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Introduction: Disappointed with PK - and for PK

[ felt a sense of déja vu when I watched PK', being reminded of
OMG as they shared a similar theme. But as PK progressed, the
déja vu gave way to moments of delight thanks to the story-telling
expertise of Rajkumar Hirani and the acting brilliance of Aamir
Khan. The innocence of an extra-terrestrial PK trying to make sense
of earthly customs was disarming and endearing. His confusion, for
example, over the same white color worn by mourning widows and
beaming brides was hilarious.

However, PK suffered from the same blemish as OMG - and to a
greater degree. By dwelling on only one godman, the white-dressed
Tapasvi with a black heart, PK portrayed all religious teachers
in one color: black. At least, OMG featured one religious guru
positively, though that positive depiction was just a springboard for
casting him as a cheerleader of Kanjibhai. But PK didn’t make any
attempt whatsoever to depict any religious teacher positively. As
its storyline progressed along the same stereotype of monochrome
caricature of religious teachers, I couldn’t but feel disappointed.

That there are godmen like Tapasvi is undeniable. That there are
naive followers of such godmen is also undeniable. That much of
what goes on in the name of religion is more for business’ sake
than for God’s sake is also undeniable.

Yet to depict that there’s nothing more to religion than this is to
go beyond skepticism about religion to cynicism about humanity
itself. After all, religion is a human activity. And to depict a human
activity wholly in black is a condemnation of not that activity alone,

11 use the italicized PK to refer to the movie and the standard PK to refer
to the character in the movie.



but of humanity itself. PK exhorts us to challenge the stereotype of
all Pakistanis as bad, yet it expects us to swallow a stereotype of all
religious teachers as bad.

However, the dark depiction of godmen was not the main cause of
my disappointment. [ felt sorry for PK - not because he couldn’t get
Jaggu, but because he couldn’t get answers to his questions. PK was
such a likeable guy. It was so sad to see him living and preaching
the gospel of answerlessness - all numbers are wrong, so just stop
dialing.

[ knew that disappointment for PK was far from a typical reaction
in religious circles. Most religiously inclined people who ask me
questions on my website www.thespiritualscientist.com expressed
concern about the issues raised by the movie. Some were confused
- they felt that the movie’s critique of religion was sensible, even
irrefutable. Some were angry, deeming the movie “an anti-Hindu
conspiracy by a Muslim actor” Though I didn’'t agree with them
and I explain why in this book, I could understand where they
were coming from. But much more difficult to understand was the
vandalism done by some religious extremists to protest against PK.
Their actions reminded me of an insightful observation that one
of my online Muslim friends had shared with me: “It's easier for
me to communicate with moderates of other traditions than with
extremists of my own tradition.”

As I contemplated these various reactions to PK, I couldn’t but be
struck by the contrast between those feelings and my feelings. When
[ looked deeper within myself, I realized that my disappointment
came from a correlation with my own life.

PK’s questioning spirit reminded me of myself some twenty years



ago when I too was filled with questions. Of course, I still have many
questions, and I expect to have them till the end of my life - they
keep my life intellectually stimulating. Still, I have been fortunate
enough to find answers to many of life’s big questions - and I felt
disappointed that PK couldn’t find any of those answers.

Of course, my questions were not exactly of the same nature as
PK’s, though the answers eventually pointed in the same general
direction that PK was seeking, as depicted in his song, “Bhagawan
hai kahan re tu”

Since my childhood, I liked questions. Among the first quotes that
[ made my own was this gem from Rudyard Kipling: “I keep six
honest serving-men, (They taught me all I knew); Their names are
What and Why and When and How and Where and Who.” While my
friends watched movies, | preferred reading books seeking answers
to all kinds of questions from general knowledge to space research
to whodunit stories. But soon after [ passed my matriculation exam
and our family was still celebrating my being felicitated by the
Nasik district collector for my performance, my mother suddenly
passed away due to leukemia. That shock changed the nature of my
questions - they became more existential, and I started reading the
works of various philosophers, Indian and Western. Illuminating
as these works were, they still didn't give me any clear, coherent
answers.

After a search of over half a decade, a search that went along with
my academic pursuits as an engineering student, I finally met a
Bhagavad-gita teacher who could answer my many questions. He
was as far removed from PK’s Tapasvi as you can get. Young and
unassuming, he was by education an engineer and by profession
a manager in a multi-national corporation. Studying and sharing



the Gita's wisdom was not his profession - it was his pure passion
pursued in addition to his profession.

[ still clearly remember our first meeting one evening in 1996.
After he finished his hour-long talk at 8.30 pm, [ bombarded him
with questions. He answered them, one by one, patiently and
competently. [ was so thrilled by the many answers I was getting
that I forgot about dinner - as did my kind teacher. Our QA session
went on past midnight till 2.30 am.

To my great surprise and delight, I soon discovered that he was just
one among many other similarly erudite Gita teachers. Not that it
made him less special, rather, it made them all special. They were
part of a youth group that lived and shared the wisdom of the Gita.

More importantly, they connected me with a tradition that went
back hundreds if not thousands of years. As [ found persuasive
answers to many of my questions in my discussions with them, I
felt inspired to connect with the source from which they had got
so much knowledge. As I read the Gita and various books based
on the Gita, and as | found more and more of my questions getting
answered, | realized that I had stumbled upon a river of wisdom
about whose existence I hadn’t had the slightest idea. As [ drank
deep from that river, month after month, year after year, I felt so
enriched that I decided to join that living tradition for studying
and sharing its wisdom. In sharp contrast with PK’s trajectory
- asking questions alienated him from tradition - I found that
asking questions brought me closer to the Gita wisdom tradition,
increasing my appreciation for its coherence and relevance.

Over the decades, even after I became a monk and a Gita teacher
and after I started answering questions asked by others, I still



continued getting questions that were much deeper than my initial
ones, and I kept seeking, reading more and more books, from
my tradition as well as from other traditions. As expected and as
depicted in PK, I found that there were many differences among
various traditions - and even within traditions. And yet I found that
their core concerns consistently remained the same.

After all, people everywhere have one thing in common: they want
to get on with life. And when they turn to religion, they usually
look for hope and confidence and guidance for getting on with life.
Whereas PK depicted religion as life-negating and energy-diverting,
the Gita delineates a path that is life-affirming and empowering.

It is this vision of religion that has inspired millions for millennia
and continues to inspire millions even today. I will strive in this
book to give a small glimpse of that vision by showing how it can
answer PK’s questions - both the questions raised by PK and in
PK. The GK in the title “GK for PK!” refers to three things. GK is
most commonly seen as an abbreviation for General Knowledge.
Compared with the depth of wisdom available in the religious
traditions of the world, the answers to PK’s questions are basic
general knowledge. It is sad that in our society we have no system
of education for sharing such knowledge widely. More specifically,
GK also refers to God-knowledge, knowledge about God and how
he manifests or doesn’t manifest through the various religious
rituals being practiced today. Most specifically, GK refers to Gita
knowledge, for I can best provide answers based on the Gita
wisdom-tradition that I study, live and share. While I have studied
other traditions to some extent and I respect them deeply, it would
be presumptuous of me to speak for them - I will leave that task
to the learned exponents of those traditions. By the Gita wisdom-
tradition, I refer not just to the text of the Bhagavad-gita, but to the



broad spiritual tradition of wisdom that has for centuries based
itself on the Gita and other associated texts.

Since you have picked up this book, I assume that you have some
questions based on PK - or at least the basic question: “What this
book have to say about PK?” This book is like a pitcher that carries
some of the water from the river of Gita wisdom and brings it to
you. Reading it may not answer all your questions, but at the very
least | hope it will point you to where answers are available. If you
choose to drink from the river that has quenched the thirst of many
before you, I am confident that your thirst will be quenched too.

[ have already written a similar book OMG - Re-answering the
questions, wherein 1 addressed the questions raised in OMG. As
both movies deal with similar themes, I was in two minds whether
to repeat here the questions already answered in that book. Finally,
[ decided to include here only those questions that were explicitly
raised in PK and refer readers for other answers to that book,
which is available for free download here: OMG - Re-answering the
questions.

While responding to the many specific questions raised by PK, |
have kept the answers concise. Still, PK’s questions arise from a
worldview that needs to be challenged with a more meaningful
worldview to effectively address the underlying issues. I have
addressed these assumptions in the conclusion that is detailed and
is of essay-length.

PK does us a service by showing persuasively that godmen don’t
have answers. These godmen are like mirages - from afar, they
seem to have wisdom; but on closer scrutiny, their intellectual
vacuity becomes evident. But PK’s service becomes a disservice



when it insists that because the mirages don’t contain water, we
had better stay in the desert forever without even searching for an
oasis.

Thankfully, we can have something much better for our life. Oases
do exist and are accessible. [ hope that this pitcher will inspire you
to look for one.

PK ended with PK’s return to earth. Who knows, maybe in a sequel,
he will get a chance to drink in the oasis that he missed in his first
outing.

Chaitanya Charan






Are rituals wrong numbers to God?

They may be, but how will we know that they are wrong numbers?

Usually we infer that we may have dialed the wrong number when
we call a number and get connected to a person other than the
expected.

The “wrong number to God” metaphor implies that rituals are
meant to connect us with God. But while performing rituals, how
will we, metaphorically speaking, recognize whether the voice at
the other end is the right one or the wrong one? Do we know what
God sounds like?

Just as we need to know something about the person whom we
are calling to discern whether the number is right or wrong, we
need to know something about God to discern whether a particular
ritual is the right number or the wrong number.

We can get that knowledge about God from scripture, which is
his guidebook for humanity. In fact, scripture gives us knowledge
of God, the means for connecting with him and the result of
connecting with him. So, metaphorically speaking, it informs us
about the person to call, the number by which to call and what to
expect after the call connects. Thus, by studying scripture, we can
understand much more than just which ritual to perform - we can
understand why to perform it and how it works.

When we don’t have scriptural knowledge, we can’t differentiate
between proper rituals that actually connect us with God and
improper rituals that have come up by concoction and become
established as convention. That is, we can’'t understand the
difference between the right number and the wrong number, and
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may end up mistaking wrong numbers to be right numbers.

To correct this widespread phenomenon of wrong numbers being
dialed, there’s an urgent need for systematic scriptural education.
But if instead we indulge, as does PK, in simplistic denunciation of
all rituals based on naive caricatures of some rituals, then that’s
like rejecting all numbers as wrong because some numbers have
turned out to be wrong. Such caricature-centered derision of rituals
is the surest way of keeping people perpetually disconnected from
God, for it’s like telling people to never dial again for the fear of
dialing a wrong number.
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Can we reject as wrong numbers the rituals that don’t
make sense?

Evaluating the validity of rituals based on their sensibility seems
like a sound criterion, but is it really? Let’s consider three factors:

1.  Areweready to reject all rituals that don’t make sense?
2. Is making sense the essence of rituals?
3. Are we mature enough to properly evaluate the value
of rituals?
1. Are we ready to reject all rituals that don’t make sense?

Let’s consider the ritual of blowing candles during birth-
day celebrations. What is the sense in blowing candles? And
what is the sense in blowing as many candles as the age of
the birthday celebrant? If we investigate the history of this
ritual, we find that it originated in a medieval European su-
perstition that people were haunted by as many evil spirits
as was their age; and with each candle that was extinguished,
one spirit would be driven out. Makes terrific sense, doesn’t
it? If all senseless rituals are to be rejected, then why make a
caricature of religious rituals alone? Why not make a carica-
ture of the birthday ritual of blowing candles? Stopping that
ritual might even promote hygiene - it will save participants
from consuming the birthday celebrant’s saliva droplets that
may fall on the cake while blowing the candles.

In fact, if we were to stick strictly to only those things that
made sense, the PK movie itself would need to be rejected
as senseless. Firstly, the very idea of extra-terrestrial life is
untenable according to today’s mainstream materialistic
worldview. But even if we allow for that illogicality in PK’s
storyline, still what about the idea that someone can learn
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the language that another person knows just by touching that
person’s hands long enough? Such an idea makes no sense
at all. Hands are tactile sensors, not linguistic sensors. Yet
without that questionable premise, PK would have remained
mute and there would be no movie at all. We are ready to sus-
pend our skepticism and consider that such things might be
possible for some people somewhere else. So if we remain
open-minded to a senseless-seeming premise, to reject ritu-
als just because they don’t make immediate sense smacks of
double standards.

Is making sense the essence of rituals?

Rituals provide standardized templates to guide us towards
emotions and actions appropriate for specific situations.
Consider for example the ritual of shaking hands when we
meet someone. From a strictly logical point of view, there’s
no sense in this ritual - whatever is to be done in the subse-
quent meeting could well be done without an initial hand-
shake. But the ritual of shaking hands when done properly
sets a positive, warm emotional tone for the meeting.

Tribals whose greeting ritual is a nod or a hand-wave from a
safe distance may consider the physical proximity required
for a handshake a threatening intrusion into their personal
space. We, on the other hand, may consider their refusal to
shake hands a sign of their rudeness. Both infer wrongly due
to seeing from different frames of reference, frames within
which the essence of rituals is not making sense but experi-
encing and conveying emotions. To unsympathetic observers
who can’t or don’t want to experience those emotions, the
corresponding rituals may make no sense, even when they
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retain their validity and value for the ritual-performers.

Are we mature enough to properly evaluate the value of
rituals?

Suppose a child’s foot has been cut by a nail. When a doctor
checks the wound, that doctor gives a preventive anti-teta-
nus injection. It makes no sense to the child: “I have pain in
my foot and this doctor who is supposed to remove that pain
is instead causing pain in one more place - the thigh.” The
child doesn’t have the sense to make sense of the injection,
but those who have more sense - the parents - will gently
but firmly persuade the child to take the injection. And as the
child grows up and understands how medicines work, then
the child too will be able to make sense of what had earlier
seemed like nonsense.

Of course, taking an injection is not a ritual. But the point of
this example is to illustrate a universal principle that applies
to rituals and non-rituals. That principle is: a certain level
of maturity is needed to make sense of things that at first
glance seen senseless.

Accordingly, we may feel that some rituals are senseless, but
the problem may well be with us, not with the rituals - we
may not be mature enough to understand their value.
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Do people who are afraid go to temples?

Could be, but then people who are afraid go to watch PK too.
Many people who watch movies seek relief from worry, stress, and
tension - all fear by other names. If an activity is to be stopped
just because it is done out of fear, then watching PK should also
be stopped. Just as people watch movies for many reasons other
than fear, people go to temples for many reasons other than fear -
reasons that we will discuss in the next answer. Let’s focus on the
fear motive here.

The simple undeniable fact about life is that so many things can
go wrong at any moment. Such uncertainties naturally worry us.
Different people deal with this fear in different ways: for example,
by drinking, watching movies or going to temples. Rather than
parodying an activity based on its motive, we need to evaluate it
based on its utility, that is, based on whether it serves its purpose.

Does watching movies help people deal with their fears? Not really,
except that it helps them forget their fears for a few hours.

Does going to temples help people deal with their fears? At the
very least, it offers people what a movie offers - relief from fear.
The serene, spiritually vibrant atmosphere of the temple brings
peace to people’s minds and hearts, thus helping them forget their
worries.

But for the devout going to temples offers so much more. People
pray for solutions to their problems and sometimes they do get
solutions - not necessarily through a miraculous intervention, but
through the arrival in their mind of positive ideas, insights and
inspirations. Even if their specific problem is not solved, still the
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very act of going to the temple and praying often makes them feel
reassured. When we share our heart’s anxieties with a loved one,
even if that person doesn’t offer any solutions, still the very act of
sharing makes us feel lighter, unburdened, strengthened. Similar
is the enlivening effect of going to a temple and praying to God.
Such enlivenment empowers them to perform better, thereby
contributing towards solving the problem.

Some skeptical people might consider such enlivenment illusory.
Does that give them the right to ridicule religious people’s beliefs?
What happened to democracy and the right of all people to their
beliefs?

Former Australian cricket captain Steve Waugh believed that
keeping a red rag his pocket helped him perform better. Other
players have believed that kissing their bat before facing the
bowler, changing all their clothes after getting out on a duck and
even ensuring that all the pavilion commode lids were covered
while they were batting would improve their performance. If we
don’t lampoon such superstitious idiosyncrasies, then why do we
consider it fair game to lampoon something - going to temples -
that has offered relief and strength to millions for millennia?
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Is it cowardly for us to go to God when we feel worried?

It is no more cowardly than is a frightened child’s going to parents.

Butjust as the child is meant to outgrow the fear, so too are religious

people meant to grow up spiritually and outgrow the fear motive
for going to God.

There are four broad levels at which people approach God: fear,

desire, duty and love.

1.

Fear

People who are afraid of life’s problems go to God out of fear.
Such fear is a good beginning in one’s relationship with God,
just as children need to have some healthy fear of their par-
ents. That fear checks their unruliness and fosters discipline
in them, thereby preparing them for a bright future. Similarly
fear of God helps instill basic morality in people. But just as
children are not meant to live lifelong in fear of their parents,
but are meant to develop higher emotions such as love, so
too are we meant to grow in our relationship with God from
fear towards love.

Desire

When people want things that are difficult for them to get by
their own efforts alone, they go to God out of desire. This is
one step higher because their conception of God is not nega-
tive as a discipliner but positive as a potent desire-fulfiller.
But still their relationship with him is utilitarian, based on
give-and-take rather than love.
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3. Duty

Some people understand that God has already given me so
much - life, body, health, food, clothing, shelter. So they feel
dutybound to go periodically to his temple for thanking him.
Here the relationship is based on gratitude for what has al-
ready been given and not on desire for what one wants to re-
ceive. So the relationship is steadier. However, duty can over
time become a burden. Moreover, the focus in this level is
still on what God has done for me, not on God himself.

4. Love

This is the purest level of approaching God, where people
understand that God is their supreme object of love and they
find the supreme fulfillment in loving and serving him. At
this level, we see all living beings as members of the same
one family of God. Thus love for God blossoms into love for
all living beings.

The purpose of religion is to help people rise from the level of fear
to the level of love. To that end, temples should have educational
forums where people can learn about this progression and raise
themselves accordingly. PK goes about caricaturing temple-goers
as fearful ninnies and thereby discourages many people from
getting the relief and strength available through temples. If instead
it had guided people to rise to the level of love for God, it could
have done far greater service to society.
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Are there two gods: the god who created man and the
god whom man created?

Why only two? Why not thousands?

Yes, it is true that man has concocted notions of God. But if we
were to count such concoctions, then there would be not two gods
but thousands of gods, because thousands of people have come up
with their own myriad notions of god.

PK says that we don’t know anything about the God who made
man. Then how do we know that this God is different from the
god whom man created? If we don’t know anything about the real
currency note, how can we say that the currency note in front of us
is false? To say that the God who created man is not the god whom
man created implies having some knowledge about that God. If we
don’t have any knowledge about God, then how can we say what
god is not?

More incoherently, PK says that he has faith in the God who made
man. But if he doesn’t know anything about this God, then on what
basis does he believe in him? Might his faith be blind? Or might
the differentiation between the two Gods be a subtle and sinister
tool to make people stop doing all practical acts of worshiping God,
while giving them a pseudo-assurance that they haven't become
atheists because they worship some unknowable true God?
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Is the God who made us completely unknowable to us?

The argument that God is completely unknowable to us is a

self-contradiction, an unwarranted extrapolation, an irrational

limitation on God and a masked rationalization for keeping people

away from him.

1.

Self-contradiction

If God were totally unknowable to us, then how would we
know that he is unknowable? His unknowability is also a
kind of knowledge about him.

Consider two objects: A and B. If we say that A is known to
us, but B is entirely different from A and is entirely unknow-
able to us, the question begs itself: If we can’t know anything
about B, how can we know that it is different from A? More
fundamentally, how can we know that it is unknowable?
Both are statements of knowledge about B, thereby falsify-
ing its supposed utter unknowability.

Applying this analysis to the argument given in PK, A is the
God created by man and B is the God who created man. PK
claims that the God who created man is entirely unknowable
to us - and is different from the God created by man. Both
these statements can’t be made unless one knows something
about God. And if one knows something about God, then he
is not totally unknowable.

Unwarranted extrapolation

How can PK know that God is unknowable? From his tiny
experience in searching for God for a few months? s that
enough time to arrive at a conclusive judgment? Certainly
not.
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Scientists search for decades, even generations, to find a
particle such as the Higgs Boson. If knowing a thing of this
world requires so much effort, how much more effort will be
needed to know the one who is the source of everything and
is transcendental to everything?

So the claim that God is unknowable is an unwarranted ex-
trapolation from one’s brief experience on to the universal
canvas of all human experience. It’s like a child’s claim that
no one can ever see the sun due to not seeing the sun after
watching the sky for a few hours at night.

Irrational limitation on God

If God were completely unknowable, that would imply a
limitation on God, for it would imply that even God doesn’t
have the capacity to make himself known to us. If God is all-
powerful, as even PK acknowledges, then he should have the
power to make himself known to others.

Masked atheism for keeping people away from God

The notion that God is unknowable gives people intellec-
tual license for becoming spiritually irresponsible - for not
striving to seek God at all because ostensibly he can never
be known.

Of course, God in his fullness can never be known by us, for he
is infinite and we are finite. But we can know him enough to love
him, provided we desire to do so and seek to do so. By studying
scripture, we can get knowledge of God, and by following the
processes given in scripture such as yoga, prayer and meditation,
we can get experience of God.
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Is religion made by godmen or by God?

It depends on which meaning of the word “religion” is being
discussed.

If by religion we refer to the Sanskrit word dharma, then that is
definitely not man-made; that is our intrinsic nature, the very
fabric of our being. Dharma refers to our core, that without which
we wouldn’t be we. Thus, the dharma of fire is to burn, the dharma
of wind is to flow and the dharma of sugar is to be sweet. What
is our dharma? To love and to serve. Whatever we do, ultimately
those actions are calls for love or expressions of love. And when we
love someone, we express that love through service. So love and
service underlie everything we do and indeed define who we are.

However, we normally don’t understand religion this way. To gain a
sense of its normal meaning, let’s analyze the word etymologically
and functionally.

Etymologically, or in terms of the roots of words, religion refers to
“respect for what is sacred, reverence for God,” or “obligation, the
bond between man and God.” These roots indicate that religion is
the means by which we bond with God in love. Religion provides
us tools for inner transformation by which we can learn to love
God. So it can be said to be a type of treatment - a treatment for
the soul. This spiritual treatment cures the misdirection of our love
and enables us to love the eternal instead of the temporary, God
instead of the world.

Religion as a spiritual treatment is not so much a set of dogmas or
rituals as a set of universal principles. These principles are intrinsic
to existence, as is say gravity. We may call gravity by different names
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in different languages; we may or may not comprehend the origin
or cause of gravity; we may or may not know the mathematical
equations that describe it. But still gravity exists and acts. The
same applies to the principles that comprise religion. Just as the
universe is made by God, so are these principles that govern our
destiny in the universe. So, when by the word “religion” we refer to
these principles, then again it is definitely made by God, not man.

Functionally, we often use the word ‘religion’ to refer to different
faiths such as Christianity, Islam and Hinduism. These great
religions have usually begun with a primeval revelation in which
God shared the knowledge of the principles of religion. So, at their
roots, these religions are God-made. However, over the course of
centuries, they have undergone many changes. Not all the forms
that they have taken are geared towards helping people to love
God. Many concocted ideas and practices have been added in it
by self-interested godmen wanting to exploit people’s religious
sentiments for pursuing their own agendas. So, much of what goes
on in the name of religion today is man-made or, more precisely,
godman-made.

Therefore, to the extent that today’s religions are in accordance
with the words of God, to that extent they can be said to be made
by God. To the extent that they deviate from those divine words, to
that extent they are man-made.
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Why are we not born with our religion stamped on us?

Because our religions are external to us; they are changeable,
but our spiritual nature isn’t - and religions are meant to help us
realize our spiritual nature.

If the point of this question is that people shouldn’t become so
obsessed with religion that they hate and kill people of other
religions, that’s a valid and valuable point. But if its point is to
discredit religion entirely by alleging that because it is not inborn,
we needn'’t take it seriously, then it misunderstands the nature and
purpose of religion.

Our religion is external to our innate identity as spiritual beings.
Religion belongs to our body. Religion is as much a designation that
we acquire at birth as, say, nationality. Just as we can change our
nationality, so can we change our religion.

But whereas our nationality is a static fact that just stays lifelong
with us, our religion is meant to act as a dynamic process of inner
transformation. In that sense, we can compare our religion to a
university for providing us knowledge about our true nature and
purpose. Students who join a university for education are not
born with that university’s name stamped on their bodies - that
doesn’t invalidate the university’s capacity to serve its purpose:
provide education. Similarly, the fact that we aren’t born with our
religion stamped on our body doesn’t invalidate religion’s capacity
to provide us spiritual education, including education about the
topmost spiritual being, God.

Of course, religion offers us more than mere education about God
- it also offers us experience of God through its various cultural
practices. Many people participate in the cultural side of religion
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much more than in its educational side. Though the cultural
practices are meant to give us experience of God, many people don’t
seek God while doing these practices - they do them ritualistically
as a social marker of their identity: “Because I do this, I belong
to this group.” Thus, they neglect both the educational and the
spiritual side of their religion, thereby unwittingly reducing it to
its external cultural form. Because such forms vary from religion
to religion, they start developing a “we vs. they” mentality. Such
a mentality is exploited by power-hungry people who whip up
sentiments against the “evil they” while self-congratulatorily
portraying themselves as the “good we.” When such sentiments get
aggravated, communal violence occurs.

Such violence is certainly regrettable, reproachable, reprehensible.
But we need to recognize that its cause is not religion per se, but
the divisive “we vs. they” mentality. And such a mentality can occur
among people of not just different religions, but also of different
countries, races or colors.

When we practice religion for the purpose of realizing our spiritual
nature and our spiritual relationship with God, then we rise beyond
the petty “we vs. they” mentality by understanding that we are all
related in the one family of God.

So, yes, when we start over-identifying with our religion, it is good
to remind ourselves, as PK does, that we are not born with our
religion stamped on us. But the externality of our religion doesn’t
imply that it should be stamped out of our life and our society, as
PK implies by its wholesale negative depiction of religion.

To the contrary, we can best stamp out the divisive “we vs. they”
mentality from our world by purposefully and transformationally
practicing our religion and realizing its purpose.
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Why do different religions have different rituals?

Because different rituals emerge from different socio-cultural
contexts that use different ways for expressing same or similar
things.

Religions have two parts: exoteric (external) and esoteric (internal).
The esoteric essence of the world’s great religions is ultimately
the same - to develop love for God and love for all living beings
in relationship with him. According to time-place-circumstance,
different religions further this one purpose by using different
rituals. So their exoteric expressions vary.

Consider, for example, how different people greet each other in
different parts of the world. Some people shake hands; some bow
at the waist; some nod their heads; some rub their noses; some
hug each other. Despite these widely different expressions, the
intention remains the same: to greet each other.

The external expressions for the same intentions can be not just
different, but even opposite. Consider, for example, traffic rules in
different parts of the world. In some countries such as India and
Australia, vehicle-drivers are told to drive on the left side of the
road; in other countries such as the USA and Russia, on the right
side. Though these rules appear to be opposite, they both serve the
same purpose: the regulation of traffic.

The regulation of the traffic of human emotion as it moves towards
God is done by rituals. And that regulation is done through different
rituals in different traditions. For example, Christians offer their
respect to God by moving their hands in front of their chest and
face, as in Mass; Muslims do the same by raising their open palms
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in front of their faces while offering Namaaz; and Hindus do it by
joining their palms in front of them in namaskaar. Though the
externals of such rituals vary, their essential intention remains the
same.

Thus by looking beyond externals to the essence, we can understand
the common purpose underlying the varying rituals of different
religions.

One important caveat: Just because the rituals are different doesn’t
mean that they are unimportant. If we are in America, we will need
to drive on the right; if India, on the left. Similarly, if we belong to a
particular religious tradition, we need to follow the rituals of that
tradition to grow devotionally.

So, we need to avoid both extremes in approaching rituals: over-
emphasis and trivialization. Over-emphasizing rituals will make
us obsess over their diversity and blind us to the underlying
commonality. Trivializing them will leave us without any framework
for guiding our emotions towards God. The balanced attitude of
practicing the rituals while pursuing their purpose will help us
move closer to God.
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Are different religions like different companies with
their gods as their products?

No, because firstly their product is one - the God referred to by
different names in different religions is one, just as the sun referred
to by different names in different languages is one.

And secondly because different religions are like different
universities that use different books to teach the same subject
or like different hospitals that use different therapy methods
for treating patients. Comparing different religions to different
companies conveys a distorted commercialized picture of religions
that obscures their actual purpose.

Religions are meant to provide us two things: knowledge of God
and experience of God.

Just as different engineering colleges in different parts of the world
may have different syllabuses and different books, but they all are
meant to fulfill the same purpose - to aid students in becoming
engineers. Similarly, different religions have different scriptures,
but their purpose is the same - to provide knowledge about God so
that we feel inspired to love him.

And the experience of God - experience of loving him and feeling
his love for us - brings such a transformational inner enrichment
that it triggers an inner change from selfishness to selflessness. As
this change is like a cure for the heart, we can compare different
religions to different hospitals that use different therapy methods
such as Allopathy, Ayurveda and homeopathy. Though the specific
modes of treatment in these hospitals vary, their purpose is the
same - to heal patients. The same principle applies to different
religions too. Though their practices may vary, their purpose is the
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same - to heal the human heart, changing it from selfishness to
selflessness.

Just as some hospitals may unfortunately engage in destructive
competition to get more patients, so too may some religions engage
in destructive competition to gain more followers. Seeing such
competition may give some people the impression that different
religions are like commercially driven companies.

Just as we need to look at competent compassionate doctors and
cured patients to understand the value of hospitals and benefit
from them, so too we need to look at selfless saints and spiritually
transformed followers to understand the value of religions and
benefit from them.

So we need to avoid the two pitfalls of uncritically accepting
everything religious or cynically rejecting everything religious -
and discerningly follow that religious process which enables us to
know and love God.
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Does a stone smeared with colored powder become God?

No.

But God being omnipotent can manifest through anything, even
stone. When God manifests as his sanctified image, that image is
hugely different from stone, even if made of stone.

To appreciate this difference, let’s consider the difference between
two things made of the same material: an ordinary paper and a
currency note. To a child, both seem the same. If his mother has told
him to tear any paper fallen on the ground and throw it in a dust-
bin, he may pick up a thousand rupee note accidentally fallen from
the father’s pocket and try to tear and trash it. When the alarmed
mother stops him and explains the value of the note, he may not
understand how it is different from ordinary paper. But when he
gets a thousand chocolates for a birthday celebration using that
note, then its value becomes evident.

Far greater than the difference between ordinary paper and a
currency note is the difference between a stone and the Lord’s
sanctified image known in Sanskrit as the archa-vigraha, a word
that has no exact English equivalent. The word idol that’s often used
has a decidedly negative connotation. One English approximation
that is being increasingly used to refer to the archa-vigraha is Deity.

God makes himself accessible to us as his Deity so that we can
approach him easily with our sensory faculties such as eyes. Our
senses are material, so they can’t perceive anything trans-material
or spiritual. And God is the supreme spiritual being, so we can’t
perceive him with our senses. Still, our senses are the natural
channels for our perception. So, if our senses are completely
divorced from the process of approaching God, connecting with
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him will be very difficult for us. So out of great mercy on us, he
descends from the spiritual level to the material level and manifests
as his Deity, thus giving us sensory access to himself.

That God can manifest through stone doesn’t at all mean that
any and every stone is to be worshiped. Scripture gives clear
descriptions of the form of God and trained artisans make an image
according to those descriptions. Then saintly devotees beseech God
through a sacred ceremony known as prana-pratistha to appear as
that image so that they can have the opportunity to serve him. God
kindly reciprocates with their loving request and manifests himself
as the Deity.

Just as the child initially struggles to grasp the value of the currency
note, we too may initially struggle to grasp the transcendence of
the Deity. But if we open-mindedly worship the Deity, the resulting
non-material enrichment that we experience will help us better
understand that the Deity is categorically different from any
ordinary stone.

Unfortunately, though Deity worship is widespread in India,
the philosophy underlying it is not well-known. Exploiting this
ignorance, some self-interested people portray powder-smeared
stones as objects of worship, thereby exploiting the religious
sentiments of the uninformed masses. So what is depicted in PK
does sometimes happen. By graphically exposing the absurdity of
such worship, the movie has done a valuable service.

However, by depicting only such distortion of Deity worship - and
by depicting it so cockily as to create the impression that there’s
nothing more to Deity worship - PK ends up doing a disservice. Its
mistake is that it starts with stone instead of with God.
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To understand Deity worship properly, we need to start with
God and understand from scripture both his omnipotence and
his benevolence: he is so powerful that he can manifest through
anything, even stone; and he is so merciful that he wants to make
himself accessible to us. But if instead of starting with God, we start
with stone, as does PK, and then make a caricature asking how
such a stone can be God, then, due to such topsy-turvy reasoning,
we end up depriving ourselves of the blessing of Deity worship.
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Does God respond more to our prayers if we worship
him in bigger images?

No, our devotional connection with God and his reciprocation with
us depends not on how big a Deity we worship, but on how big a
place we give him in our heart - how much we make him the center
of our lives.

PK depicts the satirical reasoning that a bigger image of God
has bigger ears to hear, and bigger hands and legs to do things.
Such reasoning reflects an inability to go beyond appearance to
substance. God is transcendental, and he always hears our prayers,
irrespective of the size of the Deity we worship. The purpose of a
bigger Deity is to provide us greater opportunity to serve him.

We worship the Deity not just to get our desires fulfilled through
God, but also to purify our desires and find lasting fulfillment
in spiritual love for him. He manifests as a Deity to give us an
opportunity to serve and love him. By dressing, bathing, feeding
and serving the Deity, as we would serve a respected guest, we
develop our relationship with him. When the Deity is bigger,
we have more opportunity to serve him. That's why in temples
where there are many people to serve God, there are big Deities.
And in homes where people can't perform that much service,
God graciously agrees to manifest as a smaller Deity and accepts
whatever service is possible for the residents of that home. Either
way, the important thing is the intention to love God and the
expression of that intention through service. God’s presence is
manifest more where he is loved more and served more. So we go
to temples not because they have a bigger form of God, but because
we can better bask in his soothing presence in temples and turn
our heart more towards him.
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When God can hear our prayers everywhere, why do we
need to go to a temple?

The point of praying is not just to get God to hear our prayers,
but also to be solaced and strengthened by feeling his comforting
presence in response to our prayers.

And yes God is present everywhere, but can we feel his presence
everywhere? Water is present everywhere in the atmosphere
as water vapor, but can we quench our thirst by sticking out our
tongue wherever we are. No, we need to go to a tap, where the water
is accessible to us in a form that we can benefit from. Similarly, we
can’'t get much benefit merely by the nominal acknowledgement
that God is everywhere. To experience God’s presence, we need to
go to a place where his presence is manifested to us. The temple is
such a place.

In the temple, God is manifested not just as his Deity, but also
through the spiritual sound vibration of his holy names and
the sacred association of spiritually-minded people. When we
experience God’s potent presence thus, then that itself is one level
of answer to our prayers for such an experience decreases our
worry and increases our calmness as we realize that there’s an
unchanging reality higher than the changing reality that is bugging
us. By rooting ourselves in that higher God-centered reality, we can
get the calmness and the clarity to come up with ideas, insights and
inspirations to deal with our problems.
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How can worshiping a cow get one a job?

In what scripture is it said that worshiping a cow will get one a job?
None.

Further, worship of the cow has been going on for millennia,
whereas the anxiety about getting jobs is largely a modern anxiety
- in the past, people usually had standard jobs according to their
social positions. They did have anxiety about whether they would
earn enough or not - farmers, for example, would worry whether
they would get a good harvest or not. But they didn’'t have this
modern anxiety of whether they would get a job or not. So the idea
of worshiping a cow to get a job is both scripturally and historically
unfounded.

Now let’s consider the rationale for worshiping a cow. Firstly the
cow represents the most maternal manifestation of nature. Nature
is often compared to a mother, as evident in the widespread usage of
“mother nature.” Just as our mother provides for our needs, so does
nature - she provides heat, light, air, water and food, for example.
Nature provides these gifts through various manifestations -
light through the sun and water through the rivers, for example.
Among all such manifestations, the manifestation towards which
we can most naturally feel maternal sentiments is a cow. She gives
us her milk, as does a mother; and she is gentle in disposition, as
is a mother. So we can much more easily conceive of a cow as a
mother than conceive of the whole of nature with all its variety as a
mother. By such a maternal conception of the cow, we learn to treat
her with affection and respect. And by caring for the cow thus, our
appreciation for the cow and for the nature that she represents
expands. Gradually, the maternal conception of nature takes root
in our heart and we learn to treat all her manifestations with due
reverence.
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Secondly, God himself when he descended on earth during his
avatar as Krishna showed by his own example how to care for cows
and for nature. He lived an eco-friendly life in the pastoral setting
of Vrindavan, where he personally tended to cows. In fact, so dear
were cows to him that he is celebrated by the name Gopal, the
protector of cows. Thus, by tending to cows, we follow the example
that God set for us. By caring for cows that are dear to him, we
please him and get his blessings. By those blessings, we may well
get things we need such as a job. But we needn’t reduce the sacred
act of caring for cows to such a utilitarian level - the maternal and
devotional significance of cows is more than enough reason to
worship them.

Further, even if we worship cows with the hope that God will bless
us with a job, we need to know that such worship is a complement,
not a replacement, to our efforts for getting a job. Doing our part
is necessary but not sufficient in getting the result. For the desired
results to come about, apart from our efforts, many other factors
need to fall in place. Students know that the rank they get depends
on not just how well they study, but also on what kind of questions
come in the exam paper, how accurately the assessment system
works and even how well competitors perform. Sports players
know how indispensably important their own performance is in
determining results — and they also know that in the final analysis
something beyond their performance also plays a vital role. That’s
why some of them try to appease that unknown by doing some
ritual such as carrying rags or kissing their bats, as mentioned
in an earlier answer. Scripture takes us beyond such sentimental
rituals by explaining to us what that unknown is - God - and how
he can be properly worshiped by practices that please him. The
holistic way to work is to do what is in our control and to pray to
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God to take care of things not in our control. As it is said, do your
best and leave the rest to God.

So PK’s mocking question “Is the cow going to fill my bio-data at
monster.com?” exhibits a regrettable ignorance of the significance
of both cows and worship.
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Should we just help each other till we find the right
number to God?

By finding the right number to God, we can best help each other. As
long as we don’t connect with God, whatever help we offer others
will be inadequate.

We all have two kinds of relationships: vertical and horizontal. Our
vertical relationship is with God and our horizontal relationship
is with other living beings. Ideally, these relationships grow
symbiotically.

Our vertical relationship is eternal, being based on who we are
at our core: indestructible spiritual beings, souls. Our horizontal
relationships are temporary, being based on our present bodily
identity. No matter how much we love others and want to help
them, we can’t always be there for them when they need us. We are
finite beings and our capacity to help is limited. Moreover, when
death separates us, as it inevitably will, we will no longer be able to
do for them whatever we are able to do at present. This analysis is
not meant to minimize our relationships with them or to rationalize
not doing what we can for them. It is just meant to ensure that our
relationships are rooted in reality, not hanging in a fantasy that will
be heart-wrenchingly smashed into the ground with the passage of
time. Rooting our relationships in reality begins with recognizing
that the best thing we can do for others is to help connect them
with the one who alone can always be there for them, who is their
everlasting best friend.

Of course, God is not just their best friend; he is our best friend
too - he is everyone’s best friend, as the Bhagavad-gita (05.29)
indicates. Connecting with God is not a mechanical activity like
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putting a plug into a socket; it is a volitional activity, a matter
of voluntarily choosing to love God. So we can’t force anyone to
connect with God; we can only inspire them, by our words and
actions, to connect with him. And our words and actions won’t
inspire them unless they see us choosing to love God and becoming
positively transformed by that choice. Only when they see that we
have become better human beings because of being devoted to God
will they feel inspired to become similarly devoted.

Devotion to God does indeed transform us positively. God is the
source of sublime spiritual happiness. When we connect with him,
we get a profound inner fulfillment that frees us from the craving
to control others for our pleasure.

And our deepened connection with God helps us see others’
connectedness with God too. We understand that the way we act in
our relationship with them reflects on our relationship with him.
Further, we see them not just as our relatives, but as God’s family
members placed by his arrangement in a relationship with us. We
no longer see them as objects for our pleasure, but as persons
in their own right, with their own natures and their own set of
strengths and weaknesses. In our dealings with them, we become
more patient, more sensitive, more understanding.

All relationships face the challenge of storms caused by mishaps,
mistakes and misunderstandings. Families that see their mutual
relationships as sacred can weather such storms far better than
families that see their relationships as utilitarian.

If we treat God as irrelevant, as we do, intentionally or
unintentionally, when we delay finding the right number to
connect with him, then utilitarianism frequently becomes the basis
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of relationships. “What’s in it for me?” often becomes the primary
criterion for maintaining or terminating relationships. However,
relationships are like trees. They need years of watering before
their fruits and shade become accessible. If utilitarianism is the
basis of relationships, then people hardly ever have the patience
needed to cultivate meaningful long-term relationships.

In fact, sociologists in the Western world and increasingly even in
the Westernized world are talking about the alarming mentality of
obsessive individualism - “I first” or “I only” - that is spreading in
society, undermining the very foundation of stable relationships.
The more materialistic and godless society becomes, even though
the hype over romance hikes up in reel life, the more relationships
in real life become superficial and short-lived. On the other hand,
the more we connect with God and cultivate a more spiritual and
less self-centered view of others, the more we have stable and
satisfying relationships with them.

So, learning to love God and inspiring our loved ones to love God is
the best thing we can do for ourselves and for them.
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Isn’t it better to serve our sick relatives than go to some
distant place to worship God in the hope of a cure?

The idea that caring for our loved ones and worshiping God
go against each other stems from a misrepresentation of what
worshiping God means.

Many religious teachers inspire the setting up of hospitals that offer
high-quality medical care to patients, often at concessional rates
to the economically underprivileged. Doctors at such hospitals see
their devotional commitment as complementary, not contradictory,
to their medical commitment. As spiritually-minded doctors often
say, “We treat. He heals.” The medical hand and the divine hand
work together in successfully curing patients. Neither the religious
teachers nor the medical staff inspired by those teachers tell the
relatives of the sick to go to some far-off place to worship God
instead of caring for the sick.

If at all there are any godmen who tell gullible people to do such
things, they are often not much different from some unscrupulous
doctors who make unsuspecting patients go through unnecessary
medical tests just to get more commissions. Just as we would avoid
such exploitative doctors and look for good doctors, we should
avoid such misleading godmen and look for genuine spiritual
teachers.



41

Are we meant to not ask questions in matters of faith?

This is one thing that PK definitely gets right: we are meant to ask
questions; if God hadn’t wanted us to ask questions, why would he
have given us intelligence?

In the Gita wisdom-tradition, we are encouraged, even enjoined,
to direct our questioning propensity towards higher spiritual
subjects. The Vedanta-sutra, one of the most important texts in
the Vedic library, states that we should ask questions about the
ultimate reality: athato brahma jijnasa. The Bhagavad-gita itself
is a conversation centered on Arjuna’s probing questions and
Krishna’s patient and coherent answers.

Still two notes of caution must be sounded. Firstly, we need to ask
questions to the right people - spiritual authorities learned and
realized enough to provide answers. Carrying the point given in
PK forward, we can say that God has given us the intelligence not
just to ask questions but also to search for genuine seers who can
answer those questions. If we use our intelligence only for the first
purpose and not the second, then we may get the self-congratulatory
pleasure, as is depicted in PK, of showing that religious rituals are
senseless. But we won’t get the far greater fulfillment of finding
meaningful answers to those questions and we will end up, as does
PK, living and propagating the gospel of answerlessness.

Secondly, even after we find the right teacher, we need to be patient
while gaining understanding of subjects related with God. After all,
God is the source of all things in the world. and even the world is
often so complicated that it takes years of effort to understand it.
Consider the study of just one field, say, quantum physics. Students
have to study for years before they can get a sense of the chimera
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that comprises this esoteric branch of physics. In fact, a prominent
physicist] B S Haldane has made the complexity emerging from the
scientific worldview into a principle, sometimes called Haldane’s
law: “Not only is the universe queerer than we suppose, it'’s queerer
than we can suppose.”

If we are ready to acknowledge the complexity of God’s creation
and are ready to be patient and perseverant in studying it without
expecting overnight understanding, why shouldn’t we be similarly
patient and perseverant in understanding God and not make a
caricature of issues that don’t make sense on first hearing?
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Why does God not respond to our prayers?

God responds to every single prayer of every single soul.

The problem is that we expect, even demand, him to solve the
problem in the specific way that we want and as per our time-line.
This attitude symptomizes our half-trust in God: our trust in his
omnipotence, but not in his omniscience. Put bluntly, we believe
that God is strong enough but not intelligent enough to solve our
problem. So, we tell him the specific solution and expect him to
use his omnipotence to implement it for us. And when it isn’t
implemented, we start doubting him.

Isn't it better to doubt our assumption that God needs our
intelligence?

A fundamental spiritual truth is that God is far more intelligent
than us; he is the most intelligent of all living beings. In fact, the
Bhagavad-gita (07.10) states that he is the source of everyone’s
intelligence - including ours.

By meditating on God’s greatness, we can choose to trust him fully
instead of partially. When we trust him fully, we don’t impose our
intelligence on him by demanding a specific solution. Instead, we
ask him for the strength to continue serving him even amidst the
problem, and the wisdom to understand and cooperate with his
solution, whatever it may be and whenever it appears.

Trusting God fully will give us two huge returns. Firstly, no matter
what problems come, we will be able to stay secure by focusing
on how to serve him best in that situation. Secondly, we will be
amazed at how he deals with those problems in ways far better
than what we could have ever thought.
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Srila Prabhupada, the founder-acharya of ISKCON, would give
an example of the shortsightedness that prevents people from
appreciating God’s answers. During the Communist regime in
erstwhile Soviet Russia, the government sometimes converted the
naive peasants to atheism through manipulation. The communists
would hoard all the grains, leaving the peasants destitute. When the
peasants would be going to a church to pray to God for their daily
bread, the communists would bring the grains in trucks outside
the church. After their prayers, when the peasants would be going
back to their homes, the communists would confront them: “Did
you get bread from God?” When the glum peasants would reply
in the negative, the communists would exhort them: “Request us
for bread.” When requested, they would supply the bread they
had hoarded and tell the peasants to reject their impotent God
and embrace atheistic communism. The gullible peasants would
comply, not realizing that the God to whom they had prayed inside
the church had answered their prayer outside the church through
the medium of the communists.

Even in the case of PK, it may seem that God didn’t answer his
prayer. But he had prayed to regain his remote and he did regain
it, so his prayer was answered. God’s answers don’t have to come
through some supernatural intervention such as a sudden mystical
flash of light placing the stolen remote in PK’s hands. God’s answers
can come through the ordinary-seeming events of life that together
bring about an extraordinary result. PK went through a series of
remarkable events that led to his seeing Tapasvi at the very time
when the godman was displaying the remote and then his being
spotted by Jaggu just when she was looking desperately for a
good story - both of which contributed to and culminated in PK’s
getting back his remote. While some may see these events as just
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coincidences, maybe they need to consider the well-known saying:
“Coincidences are God’s ways of remaining anonymous.”

No doubt, the storyline of PK is the product of a creative imagination
that intended to satirize religion. But even that same storyline can
be re-analyzed to show how God can answer prayers. Such a re-
analysis, even if hypothetical, can broaden our conceptual horizons
about how God may respond to our prayers.
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Why does God favor the wealthy and make the poor
stand in queue?

God is not partial; he is reciprocal, as the Bhagavad-gita (04.11)
states. He reciprocates with anyone who offers devotion to him in
whatever way is possible for that person.

So he blesses those who devotionally offer him money and
come quickly to take his darshan and he also blesses those who
devotionally offer him time by waiting patiently in the queue.

The benefit we get in visiting a temple doesn’t depend on how
quickly we get in front of the Deity or how long we get to stand
there. It depends on how long we hold God in our heart. So we can
get his grace by eagerly meditating on him as we move forward in
the queue and also by gratefully meditating on him as we move out
of the temple after taking darshan. During the time we spend in the
queue, we may not see God, but God can see us. And he blesses us
if we cultivate a prayerful disposition.

If a wealthy person bypasses the queue by giving a big donation
and goes before God proudly thinking, “I am so great that [ don’t
have to wait like all these lesser people,” then such pride will
prevent that person from getting much grace, even after getting
darshan quickly. On the other hand, a person who waits humbly for
the Lord’s darshan will get far greater grace.

The material world we reside in is characterized by limitation.
So, the space in the temple where the people can stand for taking
darshan is limited. And some arrangement needs to be made for
facilitating those who want to take darshan. It’s unlikely that any
arrangement can satisfy everyone.

Rather than letting ourselves get caught in the externals due to a
material conception of God’s grace, we can strive to gain a more
refined understanding of grace and tap that ever-available grace by
cultivating a devotional disposition.
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If God has a plan for everything, does our chanting a
mantra for getting some result disrupt his plan?

No, God’s plan includes the provision for chanting mantras.

God’s plan is not static - it is dynamic. He has given us free will
and he allows us to choose freely. God’s plan doesn’t rule out our
choices; rather, it links our choices with consequences. Whichever
way we chose to act, God has a corresponding plan.

Consider for example a road-traveler coming to a crossroad. The
traveler has choice about which road to take, but there’s also a
plan that has set up the roads and that determines which road
goes where. Whichever road the traveler chooses, he or she is still
traveling according to the broad architectural plan of the road
designer.

A similar dynamic places human choice within the framework of
divine will. With this conceptual background, now let’s look at the
implications of the two assertions: God has a plan for everything
and we can change our destiny by chanting mantras.

When scripture says that God has a plan for everything, the
implication is that we shouldn’t get disheartened when things seem
to be going wrong. Even if things are out of our control, they are
never out of God’s control. He can always bring good out of even
the bad things that are happening in life. Consider the example
of a sick patient under treatment. If the sickness is chronic, it
may continue even while the treatment is going on. So, from the
patient’s perspective, things may seem to be going wrong. But from
the doctor’s perspective, things are going right - the treatment
plan is on track and will start manifesting its effect in due course.
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When scripture states that we can do certain things such as chanting
mantras to get certain results, those statements are like the doctor
giving options within the treatment plan. If the patient chooses
to cooperate wholeheartedly with the plan by say regulating diet,
exercising and taking medicines properly, then the treatment will
work faster. If the patient balks at some of the options, the doctor
will still continue the treatment, but healing may take more time.

The dynamic interplay of human will and divine plan is conveyed
eloquently in the Mahabharata in Vyasadeva’s consolatory counsel
to Yudhisthira, who is devastated due to the death of Abhimanyu.
Vyasadeva says, “Surely the Lord’s inscrutable will is meant for
the world’s welfare. If you simply follow his will, then you will
understand everything in time.”

Of course, the relationship between human freedom and God'’s
controllership is a complex philosophical subject; volumes, can be
written on its many subtleties and nuances. But the analysis given
here is sufficient to convey a sense of their harmonious dynamism.

So scriptural guidelines to do certain things for getting certain
results are not gateways for violating God’s plan, but are
opportunities to intelligently participate in that plan and thus
accelerate its progress towards an auspicious result.
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Why does God like flattery?

God doesn’t like flattery - he loves love, and he wants to reciprocate
love with those who love him. And one important way love is
expressed in any relationship is by appreciation of one’s beloved.

So in the relationship between God and his devotees, devotees
express their love for him by singing his glories. And if we study the
bhakti scriptures carefully, we will find that God too glorifies his
devotees. Thus, the God-devotee relationship is characterized by
pure love without any of the self-interestedness that characterizes
flattery.

Praise degenerates into flattery when firstly the praiser has no
genuine affection but has instead an agenda for manipulation and
secondly the praised is manipulable by such false praise.

But in the God-devotee relationship, devotees have no such agenda.
And more importantly, God is immune to such manipulation. Why?
Because he is self-satisfied, as is repeatedly stated in scripture,
for example, in the Srimad Bhagavatam (7.9.11). He doesn’t need
anyone’s praise to become happy. So being thus emotionally
independent, he is always free to act in the best way according to
time-place-circumstance. He is the ever benefactor of everyone and
he does whatever is best for them without letting flattery by some
self-interested people deviate him from that benevolent course.

Whataboutthe praise offered by devotee-seekers who don’tyethave
strong affection for God? Even their praise is not flattery because
they want to have affection for him and they glorify him to express
their aspiration for that affection. God is all-pure, so meditating
on him and verbalizing his glories purifies those seekers, thereby
nourishing their devotion and helping them progress towards the
universe of pure love that is the God-devotee relationship.
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Why do religious teachers stereotype people as, for
example, when they pronounce all Pakistanis as
cheaters?

Such stereotyping is definitely undesirable, but then why does
PK stereotype all religious teachers by depicting them in just one
color - black. If there are shades among Pakistanis, aren’t there
shades among religious teachers? The popular media frequently
portrays religious teachers as manipulators and mercenaries out
to profit from people’s faith and fear. And PK by depicting only that
kind of religious teachers simply perpetuates that stereotype. If
stereotyping all Pakistanis as cheaters is simplistic and misleading,
then isn’t stereotyping all religious teachers as cheaters also
simplistic and misleading?

Someone might argue, “But those are the kind of religious teachers
who are most popular and influential. So it's only right and
educational that PK depicts them.”

Won’tthatargumentapply to Pakistanis too? The common Pakistani
people may not have any strong anti-India prejudice, but they don’t
determine Pakistan’s policies towards India. Those policies are
determined by Pakistan’s political and martial leaders - both of
whom usually find it convenient to keep anti-India sentiments high
among Pakistanis because blaming India for Pakistan’s problems
helps deflect attention from their own ineptness. The presence
and prevalence of such anti-India propaganda in Pakistan has
been documented by many well-researched books. For example, in
Fighting to the End: The Pakistan Army’s Way of War published by
the Oxford University Press, Professor C. Christine Fair, a security
studies expert at Georgetown University, America, documents in the
Pakistani military structure a pervasive anti-India disinformation
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campaign that often uses explicit anti-Hindu imagery. So if Indians
are to be educated, then they should be educated about the
dangerous mindsets of such influential Pakistanis also, not just
about un-influential Pakistani Romeos pining for Indian Juliets.

Further, if PK truly wanted to educate people about India’s religious
landscape, it could have highlighted or at least depicted the sincere
religious teachers who unselfishly serve God and humanity. Then
people could have endeavored to find and follow such teachers,
thereby staying protected from the harmful influence of self-
serving teachers.

But depicting such complexity isn’t easy and it isn’t entertaining.
Much easier to paint all religious teachers as black, make fun of
them and make big money out of it. PK’s purpose is not educational
- it's simply commercial. PK accuses religious teachers of making
a business of faith. Though not all religious teachers do such
business, PK itself surely does that. It makes a business of faith,
just from the opposite side - not by promoting faith, but by bashing
it. Agar dharma-guru shraddhaa ka dhandaa kar rahe hain, to PK
dharma ki ninda ka dhanda kar raha hain.

If PK had bothered to find some authentic religious teachers, it
would have discovered that they see everyone with equal vision,
as the Bhagavad-gita (05.18) describes. They see that beyond
our different bodily shells the spiritual substance that animates
all of us is similar. Accordingly, they teach that all living beings,
whatever their nationality, religion or race, are all beloved parts of
God. So authentic religious teachers, far from stereotyping others,
provide the spiritual vision by which people can rise beyond such
stereotyping and learn to develop universal love.
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Is PK an anti-Hindu movie?

Overall, PK is an anti-religion movie.

To understand PK’s orientation, let’s consider both its content and
its intent.

In its content, PK satirizes all the primary religions of India. Still,
most of its potshots are directed towards Hinduism. Does this
indicate that it is anti-Hindu? Not necessarily. Every movie is
targeted to a particular market. Since India’s majority religion is
Hinduism, an Indian movie critiquing religion will naturally focus
on Hinduism. So, PK’s preoccupation with Hinduism could well be
due to a commercial agenda, not an anti-Hindu agenda.

Going to its intent, PK’s producing team have stated that they
wanted to make a satire on godmen. As we can’t know their heart,
let’s assume for objectivity’s sake that their stated intent was
their actual intent and examine whether that intent is accurately
reflected in PK’s content.

PK depicts all religious rituals and teachers negatively - there’s
no positive depiction at all of anything religious. Even a cursory
observation of religion will show that there are many different
kinds of religious teachers. Conniving godmen like Tapasvi
definitely exist, but also existing are genuine saintly people who
strive to love God and share that love with others. Just as self-
interested exploiters exist in every other human field, they exist
in religion too. But selfless saints devoted to God also exist - as
do serious seekers striving for similar selflessness and devotion.
If a newspaper reported only the negative elements in a field,
we would be justified to conclude that it had an agenda of not
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just exposing those elements, but of denigrating the entire field.
Unfortunately, PK from beginning to end portrays an unbalanced,
uni-dimensional, uncharitable picture of religion.

So, whatever PK’s professed intent, in content it comes out as anti-
religion.
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Are violent protests against PK justified?

No.

Even if some people believe that PK has an anti-Hindu agenda,
still that belief doesn’t justify violent vandalism in protesting
against it. The Vedic culture from which Hinduism has emerged
has been a culture of tolerance and accommodation. Different
people propagating different ideas have co-existed peacefully
for millennia. Why should that glorious tradition of tolerance be
sacrificed for the sake of one movie?

Worse still, in today’s world, tired as it is with sectarian violence,
violence by religionists usually polarizes public opinion against
that religion. If a tiny extremist fringe in a religion indulges in
violence, often the entire religion gets stigmatized, even when the
overwhelming majority of that religion is moderate and tolerant.
Such stigmatization prevents the tradition’s intellectual voices
from getting an opportunity to present rationally their side of
the story. So, violence against PK by the Hindu right wing ends up
making public opinion so biased against Hinduism at large that
authentic Hindu concerns about the misrepresentations in PK are
lumped with extremist intolerance and are neglected.

So, from the perspectives of both honoring our tradition’s way
of dealing with intellectual opponents and recognizing the
sensibilities of the contemporary culture, violent protests need to
be entirely avoided.

Of course, this doesn’t mean that the propagation of misconceptions
be passively endured. Not at all, misconceptions need to be actively
countered. But that countering needn’t be, indeed shouldn’t
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be, violent. India has had a rich tradition of vibrant intellectual
discourse, wherein fallacious arguments were rationally exposed.
For intellectually countering any critiques, the Bhagavad-gita and
other related wisdom-texts provide us with more than enough
philosophical substance. Drawing from that reservoir of wisdom,
this book continues the tradition of intellectual discourse by
pointing out the misconceptions and mistakes in PK’s potshots at
Hinduism.

The best way to counter the misconceptions propagated by PK is
to use the same medium that it has used. A movie that logically
and appealingly explains the positive role that religion plays in the
lives of people, the meaning and significance of rituals, and the
characteristics of genuine saintly teachers would be an invaluable
service to society.
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Does religion cause violence?

If religion were the cause of violence, then parts of the world
dominated by atheistic views should have been largely peaceful. But
facts tell an entirely different story. Far from atheistic nations being
the least violent, they have been often the most violent. In Lethal
Politics: Soviet Genocide and Mass Murder Since 1917, Professor of
Political Science Rudolf Rummel reports that while the total war
victims in all foreign and domestic wars in the twentieth century
amounted to 35,700,000, the victims of the Marxist governments
amounted to a staggering 95,200,000. In fact, more human beings
were persecuted, murdered, tortured and dehumanized as a direct
result of atheistic Marxism in the twentieth century alone than
have been harmed in all of the world’s religious wars during the
last two millennia. So if we were to pin the blame for violence on
theological orientation, then atheism would be far more culpable
than theism - atheistic ideologies impelled the killing of more
people even in the absence of war than did any belief system even
in the presence of war.

Even if we look at wars in specific, most of the wars throughout
history, including World Wars I and II, the Vietham War and the
Korean War, were fought for purely secular reasons, be they
political, economic, or ideological; religion was not an issue at all.

Even when religion was the professed cause, was it the actual
cause? If studied carefully, the actual cause turns out to be the same
as that for secular wars - greed for position and property. Power-
hungry political, military and even religious leaders sometimes
abuse religious teachings to further their agendas. Those who
follow such mis-leaders may be seduced by their religious-seeming
propaganda. But again deeper observation shows that those
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followers are driven at their core by universal human concerns:
relief from poverty and hope for a better future, for example. So
religion is not the cause of violence - it is violence’s mask, the self-
serving rationalization that people advance not just to others but
also to themselves for concealing their ordinary human foibles.

Still, in the present world scenario, violence incited in the name
of religion is a real threat. To prevent the power-hungry from
misleading the gullible in the name of religion, society needs to
provide philosophical education on a mass scale to help people
understand what true religion is. True religion enables us to attain
inner happiness, which is the prerequisite for peace. Due to not
finding inner happiness, we have become filled with desires for
external enjoyment and are forced to fight with each other for
the scarce resources necessary to fulfill our desires. To minimize
such fights, we need to provide people resources for finding inner
happiness. And the best way to inner happiness is sincere religious
practice.

Further, genuine religious practice helps people see all living beings
as their family members in God’s family and thereby inspires them
to live in harmony with each other.

Even without much scriptural education, the people inspired to
acts of service and compassion by religion are far more numerous
than the people incited to violence. Millions are inspired by their
religous values to be charitable towards others. However, because
most such acts are inconspicuous, they rarely make it to the news.
In sad contrast, acts of violence, even if far less frequent, are much
more sensational, so they make it to the news far more frequently.
By over-relying on the media that reports only sensational facts,
we get a misleading picture of the effects of religion on society.
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Conclusion: Laughing at “meaningless” rituals while
living a meaningless life

The immense popularity of PK suggests that our society is
becoming increasingly skeptical about religious rituals if they
don’t make immediate sense. We feel that God, even if he exists,
is largely irrelevant. Even if we don’t embrace atheism openly, we
consciously or subconsciously embrace the worldview that can be
called apatheism - don’t bother about anything otherworldly; just
focus on the here-and-now.

Focusing on immediate concerns usually means accepting a
materialistic worldview - at least functionally, if not intellectually.
But within a materialistic worldview, what is the meaning of life
itself? If we did a fast-forward of a recorded track of a typical
materialistic life, what would we see? We are born, we run around
trying to do things, we lose the ability to run around, we lose the
ability to do things and we die. Game over. What was the point of it
all? We laugh at the meaninglessness of rituals, but what about the
meaninglessness of our own life? By neglecting or rejecting religion,
we eliminate the possibility of any transcendental meaning in our
life. Laughing at meaningless rituals while sinking into a morass of
meaningless materialism - that’s the plight of PK and those who
follow him.

In contrast, Gita wisdom assures that our life is meant to be deeply
meaningful. To explain that meaning, let me first sketch a brief
alternative storyline for PK.

PK uses a Mercedes for plowing

PK comes from a planet where the only known vehicles are tractors
and their only known use is plowing. On coming to earth, he is gifted
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a Mercedes Benz. Based on his experience with vehicles, he gets a
field for himself and starts using the car for plowing.

Guess what happens? The field gets spoiled. The car gets spoiled
and PK gets frustrated.

Might we all be PKs of this kind? Let me give the philosophical
rationale for presenting such a ludicrous-seeming possibility.

Gita wisdom explains that we are at our core spiritual beings,
souls, who can find lasting fulfillment only through spiritual
happiness, not through material enjoyment. Our present human
body is a precious vehicle that the soul gets after transmigrating
through various subhuman species. In all subhuman bodies, the
soul has access only to material pleasure - by fulfilling the bodily
demands of eating, sleeping, mating and defending. All material
pleasure is troublesome to acquire. Even when acquired, it is
unfulfilling because of the body’s limited capacity to enjoy. And
even this paltry pleasure is inevitably curtailed by disease and old
age, and terminated by death. The human body alone offers the
soul consciousness evolved enough to access a superior source of
pleasure: love of God.

God is eternal and we as souls are also eternal. So our loving
relationship can continue eternally and provide us lasting
happiness. Our longing for love is fulfilled completely when we
direct it towards God. Indeed, realizing and relishing that love is the
purpose and perfection of life. Our potential for eternal love brings
a meaning to our life that endures beyond our body’s mortality.

Returning to the Mercedes metaphor, subhuman bodies, which
offer access only to flickering bodily pleasures, can be compared to
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tractors meant for plowing a field. On the other hand, the human
body, which offers the soul opportunity for spiritual realization,
can be compared to a posh Mercedes meant for a smooth ride
towards lasting spiritual happiness. So, using the human body
for materialistic pursuits is not much different from using a car
for plowing. If this metaphor were valid, then just as by plowing,
the field got spoiled and the car/driver got spoiled/frustrated, by
living materialistically, we would harm our field, the environment,
and harm our body/frustrate us.

Let the Facts Speak

Let us examine what scientific and other observations reveal about
the results of materialistic living.

The Environment: Biologist E O Wilson among many other
scientists has studied the complex interdependence of various
species in the biosphere. He found that every species makes
some constructive contribution, small or great, to the ecology of
the planet. For example, if the vegetation - grasses and shrubs -
decrease, the herbivores suffer. And if the herbivores decrease, the
carnivores are affected. But he found that one species does not
contribute to the ecology: the human species. If humans became
extinct, there would hardly be any problems for any other species
or for the ecology. In fact, most ecological problems would be
solved if humans became or were made extinct. The human species
is arguably the most intelligent species on the planet. Normally in
a class, the more intelligent a student, the more he or she would
be expected to contribute positively. Then why do we humans
contribute to the ecology not the most positively, but the most
negatively? Might we be meant to be contributing at a level higher
than the material - at the spiritual level?
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Us: In The American Paradox - Spiritual Hunger in an Age of Plenty,
Professor of Psychology David G Myers compared American
statistics indicative of overall well-being across nearly half a
century from 1960 onwards - a period that corresponded with
high material prosperity. His findings were revealing:

¢  The divorce rate has doubled.

¢  The teen suicide rate has tripled.

¢  The recorded violent crime rate has quadrupled.

e The prison population has quintupled.

¢  The percentage of babies born to unmarried parents has
sextupled.

e Depression has soared—to ten times the pre-World War II
level.

Such sociological problems are not restricted to America alone.
WHO has declared that mental diseases - stress, depression,
addiction and psychosomatic problems - will be the greatest global
health hazard of the current century. Worse still, WHO statistics
show that over one million people commit suicide every year.
This is more than the total annual deaths due to wars and crimes
combined. That means more people are killing themselves than are
being killed by others. And the WHO figure is only the reported
number of suicides.

Suicide has many causes. But the common origin is frustration in
achieving one’s goals, whatever they may be. When this frustration
becomes intolerable and one feels hopeless, ending one’s existence
appears to be the only solution. It is then that the person commits
suicide. WHO calls suicide “a tragic social health problem” and
states that there is no proven cure for it. Could the uni-dimensional
materialism that society dishes out to us be intrinsically
incompatible with us, thereby inviting the frustration that leads to
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mental health problems and ultimately suicide?

This possibility becomes all the more tenable if we consider that
humans are in some ways suffering more than animals. Animals
don’t die of starvation due to artificial shortages created by others
of their own species, animals don’t suffer from insomnia, animals
don’t undergo heartbreaks due to betrayed love, animals don’t feel
stressed due to overwork and loneliness, animals don’t fall prey to
addictions and animals don’t commit suicide.

We can make sense of our ironic plight in terms of the Mercedes
metaphor. When animals use a tractor for plowing, they live
harmoniously, so they don’t suffer more than what is unavoidable in
material existence. When we humans use a Mercedes for plowing,
we live disharmoniously, so we suffer more than the animals.

See and Believe

Let’s analyze the Mercedes metaphor from the other perspective
- what are the effects on the environment and on us of living
spiritually?

The Environment: Most environmental problems have arisen
from the materialism and consumerism that has accompanied the
decline of spirituality and its inherent self-restraint. The following
quote of eminent environmental activist Alan Durning of the
World Watch Institute represents what many scientists consider
to be vital for saving the environment: “In a fragile biosphere, the
ultimate fate of humanity may depend on whether we can cultivate
a deeper sense of self-restraint, founded on a widespread ethic
of limiting consumption and finding non-material enrichment.”
And all the known forms of non-material enrichment - prayer,
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meditation, yoga and chanting of holy names - clearly point to a
spiritual dimension to life.

Us: Herbert Benson of the Harvard Medical School, based on
extensive research into the physical and mental benefits of spiritual
living, states that the human body and mind are “wired for God.”

In the highly acclaimed Handbook of Religion and Health, published
by the Oxford University Press, Dr. Harold G. Koenig along with a
team of researchers carefully reviewed no fewer than two thousand
published experiments that tested the relationship between
religion and everything from blood pressure, heart disease, cancer
and stroke to depression, suicide, psychotic disorders and marital
problems. They found that:

e  People who attended a spiritual program at least once a
week lived on an average seven years longer than those
who didn’t attend at all.

e  Religious youth showed significantly lower levels of
drug and alcohol abuse, premature sexual involvement,
criminal delinquency and suicidal tendencies than their
nonreligious counterparts.

¢ Elderly people with deep, personal religious faith had
a stronger sense of well-being and life satisfaction than
their less religious peers.

Koening’s conclusion: “A high SQ (Spiritual Quotient) faithfulness
to God appears to benefit people of all means, educational levels

”m

and ages’.

In his book God: The Evidence, Patrick Glynn puts it even more
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clearly: “Itis difficult to find a more consistent correlative of mental
health, or a better insurance against self-destructive behaviors,
than a strong religious faith.”

Thus, we have persuasive scientific evidence for both the harmful
effects of materialistic living and the beneficial effects of spiritual
living.

Spirituality - A Higher-Dimensional Science

Spirituality, a Higher Dimensional Science
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Gita wisdom offers an intriguing vision of the correlation between
spirituality and religion. Spirituality runs on two rails: philosophy
and religion.

The philosophy aspect of spirituality involves intellectually
understanding the nature of reality - material and spiritual. And
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the religion aspect involves practicing certain rituals that bring
our consciousness in contact with spiritual reality, especially the
highest spiritual reality: God.

The philosophy and religion aspects of spirituality are strikingly
similar to the theory and experiment aspects of science. Science’s
theoretical aspect involves formulating hypotheses to explain
the observable phenomena within the universe - it is similar to
spirituality’s philosophy aspect. Science’s experimental aspect
involves following certain rules for regulating the laboratory
environment to verify the theory - it is similar to spirituality’s
religion aspect. So, spirituality is like a higher-dimensional science,
higher-dimensional because it deals with a reality higher than that
dealt with by material science.

Just as science requires some kind of experiment to be complete,
spirituality requires some kind of religion to be complete. That
is, spiritualists who want higher experiences need some process
to get those experiences consistently. And that process would be
their religion. Thus, philosophy shows the way to spirituality and
religion takes us along the way.

When we don’t have philosophical education, we tend to fall for
one of two pitfalls: accepting religion sentimentally or rejecting
it cynically. PK warns people about the first pitfall, but pushes
them into the second. It depicts the fallacies of some rituals and
the chicanery of some godmen, and overall paints religion in such
a negative light that its undiscerning viewers will become cynics.
Criticising religion without understanding philosophy is like
criticizing the experiment without understanding the theory. PK’s
criticism of religius rituals is not much different from a scientifically
uneducated person lampooning science for wasting 7.5 billion
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euros on buidling something (the Large Hadron Collidor) that does
nothing except make invisible particles move faster.

Those who succumb to such uninformed cynicism are most
unfortunate because they needlessly deprive themselves of Gita
wisdom and other treasures in India’s spiritual legacy.

A Special Opportunity for Indians

The world is increasingly recognizing the value of India’s spiritual
contributions. This appreciation began ever since Indian wisdom-
texts became available to the Western world at the dawn of
modernity. On reading India’s pre-eminent philosophical classic,
the Bhagavad-gita, Ralph Waldo Emerson, one of America’s defining
thinkers, wrote, “I owed a magnificent day to the Bhagavad-gita. It
was the first of books; it was as if an empire spoke to us, nothing
small or unworthy, but large, serene, consistent, the voice of an old
intelligence which in another age and climate had pondered and
thus disposed of the same questions which exercise us.”

Emerson is far from alone among eminent thinkers who have
esteemed India’s spiritual wisdom. Arnold Toynbee was a
prominent British historian whose magnum opus was a series of
volumes on world history. About India’s role in shaping the world’s
future, Toynbee stated, “It is already becoming clear that a chapter
which had a Western beginning will have to have an Indian ending
if it is not to end in the self-destruction of the human race. At this
supremely dangerous moment in history, the only way of salvation
for mankind is the Indian way.”

Such appreciation is not voiced only by the thinkers of the past.
Richard Ernst, Noble Laureate for Chemistry in 1999, stated, “I am
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convinced that India could become once again the cradle of a new
school of thought that may significantly influence the fate of the
globe during the millennium. Perhaps the contribution of India to
nuclear power technology and space science will turn out to be
irrelevant, but the contribution towards a new ethical foundation
could be turning the wheel of history in the proper (balanced) way.”

And such appreciation is not limited to mere words - it is manifest
in practical actions too. Millions of people worldwide are turning
for relief from the aridity of pointless materialism to the oasis
of Indian spirituality, as documented in books such as American
Veda by Phillip Goldberg. This book outlines the astonishing
penetration of Indian spirituality into the American mainstream,
as demonstrated by among other things the over twenty five
million Americans who have adopted Indic spiritual practices such
as yoga, meditation and chanting.

Tragically, the Indian media, instead of exploring why India’s
spiritual wisdom is attracting such worldwide appreciation, is
busy making caricatures like PK. No doubt, there’s much that’s
wrong with the way religion is practiced in India. Many godmen
are exploiting people’s faith. Many rituals are meaningless.

But all these wrongs notwithstanding, there’s still a great treasure
to be had. Amidst the many fake jewels, there still are present some
real jewels. To benefit from our national legacy and to help India
get its due place on the world map as a spiritual super-power, we
Indians need to go beyond exposing the false jewels to discovering
the true jewels.

[ hope and pray that this small book will inspire you to seek and
find those true jewels.
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