IS WEALTH A SPIRITUAL HANDICAP?
 

BY DR. M. W. LEWIS
 

Member of the Board and vice-president of Self-Realization Fellowship from l946 until his passing in l960.  The following talk was given by Dr. Lewis at the Self-Realization Temple in Hollywood, California on July 4, l954.
 

This is a formidable question.  It has two answers:  "Yes" and "No."  To understand why, let us examine the salient points.  Personal wealth has one dangerous aspect that is often over-looked.  The danger is that the consciousness of having material wealth may give us a false sense of security and power.  It influences the direction of our attention and actions away from God.  We may not be conscious that this has happened nor do we want it to happen, but it follows inevitably when one has wealth.  Its effect is to concentrate one's attention on material things.  But there comes a time in each of our lives when we realize that true values are not found in things of this world, and that money cannot buy us those true values.

 

In a letter, Master once wrote to me he said, "In this momentary dream of life, when others are smiling with the material dream of success, only to wake up in a nightmare of suffering, we must dream for God and hold ambition for God's work."

 

When one has wealth, it is impossible not to feel puffed up to some degree.  But as surely as the day follows night, he will wake up, as the Guru says, in a nightmare of suffering.  This is because material values are based on changeable things, and in mutable outward consciousness, rather than in God's eternal consciousness.  We are all bound to be influenced and ensnared by this subtle effect of wealth unless we are very careful and watchful.  We must not permit the mental and discriminative tendencies that govern our lives to be influenced by it, with its undesirable affect upon our freedom to seek God.  I know wealthy people who recognize the fact that money in itself is meaningless, yet their actions reflect an unconscious predisposition toward worldly concerns.

 

Another effect of wealth is a feeling of superiority.  This is a predictable reaction since money enables us to do so many things that cannot be done without it!  But the feeling of superiority does not get us anywhere with God.

 

I remember when I first met Master, I was young and ambitious, and I felt, perhaps because I had a wife and two children to care for, that if I could first attain financial freedom, I could then find God nicely.  I use to argue this point with the Guru.  Then one day he wrote me these potent words:  "Financial freedom can bring spiritual freedom only to those who are constantly trying to be spiritually free and who are on the watch."  You see, I had the cart before the horse.  I wanted financial freedom first. "Otherwise," Master continued, "financial freedom is the cause of bondage, the harbinger of false happiness and sense pleasures.  Besides financial freedom, dear one, many other freedoms have to be sought:  freedom from disease, accident, misfortune separations, and finally, death."

 

See how wise the Guru was.  We may have our pockets filled with money, but when a fatal disease strikes us, what good is our money?  Or if circumstance forces us to be separated from those near and dear to us, what comfort is our money?  Which would we give up more readily - our money or our loved ones?  To those who are truly mated, as one, in love and understanding, these are critical considerations: separation, misfortune, and inexorable death.  Freedom from death, of course, is the final victory.  Watch those who have relied on wealth as the only necessary security; if you could see them as death approaches, you would not want to change places with them for anything.  They see only nothingness ahead, for they have laid up no spiritual treasures in life.  They have inculcated within themselves the delusion that money can buy anything, but facing death they are helpless.  Money cannot buy them the realization of God, which removes all fear.  It has to be gained in another way.

 

Master concluded his wonderful words to me, saying:  "Of course, financial freedom plays an important part.  Because when you have that you are free, even though in a cage."  Jesus had, "nowhere to lay his head" (Matthew 8:20) in worldly terms, yet he freely roamed about the universe, because he had laid up spiritual wealth.  "Seek ye first the kingdom of God," he tells us, "and all these things shall be added unto you" (Matthew 6:33).  It is all right to seek and acquire wealth.  But the wise first seek and gain the kingdom of God; then if wealth comes, they can see it in its true perspective and thus handle it wisely.

 

The sense of power that wealth gives creates an undeniable mental barrier that can prevent us from fully surrendering ourselves to God.  We may want to; we may be quite unaware that we are being held back in our quest for God.  But our consciousness of power impedes our independent action or free will, and makes difficult our full surrender to the will of God.  It is substantiated here, in these verses from Matthew (l9:23, 24): "Verily I say unto you that a rich man shall hardly enter into the kingdom of heaven.  And again I say unto you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter into the Kingdom of God."

 

No one can enter into the kingdom of God without first fully surrendering to God's will, because God is the Master of the Universe.  It is almost impossible for those who have wealth to do this, even though they may earnestly desire to yield to God.  The unconscious delusion of security and superiority that accompanies wealth makes their quest for the kingdom of God doubly difficult.                   

 

Wealth, with its power and its advantages, operates in worldly consciousness, in outward duality, and in physical manifestation. Jesus said, "My kingdom is not of this world"(John 18:36), meaning that world in which monetary wealth is power.  Jesus' kingdom is in heaven, where spiritual consciousness alone is supreme.  Heaven can be enjoyed only in spiritual consciousness, not in worldly consciousness where wealth reigns.     

 

Therefore, in considering whether material wealth is a spiritual handicap, we can see it is less than an asset in man's quest to attain oneness with God.  Surely, one who has wealth can attain the Spiritual Kingdom; but his material status contributes little to his spiritual progress.

 

Nor is God impressed with our wealth, especially if we are worldly wise.  In Matthew  11:25, we read, "Thou hast hid these things from the wise and prudent, and has revealed them unto babes."  The "wise" here refers to the worldly wise, and "babes," to those with the humility and trustfulness of little children are able to surrender themselves fully to God as an infant surrenders to his mother.  This trust, faith and total surrender of self are qualities we must have to be favorable in the sight of God.  This is expressed again in John 1:47, where Jesus saw Nathanael coming, an Israelite "in whom there is no guile."  That absence of guile is imperative to attain spiritual wealth and the kingdom of God.  Jesus said to him in the 51st verse, "Verily, verily, I say unto you, hereafter ye shall see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man."

 

So, even with wealth, if like Nathaneal we have no guile, and are not driven by ego or attachment to wealth or material things, we can, with earnest effort, enter the kingdom of God.  Indeed our wealth can do much good, for money is powerful.  It can be used to support worthy societies, such as our own Self-Realization Fellowship, that raises people from delusion into the light and freedom of God-consciousness.  Is anything more worthy than that?  But unless we are without guile, and possess the trusting humility of the little child in its surrender to its mother, we will not desire to help others in these giving and selfless ways.

 

Once we achieve this total surrender to God, we will never again be a slave to money.  Though money can do many things in the mortal world, it cannot buy the grace of God.  Remember that.  If we once feel the power, the presence, and the grace of God, we will never again be affected by money or its influence.  And we can thank God for that.  So, if you possess material wealth, realize how small it is in your spiritual life, and keep that consciousness.  And if you possess no wealth, be thankful, knowing that the grace of God can be upon you even more readily, if you seek it.  It is one of our greatest blessings that God, His power, and His love can be earned and attained through our humbleness of heart, our simplicity, and our earnest self-surrender to Him.

 

And so it becomes clear that whether or not wealth is a spiritual handicap depends chiefly upon the degree of our attachment to it.  If we have it, without even unconscious attachment to the power, prestige, or pleasure it affords, it does not impair our quest for the Divine.  If we can perceive that the role we are playing in God's drama of life requires us to  have wealth, and we use that wealth in this understanding, without attachment, then it is not a spiritual  handicap.

 

Think what we can do with money when the power of God flows through us!  To help lift others from delusion through our own giving affords satisfaction, joy and peace comparable to no other.  To look into the face of one raised from delusion, iniquity, and ignorance into the realization of God is to know true wealth - the spiritual richness of seeing a child of God borne into God's living presence.  That is the greatest service we can render to God, bringing a soul back into His fold.

 

God has created universe upon universe.  He has everything.  How happy He is!  Nor does He ever raise His voice when we disobey Him or when we have forgotten Him, incarnation after incarnation.  He doesn't say a word.  But, after we have had our fill of worldly and material pleasures and turn toward His light, He is there, waiting.  Such is His love for His children.

 

This eternal truth is expressed in one of Master's letters to me,

written in l935:  "So we have to do our best in this drama of life, playing our part in the role given us.  God is playing His great role, and He wants us to play ours.  When we do our best, He is well pleased; and then He takes us to live in His kingdom forevermore."   Isn't it wonderful to know that it makes no difference to God what part we play --  from the humble role of a servant to that of the wealthiest man in the world.  If we play our role well, doing our best, whatever it may be, God is well pleased; and then, from  humble beggar to lofty millionaire, we go to live with the Infinite Father in His joyous kingdom forevermore.  These lines are among the most beautiful Guruji has ever written, for they reveal the fullness, the greatness of God's love for all His children, irrespective of color, race, creed, or status in life.  We are all as one, and one with or loving Father.

 

In the Gita (VI:8) we are shown how to play our role in God's drama:  "That yogi who is gladly absorbed in truth and Self-Realization is said to be indissolubly united to Spirit. Unchangeable, conqueror of his senses, he looks with an equal eye on earth, stone and gold."

 

Can we feel a lump of earth and a lump of gold to be the same?  Yes, if we but lift our consciousness to the Christ Center and behold God's Infinite Light.  Then we will realize that earth and gold are truly the same, molded of one light of Spirit.  The Gita concludes (VI:15):  "The self-governed yogi whose mind is under ceaseless control attains the peace of My being - the final Nirvana."
 

So the scriptures tell us whether wealth is a handicap or not, just as our Master's wisdom does in his letters.  Wealth is not a handicap, they tell us, if we but lift our consciousness from outward consciousness of duality and delusion and ignorance to the Great Light of God.  *Once we perceive that light, it is immaterial whether we possess worldly wealth or not.  For in that light, we are imbued with the greatest spiritual wealth and power, the overwhelming realization that we are one with our Father, God, protected by His grace, safe in His omniscient love.

 

*Doctor Lewis said that since that memorable Christmas Eve in l920 when Master showed him the Great Light of the Infinite it was always with him.

