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Week 47 Lesson: 

Why Giving is the First Law of Life 

At the time of creation, the Lord gave humanity the path of selfless service and said: “Through 

selfless service you will always be fruitful and find the fulfillment of all your desires.”                         

– Bhagadvad Gita 3.10 
1
 

 

In the third chapter of the Bhagavad Gita, the way of dharmic living through selfless service is 

addressed. There is an exquisite passage that brings us back (again!) to food. Remember last 

week’s lesson? Here we go again. Verse fourteen says, “Beings exist because of food; food is 

produced by rain; rain is produced by sacrifice; and sacrifice is produced by work [actions].” 
2
 In 

such a poetic way, the Gita reminds us of the vast and deep interconnection of the web of life, 

from the elements of nature to the divine energies that pervade it.  

This segment of teachings in the Gita further notes that anyone who delights in the gifts of 

nature and does not give in return is a thief. That refers to all of us. Because food, and all the 

divine gifts of nature—water, air, fire, gravity, beauty, and more—are an offering, we are given 

each day. To unconsciously take those gifts of life without recognizing them, and not consciously 

give our life energy as blessing in return, is to be a thief. It is so easy to take the divine gifts of life 

for granted, to move through our days as seeming solitary beings, without deep remembrance of 

how connected we are to divine love and grace, to the nurturing and sustaining gifts of nature.  

Astronaut Scott Kelly has written a memoir about his 340 days aboard the International Space 

Station. Imagine, living nearly a year in outer space apart from the elemental influences we take 
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for granted. His reflections are profoundly moving, from a perspective of what it was like to live 

away from earth, away from its daily gifts. He wrote:  

I’ve learned that nothing feels as amazing as water. The night my plane landed in 

Houston and I finally got to go home, I did exactly what I’d been saying all along I 

would do: I walked in the front door, walked out the back door and jumped into my 

swimming pool, still in my flight suit. The sensation of being immersed in water for 

the first time in a year is impossible to describe. I’ll never take water for granted 

again.
3
 

Of course, there are many people on earth for whom water is scarce. For those of us who 

have it freely available, it’s easy to fall asleep to how precious it is. Astronaut Kelly also 

wrote that while watching TV in space, he saw a simple scene—people sitting around a 

table eating food together—that touched a deep yearning in him. The remembrance of 

that simple joy, the ability to sit down together with family and friends, to share food, and 

(significantly important) have gravity that allowed the food to remain on the table and 

folks to sit in their chairs and relax. Take away any of the life-supporting gifts of the 

elements—either gross or subtle—and we have a profound appreciation for them when 

they return. We get thirsty without water, cold without heat, struggle to breathe if air is 

polluted or in short supply. How might it be to have a deeper appreciation for the gifts of 

life each day without needing such a reminder? How do we keep from falling asleep to 

these nourishing and sustaining gifts? Yoga philosophy points to the key found in the 

karma yoga department of dharmic living.  

Karma yoga is the yoga of action—spiritual awakening through consciously engaging in 

serving life. From the perspective of karma yoga, all action is seen in light of the great web 

of interconnection—oneness with the Source and with all of life. Everything we do is done 
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as an offering, a way of giving back to the Source that is continually nourishing and 

sustaining us. When we partake of food, in our moment of grace, we consider the 

sacrifices—the offerings of life force, often of life itself—that make such nourishment 

possible for us. If we think we will just enjoy the gift of that meal, with no inclination to 

give back to life—to have our work continue the cosmic dharmic chain of nourishment 

and blessing—then we are, as the Gita aptly points out, thieves. We may not necessarily 

go through such a thorough thought process of appreciation at each meal, though it 

wouldn’t be a bad idea and is, after all, the purpose of saying grace. The dharmic way is to 

carry the understanding in our hearts that our very life is a gift and our commitment is to 

give back. It’s that simple.  

The way of karma yoga helps us define what giving back looks like.  

The way of giving is referred to as sacrifice in the teachings. This reference to sacrifice has 

its roots in the ancient rites or ritual ceremonies of making offerings to the gods (the 

powers of nature) in exchange for the abundant gifts of life. Today, we understand it as 

sacrificing lower drives for higher potentials. Specifically, it is letting go of the lower drive 

of egocentric behavior (i.e. the thief) and embracing our divine Self which is connected to 

the self of all.  

Getting Over Our Self 

The purpose of the practices of karma yoga is the same as all other yogas—to free us from 

the tyranny of the ego-directed actions of the false self. The various approaches of the 

yoga system give us options for how we go about loosening the hold of ego. With karma 

yoga, it is our ability to act with conscious reverence for Life, to take our place in the great 

sacred family that is One. 

The principal tool is to make all that we do our offering to God, however you think of God. 

Engaging the wisdom of that primary tool gives us advance leverage with the next two 
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strategies for reducing the ego by purifying the heart and mind. They are: letting go of 

attachment to particular outcomes, and renouncing the idea of the individual self as the 

“doer.”  

When we discipline the mind to pause before we act, and consider that what we are doing 

is our offering to Life, we automatically have a doorway for letting go of attachment to 

outcomes. I like to think of it this way: When I go to my altar in the morning and light a 

candle and offer incense, I don’t then take it back. I offer it.  

If we offer our action and then remain attached to a particular outcome, we have not 

actually offered it, have we? In offering our action to the Divine, we naturally give our very 

best, along with our inspiration for the highest outcome—but then we release it. It is our 

gift. We don’t hold onto it. That would be like giving someone a gift, letting them unwrap 

it, then grabbing it back! We can never control what someone does with a gift we have 

given them, can we? Same with our offering to Life, as there are many factors that come 

into play that will determine the outcome of what we have given.  

As far as relinquishing the idea of our self as the doer of action, the intention to let go of 

that brings us back into the broad-based, all-inclusive awareness that we can do nothing 

without the forces of nature—we surely can’t even sit at the kitchen table without gravity! 

Who is this doer we imagine we are? The ego, exposed.  

Joseph Campbell is quoted saying, “The goal of life is to have your heartbeat match the 

beat of the Universe, to match your nature with nature.” Being in tune with the wholeness 

of life, we enter that wholeness. The fulfillment of our deep desires paradoxically comes to 

us with this yoga of letting go.  
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Lesson Journal: 

How do I “give back” to Life? 

 

 

 

When (or where) do I most often feel gratitude for the gifts of life? 

 

 

 

Can I see my action as an offering? What, if anything, can I do that would enhance that 

awareness? 

 

 

 

Are there any actions or activities in my life right now where I am clinging to an outcome? If so, 

what’s behind that? What would letting go mean? 

 

 

 

Can I see how actions inherently depend on the powers and elements of nature? Does that help 

me let go of the idea of being the “doer” of action? 

 

 


