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Lesson 51: 

Skillful Giving: A Generous, Generative Life 

 

Unselfishness is the governing principle in the law of prosperity.  

–Paramahansa Yogananda 
 

 

As we draw near to the final lesson in this course, this is a good place to stop and reflect on the 

core spiritual law of prosperity from the teachings of yoga: one who is established in nonstealing 

experiences the jewel of abundance. What does it really mean to be “established in nonstealing?”  

 

As with the other yamas, or restraints, the first step of nonstealing is to cease behavior that is 

antithetical to spiritually conscious living.  Stop. Stop harmful thoughts, speech, and behavior. In 

this case, to stop “stealing” is to cease from taking what is not rightfully ours. This guideline has 

always been useful, and in this time of the global climate crisis, it is profoundly prescient.  

 

Once we stop behaviors that are not useful for ourselves or others, we begin to live in a new way. 

We develop a finer-tuned awareness of what is useful and contributes to well-being, and we 

chose that instead. Clear knowing can dawn within us in an instant, but the comprehensive 

changes required in our lifestyle will likely take some time (and experimentation) to implement. It 

is best when those changes unfold from within, rather than being imposed from without—not 

powered by “should” but empowered by insight. The individual life in harmony with Spirit 

naturally thrives. As we begin to see more clearly and make useful changes in how we live, we are 

transformed from being consumers to being skillful givers. We make the critical change from 

taking to giving. The spiritually aware, abundant life is one of skillful giving—a life that is both 

generous and generative.  
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In this lesson, we’ll revisit yoga’s spiritual law of abundance—from what it means to stop; to 

change our heart, mind, and lifestyle; and to live in an open-hearted, abundant, spiritually 

conscious way. Stop, change, and live abundantly.  

 

Stop, Look, and Listen 

When my granddaughter was in kindergarten, she learned a song about how to cross the street 

safely. When we walked down the street together, she would stop at the curb and sing it to me. 

As I write about it, I can still remember her young voice singing the tune, and see her showing me 

what the song taught her. It’s a good song for the first stage of nonstealing, too. Here are the 

words: Stop, look, and listen before you cross the street. Use your eyes! Use your ears! And then, 

use your feet! Seems simple enough—don’t step out until you look where you are going and 

attend to the environment around you. For the law of nonstealing—to be skillful, don’t act until 

you consider the consequences of your action, where it will lead, and how it will affect you and 

others.  

 

Especially in the developed world, many of us have more than we need, more than we can 

appreciate, care for, and rightfully use. Our lifestyle of continually accumulating, consuming, and 

discarding is not a sustainable one. It is not healthy for us, for the environment, or others, who 

may look to emulate what appears to be luxury. While the yogic teachings on nonstealing are not 

rigidly austere, they do naturally point to a simpler lifestyle. Not out of a puritanical bent towards 

punitive self-denial, but from the perspective that a simple lifestyle is healthier and less 

burdensome to the soul. When we don’t take or accumulate more than we need, we are freer to 

enjoy the happiness that is innate to our being. And, equally as important, we do not rob 

resources from other people in the world simply to satisfy our wants, nor do we steal from future 

generations or other life forms.  
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The existential climate problem can, at times, seem simply overwhelming. To stop using straws 

will not outweigh the damage being wrought by fossil fuel consumption. If we think that way, we 

simply collapse in the face of it. But holding up a straw to fossil fuels is not the point. The point is 

how we want to live. It is about the abundantly peaceful, unburdened, and joyful life we can 

choose to live right now. As we consider the heart of nonstealing—the awakened awareness that 

naturally chooses a simple life—let that empower our skillful living and skillful giving. When we 

look carefully at what will serve the soul and contribute to our health and overall well-being, we 

discover that those choices coincide with what is good for the planet—whether it is something 

like embracing a plant-based, whole foods diet, walking or cycling short distances instead of 

taking the car, or reducing our desires for unnecessary things.  

 

First, we look carefully at our soul life, then at the life of our planet. Then, we stop. We listen to 

the call of our soul for freedom. We make some changes.  

 

Change 

We decide to stop doing things we know are not useful. Now it’s time for a change. Where do we 

start? When I first encountered these teachings on harmlessness, truthfulness, and nonstealing, I 

thought that I was going to have to change everything. It’s true; I did need to change many 

things. But not all at once. That would not have been practical, spiritually sound, or sustainable.  

 

The place we start is with our commitment to thrive and to contribute to life—to live skillfully 

and generously. Think about what you want to accomplish. Wouldn’t a healthy, balanced, vital 

body, mind, and lifestyle support that, whatever it is? In my experience, it isn’t even an option; it’s 

a necessity. To do what I know I am here to do requires wise choices and constant course 

corrections—it demands it. Otherwise, my life becomes too burdened for me to give what I am 

here to give. If I don’t do those things that are necessary to live consciously, I hold myself back. As 

the verse from the Gita notes, “The Self can be a friend or an enemy to the self.” Nonstealing’s 
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step of change is not complicated. We listen, and we attend to what frees the soul’s joy. We 

arrange conditions for it. We are skillful, not just with what we do, but even more importantly, 

with how we live every day.  

 

Live Abundantly 

When our time, our life, our soul is unburdened, giving comes naturally. I find that the greatest 

barrier to generosity is what many experience as a scarcity of time and energy. It’s not that they 

don’t want to generously give of themselves—of their time, presence, and energy—they simply 

don’t have it to give.  

 

There are times and conditions—whether economic necessity or other duties—that seem to 

require all we can give and then some. Yet, as spiritual beings, no matter what the outer 

conditions, we can draw from our spiritual resources to meet those pressing needs and still live 

fully. Time and again, I have witnessed the ability of others to live abundantly and generously, 

despite great demands upon them. This requires spiritual awareness, courage, and a 

commitment to nonstealing that insists upon the spiritual life, skillfully lived no matter what. 

When we have that awareness and commitment, nothing can steal our abundant life from us 

because we will not permit it.  

 

Outside of the most difficult circumstances, many of us can readily adjust how we use our time 

and energy, and what we establish as our priorities. We can free ourselves for what is most 

important to us, for living generously with heart and meaning. Paramahansa Yogananda said, 

“Think of Divine Abundance as a mighty refreshing rain; whatever receptacle you have at hand 

will receive it. If you hold up a tin cup, you will receive only that quantity. If you hold up a bowl, 

that will be filled. What kind of receptacle are you holding up to Divine Abundance?”1 That 

 

1 Paramahansa Yogananda, Where There is Light: Insight and Inspiration for Meeting Life’s Challenges (Los Angeles: 

Self-Realization Fellowship, 1988) p.71. 
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receptacle is our spiritual awareness and how it is reflected in the way we choose to live. Is there 

room in your life for the jewels of abundance?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


