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Lesson 13: 

Make Friends with Surrender 

 

What will surrender cost? Everything. And nothing. The cost of surrender is relinquishing the 

false sense of a separate self. It requires giving up the wrong idea of who we think we are.               

–from The Jewel of Abundance
1
  

 

In lesson twelve, I shared a transforming moment in my life when I experienced a shift of 

awareness from isolation to belonging. That day, that moment, was many years ago, yet it still 

shines in my heart and my mind because it was a spiritual experience. It was an opening into 

wholeness that came when I let go of the never-ending outer quest for perfection and instead 

embraced myself and my life just as it was—with all my challenges, mistakes, and struggles. I 

stopped fighting with myself. I stopped trying to be somebody who had it all together. I stopped 

trying to improve myself. Until we understand the significance of this shift in perspective, it is at 

best, paradoxical. Don’t we all embark on the spiritual path and take up a practice with the hope 

of improving? 

 

The Bhagavad Gita tells us that there are four types of seekers.
2
 There are those who are in 

distress. That’s most of us when we start out—seeking relief from suffering. Then there are those 

seeking knowledge. They are asking questions about life: Who am I really? Is God real? Can we 

know God? What is my purpose?   The third type are seekers of wealth, those who want to know 

how to succeed, how to thrive and prosper in accordance with truth. The fourth type is described 

as a person of wisdom. They are the ones who know who they are, realize what God is, and seek 

only to love and to serve the One. I sense that we all seek God for all those reasons at different 

																																																													
1
 Ellen Grace O’Brian, The Jewel of Abundance: Finding Prosperity through the Ancient Wisdom of Yoga (Novato: New 

World Library, 2018), 50. 
2
 Bhagavad Gita, 7.16.  
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times in life. Except for the fourth type, who have already realized the truth, all the others are 

hoping for something more, something better.  

Consider the Approach  

While we can’t help hoping for something more or something better that’s exactly where the 

spiritual path can get complicated. Why? Because that’s exactly where our small-self ego-

manager loves to get involved. Ego loves a self-improvement project! What could be more 

seductive, time-consuming, persistent (and misery-marking) than a drive for never-ending, ever-

elusive perfection?  

This painful approach to the spiritual path became apparent to me when I offered my Living the 

Eternal Way course, which is focused on how to engage fully in the practice of the yamas and 

niyamas. I noticed that many students began the course with high hopes and enthusiasm but by 

the time they got through the yamas they had signs of overwhelm, even unhappiness. What 

happened? With insight into the spiritual principles underlying the restraints, most hoped they 

would quickly reap the promises. But instead, what often came forth was greater awareness of 

their own shortcomings—seeing how their life was out of integrity that they either hadn’t 

noticed before or hadn’t considered significant. Now everything seemed worse. The more we try 

to improve ourselves, the more potential for improvement presents itself. A poem from Kabir, 

translated by Robert Bly speaks so poignantly of this dilemma.   

…I pulled back my sexual longings, 

and now I notice that I’m angry a lot. 

I gave up rage, and now I notice 

that I am greedy all day. 

I worked hard at dissolving the greed, 

and now I am proud of myself. 
3
 

																																																													
3
 Kabir, The Kabir Book: Forty-Four of the Ecstatic Poems of Kabir, versions by Robert Bly (Boston: Beacon Press, 

1977), 50 
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Should we give up trying to improve? Yes. And no.  

The Big Mix Up 

The struggle that arises from our goal of self-improvement stems from the primary error of 

mixing up the levels of our being and the expectations rightfully associated with each. We 

confuse the non-self or the false self with the true Self. We try to attain perfection by improving 

the so-called false self—who we are at the level of body, mind, and ego-identity. That level of our 

being is always in flux, continually changing. That is why it is called a false self because it has no 

absolute or fixed existence. When we try to find perfection there, it quickly changes and eludes 

us. But ego is persistent! Wait, wait, it cries, we can do it!  

Contrast that with the essential Self that is already perfect. It is whole. It is complete as it is. 

Nothing changes this Self, and nothing needs to be changed. Nothing is missing so there is no 

need for improvement. Already spiritual, there is no spiritual condition to be realized or attained.  

How do we engage in spiritual practice, make progress with the important changes to our 

attitudes, beliefs, speech, and behavior that help us along the way? How do we do that without 

getting caught up in self-improvement? Surrender is the golden key. It is the practice (that is not 

a practice *) that changes our misguided approach.  

What Surrender Is and What It Does 

Surrender is letting go of clinging to the false self, releasing our identification with it. When we 

release that error, we naturally experience peace. With peace, comes abundance. Comes fullness. 

Now we are free to make uplifting and nourishing choices, choices that contribute to well-being. 

The difference lies in our approach.  
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Verse 12.12 of the Bhagavad Gita offers some insight to this distinction. It says:   

Knowledge is better than practice (or ritual); 

Meditation is better than knowledge; 

Surrender is the best of all, bringing immediate peace.  

 

We might say, I wasn’t looking for peace. I was looking for prosperity. Peace is prosperity. Real 

peace of mind, freedom from striving, allows us to draw from our inner strength and bring forth 

our highest and best. We improve.  

 

 

*Perhaps surrender is better understood as a shift in our awareness, rather than a 

practice. Surrender is letting go into being what we are in our wholeness. We can’t 

actually surrender because it is simply the experience of our essential nature. To be 

surrendered is to be anchored in That which we are. We don’t practice being what we are.  

 

 

To support your practice, refer to: 

The Jewel of Abundance, Chapter Four, pg. 46-54 

 

 


