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DUTY AND SERVICE (KARMAYOGA) 
 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

Selfless activity is the only real path for most spiritual seekers. Ironically and 
unfortunately very few people follow it. From many angles, it is a direct path. It is the 
path in which there is a guarantee for Self-realisation. There is no guarantee in any 
other path. But in this path there is. 

 
It is through action that bondage is created or broken. When the action is motivated 

by desire and selfishness, bondage is created, but that bondage is broken and 
liberation is achieved when the purpose of activity is not ego or desire-satisfaction, 
but the service of humanity.  

 
A man without a sense of duty can never attain peace. Peace is related to a sense of 

duty, and can never exist without it. If a sense of duty is there then you have every 
possibility of peace. 

 
The obstruction between the seeker’s present stage and the eternal Truth or eternal 

Existence (that is known as Self or God) is the burden of desires. We all have very 
many desires. How can these desires come to an end?  This can happen only when we 
perform duty, it does not happen any other way. 

 
It is the sense and the performance of duty that finally purifies the inner self. The 

inner self accumulates impressions by enjoyment and when, in place of enjoyment, 
the performance of duty becomes the paramount aim of life, then not only are there no 
new impressions of enjoyment and even the old impressions are wiped out. 

 
Doing your duty sincerely every day is more important than practising meditation 

or reading the scriptures. For a spiritually developed person, duty comes first and 
other activities like meditation take second place.  

 
Considering that the Self is perfect, everything is to be done for others. We exist 

for others. We should not expect anything from others, but we should be prepared to 
give everything. When everything is given, the Self remains, and we have to find the 
Self; experience the Self only. 

 
The life you lead in the present is more important than academic discussions or 

even reading books on spirituality. What you are doing today is more important. Are 
you doing your duty? That is more important. 
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In spiritual life there is no place for rights but only for duty. If we have no rights 
but only duty how can life be lived? Duty and rights are correlated - they go together 
and how can there be one without the other? When I talk about spiritual life, I refer to 
the final Truth that is to be realised through the curtailment of the emphasis on rights 
in the mind and an increase of the element of duty. What is meant by the curtailment 
of the element of rights? It is nothing except the curtailment of ego. Enhancement of 
the element of duty means increasing the great virtue of serving others rather than 
demanding service from others. In this way, true spiritual life grows and eventually it 
reaches those heights which we adore, respect and hold as ideals. 

 
Whatever may be the degree of the performance of duty, tension continues to affect 

you. No one is free from tension, and even the best performer of duty has a certain 
amount of tension concerning his duty. Duty is always there hanging over one’s head, 
and playfulness and inner joy have not yet appeared. Eventually a time comes when 
we achieve greater inner purification by performance of duty and the higher category 
evolves from within which is service. Duty assumes the shape of service. In duty, the 
idea persists in you that you have a duty to do. But then a stage comes when you 
realise that God gives you all you need, so there is no need for you to worry. "If I can 
be of use to this man who has come to me, then I am at his disposal." Your inner 
attitude changes. It no longer remains an attitude of mutual giving and taking, but 
becomes an attitude of simply giving, and the spirit of service develops.  

 
When somebody starts working without caring for the result, he starts working 

without a motive. This is the spontaneous life. Life becomes enjoyable the whole 
time. Life becomes a play the whole time. As flowers spread their fragrance when 
they bloom, so that person starts sending his fragrance of love to all. 

 
Unless the sense of responsibility for the performance of duty has developed, and 

unless duty is performed for duty's sake without caring whether somebody, like 
a supervisor, knows about it or not, one cannot evolve in true spirituality. 

 
There is an attitude in life which leads one away from God, while living in the 

society and while busy with one’s worldly affairs. Then there is another attitude 
which leads us nearer and nearer to God. Whenever we are self-centred and selfish in 
the activities in which we are involved, we distance ourselves from Truth and from 
God. But when our attitude is one of serving and having concern for others, step by 
step we reach nearer to God.  

 
We should consider the comfort of others and try to offer them better than we have 

ourselves. At least we should try to protect their rights and not care about our own 
convenience and comfort. Only then will we be true Christians because Christ did it 
like this. Only then will we be true Muslims, Hindus or Buddhists because 
Mohammed, Krishna and Buddha did it like this in their own lives. 

 
It is the sense of duty that ennobles human beings not the demand for one’s rights. 

Anybody whose aim of life is enlightenment, should know only one word - ‘duty’ - 
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and should not know the word ‘rights’: “I know what my duty is. What my father, my 
mother, my husband or my wife does, is not my concern.  I will go on doing my part.”  

 
Problems may arise when you are performing your duty and someone interferes 

with it. Then you start to react, but you should remember God, and try to be silent.  

 
A man who has no discipline over his senses and mind cannot possess a sense of 

duty because a sense of duty demands such a discipline. The more dutiful a person is, 
the less he will have the time and inclination for the pleasures of the world, because 
duty implies the restraint of desires.  

 
It is not possible to have your mind focused on the performance of duty if your 

mind is involved in the enjoyments of the world. There is a contradiction between 
these two activities. The more a person is devoted to his duty, the less interested he 
will be in the enjoyments of the world. You will always find this to be true. There is 
another possible interpretation. In place of 'sense of duty,' we could say 'think of God'. 
This would also be correct because duty inevitably leads to Divinity.  

 
The greatest saints have said: “When you live for your own satisfaction of the 

pleasures of senses and your own ego, you are a worldly man and you will die in 
frustration.”  You may be a billionaire, you may be anything on Earth, but you will 
have a bad end. Happiness will never be with you. When you live for others and give 
to them what you have, you will realise God. If you are a sturdy man, you should help 
others by means of your body. If you have more than enough money, let it be used by 
others. If God has given you wisdom, distribute it to others. It is such a simple matter 
– a straightforward path.  

 
Do not give up action. Whatever work is given to you according to your destiny, 

do it, but do not aspire for the result. Work for earning money, and when the money 
comes, do not consider this money to be yours but His. ‘His’ means belonging to God 
or society. Do this, and you will have God.  

 
Mostly people are focussed on the fruit/result of their actions. In fact, in the 

worldly sphere, people mostly think about the results: “So much investment I have 
made, how much I am going to have in return!”  This is the tendency. The Lord says – 
you have invested, go on working and if you have a profit do not consider that profit 
to be yours. A question may arise: “Why then should I work? You are asking me to 
work from morning to evening, and then you say – give the earned money to Him 
(through charity). “Why should I do it?”  The reply is: “Do you want Self-realisation - 
the highest thing in the universe or not? This is nothing, the price is a very cheap, you 
are giving some rusty currency notes and thinking you will get God?”  

 
Be humble, do whatever is being allotted to you. This is the method. Anybody who 

can work for others as a matter of service, full of love, with the idea that God gave me 
money, God gave me strength, God gave me health, God gave me a certain position 
so why should I not be useful to those who are around me, will Realise in the end. 
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The fact is that everyone does everything for the benefit of his own self. After 

enlightenment, the enlightened person does everything for his own self, but the 
difference is that there are two selves: one is ego, and the other is the universal Self. 
After enlightenment, a person still acts for the benefit of the self, but the meaning of 
self changes for him. The real point is to know who you are. To gain that knowledge, 
you should practise service for others, see your own faults, improve yourself, and love 
God through humanity. 

 
A Sankhyayogi is a yogi or a practitioner, who is trying to evolve through the path 

of analysis  - understanding - the path of wisdom. The Karmayogi is one who is trying 
to evolve primarily through the path of selfless activity. The basis of this twofold 
division is this: first there are people whose minds are constantly full of currents of 
thoughts - constantly flowing from one thought to another - constantly analysing the 
whole time. Their energy is primarily going towards the centre of thought and 
analysis. Secondly there are people who are very active physically. They think that 
too much thinking is useless and they prefer to be practical and are busy in work. 
Their energy flows more in their bodies. These are the two types of path for two 
different types of people. 

 
Sankhyayoga (knowledge and renunciation) and Karmayoga (path of self-less 

activity) are independent of each other. The path of action is comparatively easy 
whereas the path of knowledge is rather rugged and arduous. It is to emphasise this 
difference, that the Lord in Bhagavad Gita says that path of knowledge is difficult to 
practise without having practised the path of self-less activity beforehand. An aspirant 
may believe that the whole of the physical world is an unreal dream and is 
superimposed upon Brahma which is the only reality. However, if at the same time his 
heart is not pure (the evils of attraction, repulsion, anger and lust are still present in 
him), and he makes no attempt to purify his heart but starts to practice Sankhyayoga 
straight away on the mere strength of his intellectual belief, it will not be easy for him 
to attain perfection in Sankhyayoga.   

 
‘Actionlessness’ (Naiskarmyam) is the state of perfection in Karmayoga. He who 

has attained this state is released from the bondage of action once and for all, even 
though engaged in all sorts of activities. This state is reached only by performing 
one’s duties in a disinterested way and not by giving them up. This ‘actionlessness’ is 
the state of freedom from action even while acting.  

 
The perfection in Karmayoga is not attained without entering upon action. 

Somebody may decide that, since activity creates bondage, he is not going to work!  
The Lord says that this will not solve the problem. No, it will not do, because there is 
nobody in the world who can remain inactive. Some action has to happen. If one 
decides that one is not going to act, this decision itself is an act! If you say that you 
are not going to work, you have worked by deciding that you are not going to work!  

 
Bhagavad Gita (Chapter III, verse 9) says: ‘Man is bound by his own action except 

when it is performed for the sake of sacrifice.’ What is this bondage inside and how 
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did it happen? You all want to be liberated and liberation means ‘freedom from 
bondage’. How does bondage happen? The more that we work for our own desires 
and satisfaction, the more bondage is created. Selfishness creates bondage but 
whatever is done for the happiness of others as a service or sacrifice, liberates us and 
destroys the bondage. Every action creates bondage ‘except when it is performed for 
the sake of sacrifice’. When the action is performed for the purpose of giving comfort 
to others as a matter of service, it does not create bondage. 

 
Bhagavad Gita Chapter III, verse 30: ‘Therefore, dedicating all actions to Me with 

your mind fixed on Me, the Self of all, freed from hope and the feeling of meum 
(egoism) and cured of mental fever, fight!’ 

‘Fight’ means ‘do your duty.’ Fighting was Arjuna’s duty. ‘Fight’ means ‘do your 
duty whatever it may be.’ The real aim is to become an instrument of divine work and 
doer-ship should disappear. As long as one has the attitude of doership, ego is 
working and as long as ego is there, one cannot get rid of sadness and frustration. 
Doer-ship is replaced by becoming an instrument of divine work. ‘Instrument’ means: 
“Whatever work has been assigned to me by the Lord, wherever and whenever I do it, 
I do it on His part to the best of my ability.”  

 
The fulfilment of desires and performance of duty are two different concepts. Most 

people are busily engaged in trying to fulfil their desires. If you look at it impartially, 
there is a very small number of people who are really dutiful. You can see it in your 
office - how many people are there really conscious about the performance of duty? 
You see it in your own house and everywhere. You must understand that the more a 
person is engaged in the satisfaction of his desires, the more distant such a person is 
from the performance of his duties.  

 
God exists all the time in every place. A state comes when the doer of the work 

(the one who serves), the service and the object of the service all become one in the 
consciousness of that person. When there is total concentration and devotion, there is 
nothing but God. The experience happens by itself.  

 
There are people who think they are making progress on the spiritual path, but they 

are not doing so as long as they are not actually performing their duty. They may go 
on meditating for years, even for twenty lives, and nothing will be achieved! 
Meditation is also a path but we have to put it in the right perspective and understand 
the priorities. 

 
When duty emerges and one starts performing it more and more devotedly, one 

finds a very special peace or satisfaction inside. If you find that you have done your 
job as conscientiously as you could, you find consolation and inner satisfaction. 

 
Your own work that has come to you is the best for you. You need not change your 

work. What is required is a change of attitude towards your work, not a change in the 
work itself. Through any type of work you can obtain that highest realisation and in 
particular through your own work, that you are currently performing. By service, I do 
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not mean that you should give up your job and become employed in a hospital to 
serve the patients there. No! In your office you have to change your attitude towards 
your work. The same work becomes service and then worship. You change from 
within and with the change in your attitude, you find that service becomes worship.  
This is why the Lord in the Bhagavad Gita says that your own duty is better even if it 
is devoid of merit. It may appear to you that your duty is very harsh and difficult or 
you may see another man working for just one hour a day. But your work is the best 
for you, and his work is the best for him. Do not think that your own perhaps 
imperfect work has less merit than the duty of another that is well-performed, for, by 
performing the duty ordained by your own nature, you will reach the goal. 

 
As soon as one's attention becomes focused on the performance of duty, and duty 

becomes service and then worship, one starts losing interest in material wealth and 
sensual pleasures. One becomes satisfied simply with that much which is necessary 
for basic subsistence. One abandons dreams of becoming rich and famous, because 
one sees the futility of them. One becomes content with just that much which is 
sufficient for the basic needs of life. One escapes from the whirlpool of desires. One 
starts adopting the simplest possible way of life. 

 
We create bondage for ourselves, as long as the only motivation for activity is the 

fulfilment of worldly desires or indulgence in sensual enjoyments. When we introduce 
discipline into our lives, especially with regard to our desires, our attitude starts 
changing and we embark on a different path leading to Self-realisation.  

 
You have to keep shedding the burden of your desires or impressions. But the inner 

burdens are dispersed not by thinking, but by doing service for the world. This is the 
whole essence of the process. Purification of an individual happens by serving the 
world and not by thinking about purification or contemplating on God in the way that 
most people are in the habit of doing. 

 
As soon as we develop the attitude that our activity, our body, our money and our 

possessions are to be used for the service of the world, we start becoming detached 
from our bodies and from the material world. Our attachment starts disappearing and 
at the culmination of this loss of attachment, enlightenment happens by itself with no 
difficulty. 

 
The proper method how to achieve the highest perfection is described by the Lord 

in the Bhagavad Gita when he says that man attains the highest perfection by 
worshipping Him (God) through his own natural duties. One is simply required to 
worship God through duty. People worship in churches, temples and mosques, 
bringing candles and flowers and chanting. The Lord says that this type of worship 
will not do. Worship must happen through duty not through candles and flowers.  

 
 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 


