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'Timeless Leadership: 18 Leadership Sutras from The
Bhagavad Gita' explores into the mind and context of the
modern day business leader and sees how the key philosophies
or sutras of the Bhagavad Gita can help the leader. Debashis
Chatterjee's latest oﬀering identiﬁes 18 major teachings from
the Holy book of the Hindus and gives them a contemporary
context. He has drawn a parallel between Arjun and the
modern day business leader, both of whom are battling wars
every day. And most of the time, the battle is in the mind. So
lessons from the Gita range from embracing discontinuity and
death to decoding the meaning of life to ultimately uniting the
two wills.
The book has been divided into 18 chapters, each one dedicated
to one sutra, each sutra being deﬁned as a “cognitive unit or a
chapter title that compresses the message of the whole
chapter.” The ﬁrst chapter begins with the Warriors Journey
that explains the psychological context of Gita. As we know,
Gita begins with Arjuna's mental turmoil and dilemma when
he realizes that he must ﬁght his own family and friends to win
the war. The author puts the business leader in the same place
and says that most CEOs are constantly in this state of dilemma
between what is wrong and right. And what a true leader
should do in such a situation is to deal with the mind ﬁrst. All
human beings like to stay in a comfort zone. But when one is
forced to come out of the comfort zone then only
transformation happens.
The second sutra is invincible wisdom which means that
leaders create alternative reality. The author says that
leadership is all about creating alternative reality and leaders
always bring a refreshing perspective that reframes current
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reality. Krishna asks Arjun to avoid being stuck in pain or
pleasure, victory or defeat. This mental state is called mental
equipoise. When one attains this state, then one is not aﬀected
by circumstances of pain or pleasure or victory or defeat. It is in
this chapter, that the author also talks about unselﬁsh work
where one works without clamouring for its fruits. There are
multiple implications of this concept. One of them is that the
leader should work without worrying for results because the
results are not separate from the action. If the action is right and
timely, then the result will follow. Also, one should be detached
from the results.
The third sutra is that of Karma Yoga that talks about how
leaders enter the timeless cycle of action. The author says that
the word “karmayoga” doesn't have a English equivalent. So he
comes up with the word workship which literally means “work
as workship.” In Gita, Krishna says that the attitude of treating
work like workship makes our action more perfect and takes us
to a state of higher consciousness. In the context of leadership,
the focus of the leader's action becomes a function of the
consciousness from a function of external recognition such as
pay and promotion.
The fourth sutra is “Timeless Leaders Pursue Purpose as the
Source of Supreme Power.” In this sutra, Krishna says that the
leader should be a Rajarshi or a sage-king. One part of the raja is
the king who represents power and the other part is that of sage
who stands for wisdom. The combination in the form of
Rajarshi is the principle in which power is used for the

evolution of humankind. The author says that when power

is not accompanied by wisdom, then organizations
misuse their power and over time collapse and cease to
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exist. Leaders must free their organizations from useless
formalities and selﬁsh interests and from the conﬂict of
individual identities and organizational ego.
The ﬁfth sutra is “Leadership is the Art of Undoing.” In
this the author talks about Krishna's teaching that one
should be completely engaged in whatever they are
doing but should detach themselves from the illusion
that it is they who are doing. Extrapolating this to the
leadership context, the author says that timeless leaders
are awareness-centric and not egocentric.
The sixth sutra is art and practice of meditation. A
timeless leader has stillness of mind which essentially
means that their minds are steady, controlled and
focused. Only if one's mind is not swayed by anxiety and
nervousness, can one focus on their goals and succeed.
The seventh sutra is the freedom of “I Am.” This chapter
deals with the fact that a good leader holds diverse
people and processes like the thread of a necklace that
holds many pearls together. A true leader needs to
realize that liberation is a shared experience. In any
organization, unless the lowest in the hierarchy can be
whatever they want to be, the highest in the hierarchy
cannot be whatever he or she wants to be. Human
condition is thus interdependent on each other.
The eighth sutra is about decoding the meaning of life. In
this chapter, Krishna discusses the meaning of life in the
context of our work. Krishna says that work becomes a
chore for us when it does not have a meaning for us. But if
one asks the question: what is the meaning of this work
for me then the business of business and the business of
life will become one. In the business world, a timeless
leader will see patterns and relationships in events and
activities and with an open mind, he or she will be able to
make sense of the changes in the organization.
The ninth sutra is that timeless leaders live in a selforganizing universe. The real value of a leader is tested
when he or she is not there in the organization. The value
of the leader can be experienced when the organization
walks on the path showed by him/her even in absentia.
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The tenth sutra is that leadership is an adventure of
consciousness. A timeless leader brings the whole
consciousness of who he is to what he does. His mind
does not wander when he is doing some work. The
pursuit of excellence is a timeless journey and a lifelong
quest. In business, the leaders should not only focus on
his own journey towards excellence but also motivate
their protégé to do the same.
The eleventh sutra is that timeless leaders have integral
vision. They can see and recognize patterns even from
inadequate or insuﬃcient data. And because they can
see it, their thoughts and actions become synchronized
in a manner that serves the larger purpose of life.
Timeless leadership does not come from control of
material resources but from serving the very human
source that creates those resources.
The twelth sutra is that love is the leader's essence; love is
the leader's presence. The lesson from Gita that is
discussed here is the work that is a product of one's love.
Timeless leaders don't look for love in the approval or
disapproval of people but they look for love within. And
in this context, love is the wholeness that a leader
experiences when he is able to subdue his senses,
restrain the mind's need to acquire and steady his
intellect in the awareness of the divine presence within
and around himself.
The thirteenth sutra is that leaders command their ﬁeld with
the eye of wisdom. In Gita, Krishna describes ﬁeld as the entire
network of material and mental forces that create our beliefs,
guide our behavior and determine the business of our life – in
short all that can be known and observed constitutes the ﬁeld of
all ﬁelds. And the ultimate fulﬁllment of a timeless leader is to
be the knower of his ﬁeld. Krishna also lists down twelve
qualities of a leader who has integrated his heart with his head.
These qualities are: humility, non-injury, unpretentiousness,
forgiveness, uprightness, service to one's teacher, purity,
steadfastness, self-regulation, absence of egoism, evenmindedness and seeking periodic solitude and silence. These
qualities give the leader those eyes that can see without mental
distortions and biases.
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The fourteenth sutra is that leaders harness the dynamic forces
of nature. Nature has three qualities that bind and embody the
indestructible soul in us. They are inertia, dynamism and
illumination. Inertia is the seed form of physical or
psychological action. Dynamism is the movement from nonaction to action. It is the stage of growth and evolution.
Illumination, the third process, represents the evolution of
consciousness. It is not so much growth in the physical realm as
it is growth in the psychological realm. True leaders should aim
for illumination even though he wants to gain knowledge and
wisdom.
The ﬁfteenth sutra is that timeless leaders discover their
invisible source. The most signiﬁcant role of a leader is to make
the invisible clearly visible. For example, inspiration is not
visible but inspired action is visible. The leader knows that
human life is like a river, the source and the endpoint, both are
invisible. And so when leaders integrate themselves with their
being they can experience their wholeness and their timeless,
inﬁnite spirit.
The sixteenth sutra is that leaders negotiate the crossroads
between the divine and the devilish. Krishna advocates selfrestraint and compassion for others as virtues of the divine and
cites self-indulgence and callousness as vices of the devilish.
They are two states of the consciousness. What Krishna deﬁnes
as the divine is nothing but the journey to the core of light and
illumination and the devilish is the movement away from this
source of light to the realms of darkness. The leader has to
negotiate between these two and journey toward compassion,
peace and core of our being.
The seventeenth sutra is that leaders follow their faith. Krishna
says that faith is the deep structure of not just our spiritual
quests but also our worldly passions and our blind prejudices.
He says there are three kinds of faith based on three types of
human nature: slothful, dynamic and illumined. These three
kinds of faith play out in the lives of the leaders in their work,
speech, food and gifts. Faith deﬁnes the critical decisions in a
leader's life because his heart is where his faith is.
The eighteenth and the last sutra is that leadership is
transcendence. Krishna shows how the threefold path of
leadership- knowledge, action and devotion – become one in
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the pursuit of perfection. Transcendence is the ultimate goal of
such a quest. Transcendence is the merging of personal will
with the impersonal will of the cosmic order. A true leader
gives his followers a choice and does not bind them with
compulsion. The unenlightened leader binds the follower with
insecurity, expectation and dependence.
The book very successfully talks about leadership traits and
how many well-established companies in the modern age
crumbled down because of bad leadership. When the ego and
petty desires of the leader takes over the larger good of the
society and the cosmic order, organizations collapse. On the
other hand, when one looks closely at the leadership qualities
of people who are heading growing organizations, one realizes
that the values upheld by the Gita are being practiced by their
leaders. All throughout the book, Krishna represented the
timeless leader and Arjuna represented the protégé who has to
be motivated to become a leader. The book does not address the
typical questions about goals and objectives of an organization
and aligning oneself to it like the many self-help books
available. Instead, it delves into the basic philosophy of our
existence and role of the leader in taking people on the path of
illumination.
This book makes an interesting read for both leaders and
aspiring leaders. What makes it interesting is that it weaves in
relevant stories in between and quotes from Rumi, Khalil
Gibran and Sri Ramkrishna, among others. He also quotes
examples and quotes from Western leaders and academicians.
This adds to the universal appeal of the teachings of the
Bhagavad Gita. It also drives home the point that though
rooted in Indian philosophy, the teachings of the Gita are
universal and applicable in modern contexts as well.
Gita has attracted a lot of attention from academicians and
thought leaders in the recent past. A lot of books have been
written by scholars who have interpreted the Gita from various
viewpoints. So while this book may look like one more
interpretation it oﬀers a lot of insight into what makes a leader
great in the truest sense. The book is deﬁnitely not for a light
read as it requires a lot of thinking and introspection. Also, the
philosophical tone of the book will ensure that only the truly
interested reader will pick it up from the bookstore.
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