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How long 'til my soul gets it right? 
Can any human being ever reach that kind of light? 

 -Emily Saliers, Indigo Girls, “Galileo” 
 

It’s 3:00 a.m. You’ve been awake an hour. Maybe more. 

The conversation keeps repeating in your head. Again and again.  

Why did I say that? Why was I so cruel? Why can’t I learn to just keep my mouth shut? 

 

Or you’re sitting by the phone. Despondent by the call you just received. 

Again. They have done it again. When will they learn? Will this destructive pattern just 

keep repeating itself again and again? 

 

I suspect some version of these scenarios are familiar to most of us. Too often our actions 

misfire in directions of harm or regret.  Or we painfully witness the damaging choices of a 

loved one while feeling helpless to alter the impact. Sometimes the trajectory of choices 

made leave us shaking our heads and humming along to the Indigo Girls, “how long ‘til my 

soul gets it right? Can any human being ever reach that kind of light?” 

 

The Indigo Girls may not be Hindu, but their song “Galileo” evokes an aspect of 

reincarnation that I did not understand. The cycle of birth, death, and rebirth, or samsara, is 

not a simple calculation of good and bad karma that determines your next life. It is an 

imprisoning trap. Again and again and again the actions of one life following you to the next 

life. How much life and death can one soul take? How long ‘til a soul gets it right? And is 

there in fact a way to escape the cycling, cycling of karma? Is there a place of peace and 

light beyond the recurring struggle of figuring out again and again the right way to live? 

 

In short, the Bhagavad Gita is a compassionate exchange between a man overwhelmed by 

such questions of how to live and the Creator of the universe. The Gita, as the text is also 

known, begins with the warrior Arjuna taking stock of the vast armies lined up for bloody 

battle. As the battle is between warring factions of the same family for the throne, Arjuna 

faces a battle where he will be asked to kill family and friends. He hesitates. Must I? Is this 

really the right thing to do? Turning to his charioteer, who is no other than the Lord 
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Krishna, an incarnation of Vishnu, Creator and Sustainer of the Universe, Arjuna asks for 

help. “Please Krishna,” Arjuna asks, “what are my options? What’s the best path forward?” 

 

Where do you turn when you feel stuck? How do you find the answers of what to do? What 

path to take? One of the challenges of being Unitarian Universalist is that there is not a 

clear answer to such questions.  There is not a single sacred text or a canon of holy books to 

which we turn. Nor is there a singular authority whose learned wisdom or proximity to the 

divine conveys the right answers.  While the absence of such clear sources of correct 

thinking enables spiritual freedom, it may also leave us feel adrift and uncertain. 

 

When I teach the Coming of Age class to our teenagers, I not only aim to get them thinking 

about the big questions of how do we live, but to also help them to identify where they 

might go to find some answers.  Or, to put it in the same terms as the Gita, when you’re 

facing down an epic battle and you’re not sure what to do, who or what is sitting there in 

your chariot ready to help you figure it out? 

 

I’m not going to pretend that I totally understand all of what is going on in the Gita. As one 

website explained, you can read the 700 lines of poetry in the Gita in an afternoon or you 

can spend a lifetime trying to parse the meaning.  What is clear is that Krishna is genuinely 

trying to help Arjuna make sense of his situation. In the most quoted section of the Gita, 

which I read earlier, Arjuna essentially asks Krishna, “yeah, but what does a wise person 

do? How do they talk? Move? Sit? How do you do ‘wisdom’?” 

 

Krishna’s answer centers around two key ideas:  renunciation and unification. On the one 

hand, Krishna emphasizes the need to renunciate attachment and aversion to the world of 

sense. Which is to say, don’t get lost in the experiences of wanting or of hating. This stuff of 

the world of sense is all transient. It will all go away. That’s the stuff you let go of and 

renounce. On the other hand, seek out what is eternal and unchanging. Pursue unification 

with that—or, actually with him. Because for Krishna, he is the eternal, the immortal Self 

which is both in all beings and beyond all. Seeking unification with the immortal Self will 

bring freedom from samsara, Krishna teaches. 

 

Throughout the Gita, Krishna counsels Arjuna that the best way to pursue unification, or 

the supreme state, is via the path of self-discipline and devotion to Krishna. However, the 

Gita also acknowledges and discusses other ways to end up in the same ultimate place.  I 
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love this part of the Gita. Not only does this plurality of paths honor the vastness of the 

Hindu traditions and texts, it also affirms that different people with different personalities 

and circumstances will pursue (or avoid) the spiritual life in a variety of ways.  

 

In counseling Arjuna specifically, Krishna speaks to Arjuna as a man of action whose 

spiritual path is best pursued in the world. Krishna doesn’t try to make an ascetic monk out 

of Arjuna by telling him to just leave the battlefield and the drama of his family behind. 

Rather, Krishna tells him to fight, as his is duty in this life according to the circumstance of 

his caste and historical moment. However, on the path of self-discipline, Arjuna must not be 

attached to the outcome of the battle. The outcome, who lives and who dies, is something 

Krishna controls, not Arjuna.  

 

Again, I do not fully grasp all of what Krishna is saying here or throughout the Gita. And yet, 

something still resonates for me as a humanist leaning Unitarian Universalist. I appreciate 

that the Gita is trying to figure out how to live rightly in the world. While many religious 

traditions have an ascetic element of monastic withdrawal, that’s never been a real draw 

for me personally. Rather, after growing up evangelical Christian with its themes of distaste 

for things “of the world,” I have pursued a spiritual life that is rooted in the here and now of 

the gifts of living on this planet as a human animal in a web of Life. So the spiritual and 

ethical questions I have are about this world.  

 

Admittedly, this worldly emphasis is also why connecting with the Gita can be hard for me. 

Krishna’s appeal to an immortal soul, the Atman, within each being that endures samsara, 

or reincarnation, until returning to unity with the eternal reality, the Brahman, is a belief 

that I do not hold. And yet, I am left wondering how this idea might connect to a scientific 

understanding of the nature of matter as energy. In other words, I wonder about the origins 

of life and whether or not there is something that is infinite and immortal?  

 

Even as that BIG question hovers there, I am also aware of feeling a lot like Arjuna when he 

pleads to just know but what do I do?! Notably, Krishna doesn’t just give Arjuna an action 

plan—"go fight but spend more time meditating too.” Krishna gives Arjuna a cosmic vision 

of how the world works and his place in it. Only within this larger context, does Krishna 

offer specific instructions. 
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What’s your cosmic vision about how the world works? Do you have one? Do you know 

how you fit in it? In the wider society in which we live, we’re not always asked to sort out 

our cosmic beliefs. I believe we often hold them more or less consciously, even if we’re not 

always asked to spell them out. And yet, this is what we ask our 9th graders to wrestle with 

through the Coming of Age program. What do you believe about God—or, more broadly, 

the nature of the universe? What do you think happens to us when we die? What helps you 

to decide if an action is right or wrong? What do you do to help yourself in times of stress, 

struggle, or uncertainty?  

 

In my understanding, a religious and spiritual life is about these entwined questions about 

belief and practice. What do we believe about the nature of the universe? Divinity? Human 

nature? What do we do to bring meaning, ethical living, and purpose to our lives? Often we 

don’t ask these big philosophical questions. Rather we ask the questions we’re facing in our 

daily lives, in the relationships that bring us love, or heartache, or so often both. How long 

can I hang on in this situation? Can I do this again? What will lead me to a new place? To a 

place of new freedoms? or joy? or peace?  

 

These questions also require frameworks of beliefs and practice. Do we believe that we are 

connected to others who love and care for us? Do we believe that we have control over 

some aspect of our life, our mind? Who or what do we believe will help us? What can we do 

to bring clarity or new energy to our spirit? Go for a walk with a friend? Deepen a 

meditation practice? Go to Sunday services? We all need beliefs and practices that anchor 

us in times of turmoil. These anchors may not be written down in an ancient religious 

scripture, but that’s ok. We’re Unitarian Universalists who recognize and support that there 

are many different spiritual paths and beliefs.  

 

And while we may not have Gods posing as charioteers—or Uber drivers!?!—in our lives, 

hopefully we do have people to whom we can turn as we try to sort out and name just what 

we believe and what we can do that anchors our lives in purpose and meaning. Certainly 

my door is open to listen and support this search. Alyssa and Susie Keyes are beginning 

Small Groups shortly and, a meditation group meets weekly on Mondays. Supporting one 

another in our search for truth and meaning is central to who we are as a religious 

institution—as is supporting each other with care and compassion when our hearts are 

crying out “how long?!” or “again!?” 

So may we continue this work and support of each other on this day and in the weeks, 

months, and years to come.  Amen. 


