job promotions are bad.  In fact, there are many good things about having ambition to support one’s 
family, for example.  There are many good things to be enjoyed in our lives without shame or guilt.   
 
Hinduism has often gotten a bad rap of being a life-denying, pleasure-denying, ascetic religion.  This is 
not true.  By all means, it says, seek to your heart’s desire.  As Huston Smith wrote (The World’s 
Religions, 1991): 
 

If we ask ourselves whether there is anything wrong with toys, our answer must be: On the 
contrary, the thought of children without them is sad.   

 
But life is so much more than the Path of Desire.  Smith continues, 
 

Even sadder, however, is the prospect of adults who fail to develop interests more significant 
than dolls or trains.  Individuals whose development is not arrested will move through delighting 
in success and the senses to the point where their attractions have been largely outgrown. (p.17) 

 
In Hinduism, maturity of the soul is key, and it draws a distinction between chronological and 
psychological age. 
 

Two people, both 46, are the same age chronologically, but psychologically one may be still a 
child and the other an adult... As a consequence we shall find men and women who play the 
game of desire with all the zest of 9-year-old cops and robbers; though they know little else, they 
will die with a sense of having lived to the fullest and enter their verdict that life is good.  But 
equally, there will be those who play this game as ably, yet find its laurels paltry. (p.18) 

 
When people outgrow the Path of Desire and find that it does not yield true happiness after all, this path 
leaves them feeling empty.  This is that point in life where the writer of Ecclesiastes says, “Vanity of 
vanities.  All life is vanity!”  All life is futile.  The great psychologist, Carl Jung, once wrote: 
 

About a third of my cases are suffering from no clinically definable neurosis, but from the 
senselessness and emptiness of their lives.  This can be described as the general neurosis of our 
time. 

 
So this is as far as the Path of Desire can take us--to this sense of emptiness.  And the theme of maturity 
runs through the Christian understanding, as well.  Paul wrote, “When I was a child, I spoke and thought 
and reasoned like a child.  When I became an adult, I gave up childish ways.”  (I Cor. 13:11)  And the 
writer of the Letter to the Hebrews exhorts his followers to become mature in the faith, to move “from 
milk to solid food.”  (Heb 5:12) 
 



 

 

Years ago, poet Robert Bly said that we are living in an “adolescent society.”  The wisdom of the elders 
is no longer valued.  Only the Path of Desire is has status.  I think that he has a point that our society 
encourages and rewards the Path of Desire almost exclusively. 
 
These achievements which society rewards--the achievement of the Path of Desire--are won, said Jung 
“at the cost of a diminution of personality.”  In other words, when we win at this game, we are 
diminished and stunted as human beings. 
 
Think for a moment of how our culture honors the successful person who works long into the evening, 
achieves great wealth perhaps, but at what cost? 
 
Rabbi Harold Kushner once wrote: 
 

America’s Declaration of Independence guarantees everyone the right to the pursuit of 
happiness  But because the Declaration is a political document and not a religious one, it does 
not warn us of the frustrations of trying to exercise that right, because the pursuit of happiness is 
the wrong goal.  You don’t become happy by pursuing happiness.  You become happy by living a 
life that means something.  The happiest people you know are probably not the richest or most 
famous, probably not the ones who work the hardest at being happy... I suspect that the happiest 
people you know are the ones who work at being kind, helpful and reliable, and happiness 
sneaks into their lives while they are busy doing other things. 

 
A Hindu would say something similar to this.  The Hindu way to true joy is by turning away from the 
self.  This is called the Path of Renunciation.  And this path leads to the final stage of human maturity 
that is called sannyasin.  This final level of development is when a person gives away all of his/her 
possessions and becomes a homeless beggar.  Abandoning all for the sake of all.  The life of Gandhi 
embodied this possessionless last stage of development. 
 
I’m reading a book by sociologist, Brene Brown, who says that there are a lot of people talking about 
how narcissistic our society has become, but she frames it a little differently as the “shame-based fear of 
being ordinary,” and not necessarily a personality disorder.  Our culture, she says, is dominated by 
scarcity—a “never enough” society.  So, many feel they are never good enough, never thin enough, 
never smart enough, never successful enough, never safe enough, and so on. 
 

We spend inordinate amounts of time calculating how much we have, want, and don’t have, and 
how much everyone else has, needs, and wants. 
 
What makes this constant assessing and comparing so self-defeating is that we are often 
comparing our lives, our marriages, our families, and our communities to unattainable, media-
driven visions of perfection, or we’re holding up our reality against our own fictional account of 
how great someone else has it.  (Daring Greatly, Brene Brown) 

 
And this cling-y desire for more prevents us from owning our vulnerability and our inherent worthiness.  
As Paul wrote in the Christian sacred texts, when he learned how to boat of his weakness, embracing his 
vulnerability, then he discovered true strength and the inherent worthiness within. 
 
The Sanskrit word, “Namaste,” is roughly translated, “The God within me bows to the God within you.”  
But this can only truly be said from a position of vulnerability and weakness.  Our inherent worthiness 
can only be found beyond the path of desire. 



 

 

 
By renouncing things of this world, one can achieve freedom and union with the infinite Spirit.  By 
turning away from the self, one can find oneself. 
 
This has similarities with the way of Jesus, who asked his early followers to drop everything--their nets, 
their livelihoods--to leave everything behind, to follow him. 
 
John’s portrait of Jesus talked about the danger of the counterfeit values of this world: “Peace I give 
you,” he said.  “Not as the world gives, but as I give.”  Jesus ordered his disciples to take nothing for the 
journey: no money, no bread, no bag, no sandals.  Nothing.  Possessionless.  What must the rich young 
man do to seek that which is eternal?  Get rid of everything he has. 
 
“Seek first the kingdom of God,” Jesus said.  Seek things that are eternal. 
 
According to Jesus, the kingdom of God is like a treasure or a pearl of great price for which one is 
willing to give up everything.  His point is to be willing to give ourselves completely and 
wholeheartedly, to let go of and renounce everything. 
 
So the Christian path also implies renunciation.  In Lent there is a tradition of not eating meat or giving 
something up.  However, this path is not just for Lent; it is every day.  And it is not just one thing; it is 
everything.  Jesus said, “If you want to be a disciple, you must deny yourself, take up the cross and 
follow me.”  It is giving up everything. 
 
The point is not just to renounce, but to renounce—to let go—in order to focus on the one thing that we 
seek.  And that singular thing we seek is the Eternal.  Jesus said, “If you seek to save your life (the path 
of desire) you will lose it.  If you lose your life (path of renunciation) you will find it.”  Very Hindu-like. 
 
In order to be united with the eternal, we need to get rid of distractions and not be weighed down with 
anxieties, fears and desires.  Not even death can stand in the way.  As Kushner says, 
 

Virtually the only people I know who were afraid of dying were people who thought they wasted 
their lives. 

 
If we have focused on things eternal in our lives, even death is no threat to our happiness.  But this takes 
work.  We need to get beyond the baggage and distractions of this world. 
 
To align one’s will with God’s is to be aligned with the eternal.  Goodness and love are not wasted or 
forgotten.  What cannot be achieved in one lifetime will occur when one lifetime is joined to another.  
We become partners in making good things happen. 
 
Standing in the Canadian Rockies one can see these enormous gorges cut into mountain rock by gentle 
streams of water.  It happens one generation, one lifetime, after another.  No drop of water is stronger 
than the rock, but each one contributes.  Each is joined to the eternal work of God.  And this is what we 
seek. 
 


