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Lesson 37: 

Don’t Lose Sight of the Goal 

We are on earth but a little while. The real reason for being here is very different from what most 

people imagine. There is a fundamental purpose for our lives. To know it, we must know life’s 

origin and where it is going, look beyond our short-term goals to what we ultimately want to 

accomplish, and consider life’s highest potential for development.  –Paramahansa Yogananda1 

 

As we explore the many ways we can work with spiritual principles and practices to change our 

mind and consciousness and improve conditions in our life, it is essential to keep the highest goal 

in mind. Yoga’s ultimate promise is Self- and God-realization, and the life of freedom that 

accompanies that awakening. Even when we are working a “spiritual program” it can be easy to 

lose sight of the supreme aim. That is the brilliance of the holistic life vision of the purusharthas. 

There it is: moksha—liberation—is held as inseparable from dharma, artha, and kama. Keeping 

the goal of liberation in mind truly helps us stay balanced. Doing good works, improving 

conditions, elevating our thoughts, enhancing our health and all other forms of wealth—are all 

worthy of our attention, but must never become another form of distraction from our 

commitment to spiritual awakening.  

Every Day Liberation  

When we work with the yoga’s yamas and niyamas, exploring them as “prospering promises”, we 

can continually clarify our heart and our mind by turning toward freedom with every decision we 

make. Following spiritual principles as guidance for our daily life decisions is one way to 

circumvent ego-motivated drives. It helps us develop a different framework, an alternate way of 

 

1 Paramahansa Yogananda, quoted by Roy Eugene Davis in Seven Lessons in Conscious Living: A Progressive Program 

of Higher Learning and Spiritual Practice in the Kriya Yoga Tradition (Lakemont: CSA Press, 2000), 16. 
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seeing our choices more holistically—beyond ego-driven motivation. What we need to see and 

act dharmically is there, and yet, it can also be easy to get sidetracked. We can lose our dharmic 

way by turning our spiritual practice into another self-improvement project instead of a journey 

of liberation. If you have possibly wandered down that side path, it’s time to take a deep breath 

and remember your highest goal. What can help us remember? There are many ways we 

remember. What follows are a few tools we can use.  

Help Yourself to Freedom 

A strong reminder about “helping ourselves” is offered to us in the sixth chapter of the Bhagavad 

Gita. Verse five says: 

One should uplift oneself by the Self;  

One should not degrade oneself;  

For the Self alone can be a friend to oneself, 

And the Self alone can be an enemy of oneself. 2 

We have both the power and the responsibility to make the changes we need to make to live in 

freedom. No one else can do it for us. No one can give it to us, and no one can take it away. 

Others may help or hinder us, but we must make the necessary inner adjustments. We are the 

only ones who can change our minds.  

Yoga teacher and author Stephen Cope uses a particularly poignant teaching drawn from the 

wise shaman Don Juan in the classic spiritual tales by Carlos Castaneda to illustrate our power to 

gain a new perspective. In the story Stephen shares, Don Juan advises Castaneda: The thing to do 

when you’re confused is to turn to your left and ask advice from your death. An immense amount 

of pettiness is dropped if your death makes a gesture to you, or if you catch a glimpse of it, or if 

 

2 The Bhagavad Gita, Winthrop Sargent, trans. (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994) 276. 
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you just have the feeling that your companion is watching you.3 I am inspired by the wisdom of 

that teaching, and I have used it to expand my awareness in moments when I might otherwise 

revert to the contraction of ego-based, small-self protection. This teaching can also be reframed. 

In light of our dedication to liberation, we might practice it in a slightly different way. Try this: 

Turn your head to the left and ask advice from your liberated Self. Ask, what is the true path of 

freedom here?  

Check for Balance and Recalibrate Toward Freedom 

Keeping the four purusharthas in view is a great support for making sure we keep freedom in 

sight. Each aim—living with higher purpose; prospering; enjoying life; and experiencing 

liberation—requires its own focus, attention, contemplation, and practice. None of them are 

realized automatically just because we are engaged with the others. Therefore, every once in a 

while, it is useful to take stock. Are all the aims included in our life? Have we become so intent on 

one or two that we have lost sight of the others? Taken as a group, they are mutually supportive 

and help us keep our balance in an ever-changing world. This lesson could be a good time for a 

balance check and any course correction that might be useful.  

Remember the Grace Factor  

It’s always useful to remember that success does not come through our effort alone. Divine grace 

is always a factor. As the yogis say: Taken together, self effort and divine grace are the winning 

combination. This is true for all our endeavors but it is especially relevant regarding liberation. 

Liberation of consciousness occurs through spiritual realization. Realization does not arise 

through effort (no matter how good or skillful) and it is not the result of any cause. It is not the 

 

3 Carlos Castaneda, quoted by Stephen Cope in The Wisdom of Yoga: A Seeker’s Guide to Extraordinary Living (New 

York: Bantam Dell, paperback edition 2007) 20. 
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result of any cause or action because the enlightenment already exists. It is the unconditioned 

ground of our being, the reality of the Self. Nothing causes that, nothing changes it.  

If we can’t get there by effort, then why try? Why even have liberation as a life goal? Our efforts 

are a matter of orienting ourselves in the direction of freedom. Like meditation, we arrange 

conditions in our life through our efforts to prepare the environment for liberation to blossom. 

As I wrote in The Jewel of Abundance (p.163), “The ten prospering promises are the ways we turn 

our life in that divine direction. We live by grace, life’s inherent irrepressible support, and not by 

self-effort alone. Freed from the taints of shame and blame, we are fully empowered to 

transform our lives and contribute to the well-being of others.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


