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Lesson 48: 

Discerning What We Can and Cannot Control 

When consciousness is unified, however, all vain anxiety is left behind. There is no cause for 
worry, whether things go well or ill. Therefore, devote yourself to the disciplines of yoga, for yoga 

is skill in action. –Bhagavad Gita 2.50 

 

One of the most enlightening and liberating gifts available to us from the yogic sages is the 

insight that we cannot control outcomes. Not one outcome. Not any. Their simple observation is 

that while there are several parts of an action that are within our agency, there is always an 

unknown factor. Call it grace, divine will, or even the winds of fortune. We do everything we know 

to do to contribute to fulfilling our goal, but the final result is out of our hands. The yogis say that 

we have a right to action only; the fruits of that action belong to God. The outcome belongs to 

the divine Source, not us.  

This insight that we cannot control outcomes is a staggering realization. Not to mention that the 

fruits of our labors do not belong to us either! Most of us have spent considerable time trying to 

accomplish goals by making things happen—believing that if we just do all the right things, in the 

right way, it will result in our desired outcome. And, of course, courting the companion to that 

view—that we will achieve happiness along with what we have determined is a successful 

outcome. A little observation reveals spotty results with that approach, no matter how skillful we 

are. Yet, without spiritual insight, we press on with that attitude, thinking perhaps the latest 

success tips will do it.  

While it can seem counterintuitive, and perhaps even difficult to grasp, untying the commitment 

to our goals from the idea of being able to control outcomes is a great contribution to our 

success. Not only is it a great contribution to succeeding with our goals, it is fundamental support 
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for a fulfilled life. How do we hold that seemingly paradoxical wisdom—to commit fully to our 

goal and simultaneously let go of attachment to the outcome?  

Skill in Action 

Among the definitions of yoga found in the scriptures is the one in the Bhagavad Gita stating that 

yoga is skillful action. The particular action indicated as yoga is action that is grounded in spiritual 

insight, supportive of freedom, and skillful. It is work offered to God, honoring the truth that we 

live, and move, and serve, in that Reality. Therefore, it is work done with the highest aspiration, 

commitment, integrity, and intentionality. From the initial intention, through the stages of 

action, and the culmination of effort, the mind remains absorbed in divine love. Since our ability 

to act comes from God, and all results are up to God, what we do and how we do it, becomes an 

exercise in divine remembrance, or divine love. That is the key to keeping the mind calm. When 

the mind is calm, we have access to our deepest resources of creativity, insight, and strength. We 

can be highly skillful.  

Skillful action from a spiritual point of view can be likened on a more mundane level to the 

experience of giving a gift to someone we love. We think of that person as we determine what 

the gift will be and how it will appropriately serve them. We put thoughtful energy into making or 

finding it, hope it will be well received, and offer it with our caring devotion. How the other 

person experiences that gift, or what they choose to do with it, is not in our control. What is in 

our control is the thoughtfulness, caring, the love we put into it, and our response to how it is 

received. 

Five Supports for Skill in Action 

The necessary supports for skill in action are: spiritual awareness, clear intention, devotion, 

discipline, and detachment. With spiritual awareness— realization of our individual life as an 

expression of the One—we know that all action occurs in the greater field of expressive Reality. 
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We understand the “grace factor” and know that we are not the final arbitrators of results. 

Besides supporting skillful means, spiritual awareness contributes to a life of freedom and joy. 

With deeper understanding of reality, we are free of what the Gita verse calls “vain anxiety.” Not 

just anxiety but vain anxiety. That is anxiety that is egotistical—connected to the erroneous idea 

that we are in control. Instead, we are free to work without that misplaced anxiety, without 

worry, and enjoy life along the way.   

Our intention is for our action to serve in the highest way and for us to grow in spiritual 

awareness as we serve. Regardless of the outcome, that can prevail.  

With devotion, action is done with love and the attention that love requires. Instead of a worried 

mind that runs toward an imagined future, measuring results against planned outcomes, and 

tying happiness and fulfillment to that—with devotion, the mind can remain in the present, ever 

open to new insight and possibilities. This greatly contributes to our ability to be skillful.  

To keep the mind anchored in love through divine remembrance requires discipline. Meditation 

trains us for that. Our thoughts will run off on their own to an imagined future. We need to 

continually bring attention back to now, back to abiding in the present.  

Detachment allows us to witness outcomes—enjoy them or learn from them—without losing our 

balance or sacrificing our inner peace.  

As we study the spiritual principles for skillful action and put them into practice, we begin to 

experience a deepening of the divine life and the peace and joy it brings. Seeing clearly that 

results of our actions are up to God, and the fruits of those actions belong only to God, we come 

to understand the importance of devotion on our path. Discipline, detachment, and devotion are 

essential.  

Let your mind sink into the heart of remembrance, work without worry and vain anxiety, and joy 

will be your constant companion. 
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To support your practice, refer to: 

The Jewel of Abundance, Chapter Nineteen, the sections titled The Five Factors of Action, and 

Free to Live in the Soul 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


