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Week 4 Lesson: 

Svadharma - Your Own Path  

Underneath all the professions and job descriptions, our vocation is to embody our authentic self 

and then to live that self in the world. In this way, our vocation—our call—is to find what we love 

and to love what we do.             –Mark Nepo1 

 

First, we start with dharma. We consider our highest purpose for living—who, or what, we are 

and why we are here. In the yoga tradition, dharma points us towards understanding our right 

place in life which then influences everything. Right relationship with God, with self, with others, 

with the earth and the cosmos, is what dharma is all about. The call for a dharmic life is the call 

for spiritual awakening, to discover the divine nature of all Life and our place in it.  Until we know 

that, we may prosper, but true fulfillment will escape us. Finding our place, we consciously live 

and move and breathe the divine Reality as our life and experience our interconnection to all that 

is. Poet Mary Oliver says it so beautifully in her poem, Wild Geese:  

Whoever you are, no matter how lonely, 

the world offers itself to your imagination,  

calls to you like the wild geese, harsh and exciting—  

over and over announcing your place 

in the family of things.2 

 

                                                           
1 Mark Nepo, The One Life We’re Given: Finding the Wisdom that Waits in Your Heart, (New York, Atria Books, 2016) 

p. 153 
2 Mary Oliver, “Wild Geese,” from New and Selected Poems, (Boston, Beacon Press, 1992), p. 110. To see Mary Oliver 
read the complete poem: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lv_4xmh_WtE  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lv_4xmh_WtE
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Dharmic living is being It, being the Divine One that we are. Recognizing it and living in harmony 

with that truth. We can think of dharma as our awakened way of being in the world—recognizing 

that the universe is divinely ordered and learning to cooperate with that order. When we do, our 

innate divine qualities naturally express—love, compassion, wisdom, creativity, peace, and more, 

begin to shine through. Yoga teachings offer us a concise manual for doing this: learn to 

meditate to realize the truth of your essential Self, then follow the universal guidelines for 

spiritually conscious living. Do not harm other beings. Tell the truth. Be generous. And so forth. As 

this course progresses, we will take each of these foundational steps for dharmic living. For now, 

let us explore not only the over-arching imperative of dharma but its particularized requirement, 

which is called svadharma—doing what is uniquely ours to do.  

 

Svadharma: Doing What is Ours to Do 

 

If we think of dharma as being it, meaning living consciously and harmoniously as the divine 

beings we are, we might think of svadharma as doing it. Given the dharmic understanding that 

we are a spiritual being living a divine life, what is our particular calling? What is ours to do? How 

does Spirit intend to express through our uniqueness? The answer to those questions is our 

svadharma. Our svadharma is our particular calling, what is uniquely ours to do.  

 

What we do is the vehicle for our soul’s expression. It is also our path of spiritual growth and 
transformation. That is why it is so important for us to get this one right. As the Bhagavad Gita 

says: It is better to do one’s own work and fail in the attempt, than to do the work of another and 

succeed. I believe that this point is so crucial for us that it is intentionally repeated twice in that 

holy book—chapter 3, verse 35 and again in chapter 18, verse 47. What is that about? What we 
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can readily discern from this verse is the most crucial teaching about svadharma. What we do in 

life is not for the purpose of outer success. Its purpose is inner transformation.  

 

Doing what is ours to do requires us to stretch beyond our comfort zone, to move the way God 

would have us move. Not following the dictates of ego, or the pressures of other people, or our 

own karmic patterns or habits. Engaging in svadharma, doing what is ours to do, keeps moving us 

in the direction of freedom, living from the promptings of the soul. It’s a deeper way to live. It is 
the heart of authenticity—becoming who we are. It is the fruition of our potential. If dharma is 

the flowering of our divinity, then svadharma is its fruit. And we all know an apple must be an 

apple, not a fig or a lemon. An apple. Discovering, and following, our svadharma requires us to 

move in the direction of our inner callings, the soul’s delight.  
 

Being Good or Being Authentic? 

 

When I began my spiritual journey, I thought dharma was about being “good.” And it is, in a way. 
Just not the way I thought. I kept trying to conform to some outer standard, along with torturing 

myself with various misunderstandings about perfection. I wanted to be perfect, the perfect 

devotee. I thought perfect was, well, doing everything perfectly! No mistakes. If that isn’t a set up 
for failure and disappointment, I don’t know what is. I later came to understand that being 
perfect on the spiritual path means being whole. As emanations of God, we are already whole. We 

are already perfect. It is not something determined by outer circumstances, whether that is 

failures or successes. When we begin to live a conscious life, surrendered to our Higher Power, 

perfection is the natural expression of grace-filled living. We live perfectly in God, mistakes and 

all. I learned that our journey of spiritual awakening is not about being good, it is about being 

authentic—living authentically the life that is ours to live.  
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In the same poem by Mary Oliver quoted earlier, she writes:  

 

You do not have to be good. 

You do not have to walk on your knees 

for a hundred miles through the desert, repenting.  

You only have to let the soft animal of your body love what it loves. 3 

 

It’s Subtle and It’s Obvious 

 

At this juncture, the question that most often comes is: What is mine to do? How do I know if I am 

living my svadharma? The answer is: it is subtle, and it is obvious. It is subtle because it takes 

cultivation of the soul life—a quiet mind and receptive heart to begin to pay attention to the 

inner calling. We have to let go of our ideas of what we think it should be and learn to look, and 

listen more deeply to what it is. It is obvious because it is always some version of what we have 

always done or yearned to do.  

 

Once we discover our svadharma, it does seem obvious. We look back at our childhood, and there 

it is, early on, in the games and roles we played, the dreams and strivings we struggled with. It’s 
like a thread, woven through our entire life, its color surfacing as a pattern in the garment again 

and again.  

 

There are certain questions we can ask about our svadharma to help identify it. What makes your 

heart sing with joy? What is it that will not leave you alone? What continually calls you to be 

expressed?  

 

I started writing poetry when I was about eight years old. It was a secret vocation of sorts, my 

way of speaking what I could not say aloud. As an adolescent, and later as a young adult, poetry 

became my way of grappling with the world, trying to understand life and myself. My writing 

                                                           
3 Ibid. 
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extended in other ways, working on the school yearbook, writing for the paper and yes, of course, 

being an English major in college. When I graduated, there was no viable job market I knew of 

called “poet.” I worked for a while as a technical writer, trying to make sense of what engineers 

wrote. Then as a medical transcriber, its own form of deciphering. I could go on, but perhaps this 

is enough to demonstrate my point that the thread was always there. It was obvious. It simply 

took me a long time to name it, to hone my skills, and to find a way that my talents might better 

serve others. Once I became a spiritual teacher, writing found its way back in. Now it flows as a 

natural expression of what is mine to do and is my offering of service for the benefit of all beings. 

That is the key to svadharma. Not only is it ours to do, but it is something that serves the higher 

good in a small, or large, way.  

 

Svadharma is also subtle because our lives are most often rich, and multifaceted. Some people 

know right away—my life purpose is to be a musician, or a doctor, or a mother. But many of us 

wonder: how do I sort out being a mother, a musician, and a doctor? Which one of those is my 

svadharma? Sometimes we must find a bigger term, one that suits the rich diversity of our 

expression. In a case like mother, musician, and doctor, perhaps the svadharma is healer. Healer 

taking form in all those areas.  

 

Sometimes it is finding the persistent thread that does not break over time. What you keep 

coming back to again and again. Or, what brings joy to your heart or peace to your mind. Look 

there.  

For years, copying other people, I tried to know myself. 

From within, I couldn’t decide what to do.Unable to see, I heard my name being called. 

Then I walked outside.4  –Rumi 

 

 

                                                           
4 Rumi, translations by John Moyne and Coleman Barks, Unseen Rain, (Boston: Shambhala Publications, 1986) 
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Lesson Journal: 

 

What is my sense of “place” in life? Do I experience belonging, that I am connected to Something 
Greater?  

 

What is my understanding and experience of being good?  Of being authentic? Is there a 

difference for me?  

 

Can I see a thread of svadharma woven through my life? Is it obvious? 

 

Is there a subtlety about my svadharma that is elusive to me? 

 

What brings joy to my heart and peace to my mind? Is there a connection with my svadharma? 

 

 


