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To the readers of this book…
Good luck finding the Krishna inside you – it won’t be easy, but they say He is totally worth it
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So What’s The Big Deal About The Bhagavad Gita?

You’ve heard of it, you’ve studied about it in History class, you’ve seen it take centre stage in court scenes in old Bollywood movies (Remember? When the actor standing in the witness box places his or her right hand on it and vows to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?). And you’ve often wondered why so many people get all solemn and dewy-eyed and worshipful about a book that, last time you checked, looked like the most difficult thing anyone could ever read. Well, let’s find out, shall we? But first, let’s figure out what you really know about the Bhagavad Gita (or the ‘Gita’ for short). All you have to do is tick the right option in the questions below.

1. What is the Bhagavad Gita? Is it…

a. A Sanskrit poem written in India some 2,500 years ago, the title of which literally means ‘The Song of the Lord’?

b. The holy book of the Hindus?

c. A small part of an Indian epic poem called the Mahabharata?

d. A conversation between two friends called Krishna and Arjuna?

e. A book of wisdom about how to live a good, righteous and happy life?

f. All of the above?

Did you pick ‘f’? ‘All of the above’? Congratulations! That’s the right answer!

And now that we have established that the Bhagavad Gita is part of the Mahabharata, we can proceed to the next logical question.

2. What is the Mahabharata? Is it:

a. The world’s longest epic poem, written about 2,500 years ago?

b. One of India’s two great Sanskrit epics (the other being the Ramayana)?

c. The story of a Great War between two sets of cousins, the five Pandavas (aka the good guys) and the hundred Kauravas (aka the not-so-good guys)?

d. A set of stories within stories, so intricately interwoven that very few people can claim to know all the stories and all the characters in it?

e. The inspiration for innumerable books, a super-hit television series, and countless movies, plays and folk songs in every Indian language (and many foreign ones)?

f. All of the above?

Of course you picked Option f again, and of course you’re right. But now let’s get to the details a little bit and see how you fare (Fun fact: There isn’t an Option f anymore!).

3. The Mahabharata, which the Bhagavad Gita is part of, is made up of 18 Parvas, or books, each of which is further divided into chapters. How many chapters does the Gita itself have?

a. 3

b. 15

c. 18

d. 223

4. Just like the rest of the Mahabharata, the Gita is written entirely in two-line verses, or couplets, called ‘shlokas’. In all, the Mahabharata has more than 100,000 shlokas. How many of these make up the Gita?

a. 22,300

b. 700

c. 43,455

d. 1,278

5. Which Parva of the Mahabharata is the Gita a part of?

a. The 6th

b. The 16th

c. The 1st

d. The 18th

Okay, let’s take a break here to tell you the right answers so far.

• The Bhagavad Gita has the same number of chapters as the Mahabharata has Parvas – 18.

• It has – surprise, surprise! – just 700 shlokas, less than 1 per cent of all the shlokas in the mother epic!

• It is part of the 6th Parva – yes, it makes an appearance quite early on in the story.

The question to ask, therefore, is this: How come a set of verses that is such a tiny part of India’s great epic, is better known than the epic itself? What exactly makes the Bhagavad Gita so important and so revered? Only one way to find out – on to the next question!

6. We’ve already figured out that the Mahabharata is about a Great War, and the Gita is a conversation between two friends called Krishna and Arjuna. When does this conversation happen?

a. In the days leading up to the Great War

b. In the days after the Great War

c. When the Great War is about to begin (like, at two minutes to start time)

d. Bang in the middle of the fighting

7. What is this l-o-o-n-g 700-shloka conversation actually about?

a. The glorious history of India

b. Battle strategy

c. Krishna telling a reluctant Arjuna why he should get up and fight the good fight

d. Superstar archer Arjuna telling his charioteer Krishna why he should drive faster

Another quick break, to reveal the right answers to Questions 6 and 7:

• The Gita conversation started just a few minutes before the Great War began, and since it wasn’t a short conversation, it almost certainly held everything up for a longish time. Yes, not the best timing for a long conversation, but there you go.

• It was mostly Krishna talking through the 700 verses, and he was essentially telling Arjuna to stop whining and start fighting the Great War.

Which, of course, leads us to the next set of questions. Except, this time, you are asking them.

8. You’re kidding me, right? So one friend tells another friend to stop complaining and get going, and takes some 700 verses to say it, and that conversation becomes one of the greatest books of wisdom in the world? Why?

Ah, that’s the real question, isn’t it? The short answer is that it is because Krishna also told Arjuna why he should fight, even though it was going to be the hardest thing in the world for him to go to war against his closest family.

9. Even so, that conversation was between them, and it had its part to play in their story. Why is something that happened in a story, even the longest epic poem in the world, considered so wonderful, so wise and so important even today?

That’s the interesting bit! You see, stories – especially old, old stories that still get told and read and discussed thousands of years after they were first written – are very often more than just stories. They are really parables, stories that contain within them hidden truths, lessons, morals and wisdom that we can all learn from. The Gita is one of the greatest conversations in the world to listen into, because what Krishna is telling Arjuna is really a message he is sending out to all of us, on how to live our lives in the most honest, best possible way.

The greatest stories are also allegories, which means that they work on many levels. On one level – the most obvious level – the story of the Mahabharata is the story of a Great War between two sets of cousins – one set noble, righteous, law-abiding and virtuous, the other corrupt, deceitful, crooked and unscrupulous. But on another level, the Mahabharata is about the battles that rage in our own minds and hearts each day, as we struggle to choose between what we know is right and good and difficult, and what we know is not-so-right, not-so-good and definitely way easier.

As humans – creatures that sit right on top of the evolutionary tree – we are special in many ways. But what makes us really unique is our ability to make choices – not only choices like pizza versus pasta or jeans versus shorts, but moral choices – right versus wrong, good versus bad, being nice versus being downright awful.

You would think that since we can tell so clearly who the ‘good guys’ are in our moral choices, it stands to reason that we should be backing them every time in our mind battles, but it is incredible just how often we let the bad guys win.

Each day, just like Arjuna on the battlefield of Kurukshetra, we make excuses for our weaknesses on the battlegrounds of our minds and hearts, and whine about the right choices being too scary, too hard, too lonely, or just not as much fun. We become confused about what the right thing to do is, and wish we could run away from the battle rather than face its consequences. But unlike Arjuna, we often shut out the Krishna who lives in all of us – the still, small voice of our conscience that tells us, loudly and clearly, what we really ought to be doing – and end up doing what is convenient rather than what is right. Over time, our inner Krishna, tired of being ignored, stops speaking altogether, leaving us confused and clueless about what the right answers are.

10. Okay. But where does the Gita come into all this? Does it have those answers?

Yup. Most of them, at any rate. Of course, it isn’t the only book in the world that has these answers – the holy books of all other religions, great epics from all cultures, and many other books have them too – but this is India’s blockbuster bestseller ‘Book With The Answers’.

That’s the big deal about the Gita. That is the reason why millions of Indians have gone back to it, again and again, over thousands of years, every time they are in distress or despair, every time they have been unsure about what the right thing to do is. And that is why you might want to try reading it for yourself.

Because, when you read the Gita, there is no escaping Krishna’s gentle – but no-nonsense – diktat to his confused, nervous, heartsick friend, Arjuna, and through him, to all of us:

• Focus only on doing your duty; let the Universe take care of the consequences.

• Defend the good, destroy the bad.

• Be true to yourself.

• Never hesitate to fight the good fight with everything you’ve got, for as long as it takes.

• Talk to your closest friend – your inner voice – often and at length (yes, even if it takes 700 shlokas worth of time, and especially on the eve of a big battle) and listen to what he has to say.

• That is the secret to being happy. That is the secret of a good life. That, my beloved Arjuna, is the only way to live.
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