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The Door That Was Never Locked -
The Boy Who Would Not Leave

(An Independence Day Reflection)

-  Gentela Anand Shanker

Three days..... that is how long a boy once sat outside a
door. The door would not open. It was not his house. The
god who lived there was not at home. His name was
Nachiketa. The trouble began with a sacrifice his father was
doing. It was called the Vishvajit Yajna. This sacrifice was
meant to win everything,.. in this life and the next. But there
was a rule. The person doing it had to give away everything
he owned. Nothing could be held back. Nachiketa's father
made this promise. But when the time came, he gave away
old cows. These cows could not give milk. They could not
work in the fields. They had nothing left to give. Nachiketa
saw this. He grew worried for his father. He kept asking,
''Who will you give me to?  ''His father grew angry.'' Fi-
nally, he said, ''I give you to Death.'' Most children would
think these were just angry words. But Nachiketa did not.
He went to find Yama,.. the Lord of Death. Yama was not
home. So Nachiketa waited outside his door. He waited for
three days. He had no food. No one spoke to him. He would
not go in without being asked. And he would not leave.
Yama came home. He learned what had happened. He felt
troubled. A guest had gone hungry at his door. This was
against dharma. Yama was the host, and he had failed. So
he offered the boy three (boons) wishes. Anything the boy
wanted. This would make things right.
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Nachiketa's first two wishes were simple. He asked for
peace with his father. He asked to learn a special ritual, one
that would lead him to heaven. Yama said yes to both,..
quickly. These were small things. Then came the third wish.
This one was not small. Nachiketa wanted to know what
happens to a person after death. Yama tried to change his
mind. First he was gentle. Then he was more firm. He of-
fered wealth, enough for ten lifetimes. He offered a king-
dom. He offered sons, cattle, gold, and a life of a hundred
years. He offered the best dancers and singers in the world.
''Ask me for something else'', he said. ''Even the gods do not
fully understand this question. Do not use your (boon) wish
on it.'' Nachiketa said no to everything. He told Yama, ''All
these things wear out over time. Even a hundred years
would end the same way. It would only mean waiting longer
at the same door.'' This answer moved Yama. He stopped
testing the boy. He began to teach him instead. ''Every per-
son can choose between two paths,'' he said. ''One path is
pleasant. The other path is good. Most people choose the
pleasant path. It is loud and easy to find. The good path is
quiet. It takes effort to find.'' Then he gave Nachiketa the
answer he wanted. There is something in every person, he
said. It is never born, and it never dies. It cannot be seen or
touched. It sits quietly under everything we call ''me.''

Whenever I think of this story, I first see courage in it. A
boy who could not be bribed. But something smaller stays
with me now. Yama offered Nachiketa a way out, again and
again. Each time, it looked like something worth having.
And each time, Nachiketa saw it clearly for what it was.
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Two Kinds of Freedom: We call ourselves a free coun-
try. We are free, and it cost more than most of us under-
stand. But there is another freedom under this one. We pay
much less attention to it. Sri Ramana Maharshi used to say
this freedom was never really lost. We only believed it was
lost. It is like searching the whole room for your glasses. All
the time, they are on your face. The real work is not to win
something new. The real work is only to see the mistake. Sri
Jiddu Krishnamurti garu went further. Many people found
this hard to accept. He said freedom that only means free-
dom from something, from a ruler, a rule, a fear, is not real
freedom. It is only a reaction. And a reaction still stays tied
to the thing it fights. Sri Kanchi Paramacharya was always
practical. He warned that freedom without dharma does not
last. Without dharma, freedom turns into doing whatever
we want. Then we find we have only traded one ruler for a
worse one. Ourselves, with no one to guide us.

Guruji and Nannagaru's Words; Guruji (Sadguru Sri
Sivanandamoorthi Bhagavan) and Nannagaru (Sivasri
Gentela Venka Ramana Gurudevulu) explained this more
simply than anyone. A country, they would say, is its people.
Not its land. So before we celebrate being free, we should
ask what these people stand for. We should also ask if the
freedom we got was the freedom we wanted. In a broad
sense, they would say, it was not. Not fully. The freedom
movement began because we could not practice our own
dharma in our own land. This country was meant to be a
karma bhumi, a land for right action. But it was being used
for the wrong things. In the end, much of what we won was
decided by circumstances and timing. Not by what we truly
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wanted. We got a freedom. But it was not quite the freedom
we wanted. But there is a second freedom, they would al-
ways add. A smaller one. This one we never lost. We still
have the freedom to choose dharma over adharma. We still
have the freedom to simply watch. We can watch our own
thoughts. We can watch the world around us. Instead of
reacting to it. This freedom never left us. What has changed
is how rarely we use it. We can choose to react, or we can
choose to watch quietly. Almost every time, we choose to
react. And we call this strength. Guruji once gave a number
for this. It showed how far we have drifted. In Satya Yuga,
he said, ninety-nine out of a hundred people chose dharma.
In Treta Yuga, it was closer to eighty. In Dvapara Yuga, about
fifty. In Kali Yuga, we are down to less than ten. Near the
end of Kali Yuga, perhaps only one. Hearing this, I think
again of something I wrote in the last article. I asked what
we can really give a Guru in return. I said the only true gift
is the effort to understand. This turns out to be the same
effort that leads to freedom. It is not two different things.
Guruji and Nannagaru said this many times, in different
words. Freedom was never a physical thing. It could not be
given to us. It could not be taken from us. It lives some-
where quieter than that. And it has been waiting for us to
notice it. Long before we even noticed it was missing. This
brings me back to a door in an old story, and a boy who sat
outside it for three days. I used to think the important mo-
ment was when Yama finally opened that door. I do not
think that anymore. Nachiketa never really needed Yama
to open it. He only needed to stop believing it was locked.
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