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DISCOVERING THE BHAGAVAD
GITA: KRISHNA'S COUNSEL IN
TIME OF WAR

For  over  two  millennia,  the  Bhagavad
Gita has served as a beacon of spiritual

wisdom,  moral  clarity,  and  existential
guidance for millions around the world.
Among the many translations available
to modern readers, one stands out for its
poetic  grace,  scholarly  rigor,  and
accessibility:  The  Bhagavad  Gita:
Krishna's  Counsel  in  Time of  War,
translated by Barbara Stoler Miller
and  published  by  Bantam.  This
edition has become a cherished resource
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for  students  of  Hinduism,  philosophy,
and  comparative  religion,  offering  a
unique window into  one of  humanity's
most profound dialogues. In this article,
we  will  explore  the  significance  of  this
particular translation, the context of the
Gita itself, and why Miller's work remains
a vital contribution to the understanding
of this sacred text.

THE ENDURING LEGACY OF THE
BHAGAVAD GITA

The Bhagavad Gita, often simply called
the Gita, is a 700-verse Hindu scripture
that  forms  part  of  the  Indian  epic
Mahabharata.  Set  on  the  battlefield  of
Kurukshetra, it unfolds as a conversation
between  Pr ince  Ar juna  and  h is
charioteer, Lord Krishna, who is revealed
to be the Supreme Being. The dialogue

occurs just before the start  of  a great
war, as Arjuna is overwhelmed by moral
anguish  at  the  prospect  of  fighting
against his own relatives, teachers, and
friends.
What  makes  the  Gita  timeless  is  its
explorat ion  of  universal  human
dilemmas:  duty  versus  compassion,
action  versus  renunciation,  and  the
search for meaning in a world marked by
conflict. The text addresses the nature of
the self, the purpose of life, and the path
to  spiritual  liberation,  all  within  the
dramatic  framework  of  an  impending
battle. For this reason, the Gita has been
embraced  by  readers  as  diverse  as
Mahatma  Gandhi,  Albert  Einstein,  and
countless  seekers  across  cultures  and
generations.
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Why Barbara
Stoler Miller's
Translation
Matters
Barbara  Stoler  Miller,  a  distinguished
professor  of  Asian  and  Middle  Eastern
cultures  at  Barnard  College,  Columbia
University,  devoted  much  of  her
academic career to the study of classical
Indian  texts.  Her  translation,  The
Bhagavad Gita: Krishna's Counsel in
Time  of  War,  published  by  Bantam
Books, is widely regarded as one of the
most  readable  and  poetically  sensitive

versions available in English.
What sets Miller's translation apart is her
ability to preserve the lyrical beauty of
the  original  Sanskrit  while  making  the
text accessible to contemporary readers.
She does not merely render the words
into English;  she captures the rhythm,
the cadence, and the emotional weight
of  Krishna's  counsel.  Her  introduction
and  notes  provide  essential  context
without  overwhelming  the  reader,
making  this  edition  ideal  for  both
newcomers  and  those  already  familiar
with the Gita.
Furthermore,  Miller's  translation
emphasizes the dramatic tension of the
battlefield  setting,  highlighting  the
existential crisis at the heart of the text.
By framing the Gita as "Krishna's counsel
in time of war," she reminds us that this
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is not a detached philosophical treatise
b u t  a  u r g e n t ,  l i f e - a n d - d e a t h
conversation.  This  approach  resonates
powerfully  with  modern  readers  who
face their own battles, whether internal
or external.

UNDERSTANDING THE
STRUCTURE OF THE GITA

The  Bhagavad  Gita  is  divided  into
eighteen chapters,  each focusing on a
different  aspect  of  spiritual  teaching.
Miller's translation follows this structure
faithfully,  allowing  readers  to  progress
through the dialogue as it unfolds. The
text  can  be  broadly  categorized  into
three  main  sections:  the  first  six
chapters deal with the nature of the self
and the path of action; the middle six
chapters  explore  devotion  and  the

nature  of  the  divine;  and  the  final  six
chapters  discuss  the  qualities  of  the
liberated soul and the ultimate goal of
life.

The Opening
Scene: Arjuna's
Despair
The  Gita  opens  with  the  blind  king
Dhritarashtra  asking  his  charioteer,
Sanjaya,  to  describe  the  battle.  This
framing  device  allows  for  a  narrated
account  of  the  conversation  between
Krishna and Arjuna.  As the armies are
arrayed  on  the  battlefield,  Arjuna  asks
Krishna to drive his chariot between the



The Bhagavad Gita Krishnas Counsel In Time Of War Trans Barbara Stoler Miller
Bantam 5

5

two forces. When he sees his relatives,
teachers,  and  friends  ready  to  fight  one
another, he is overcome with grief and
doubt.
Arjuna's crisis is profoundly human. He
questions the morality of war, the value
of  victory  if  it  comes  at  the  cost  of
destroying  one's  own  family,  and  the
very meaning of duty. He throws down
his  bow  and  refuses  to  fight.  At  this
moment  of  utter  desolation,  Krishna
begins his  teaching.  Miller's  translation
captures the raw emotion of this scene,
making it palpable for the reader:
"Arjuna saw his father, his grandfathers,
teachers,  uncles,  brothers,  sons,
grandsons, and friends. He also saw his
in-laws and companions in both armies.
When  the  son  of  Kunti  saw  all  these
ranks of kinsmen, he was overcome by

pity and spoke despairingly."
This is not abstract philosophy; it is the
cry  of  a  soul  in  turmoil.  Krishna's
response,  which  spans  the  remaining
seventeen chapters,  is  both  a  comfort
and a challenge.

KEY THEMES IN THE GITA

Miller's  translation  brings  several  key
themes to the forefront, each relevant to
the modern reader:

Dharma (Duty): Krishna teaches
that each person has a duty based
on their nature and role in society.
For Arjuna, as a warrior, his duty is
to fight for righteousness, even
when it is painful.
Detachment and Action: The
Gita introduces the concept of
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nishkama karma—action
performed without attachment to
the results. This allows one to act
with full commitment while
remaining free from the anxiety of
success or failure.
The Nature of the Self: Krishna
reveals that the true self (atman)
is eternal and indestructible. The
body may die, but the soul lives
on. This teaching helps Arjuna
transcend his fear of death.
Bhakti (Devotion): The Gita is
also a profound devotional text.
Krishna invites Arjuna to surrender
to him with love and faith, offering
a path of grace and divine love.
Yoga: The Gita synthesizes
various paths of yoga—jnana yoga
(the path of knowledge), karma

yoga (the path of action), and
bhakti yoga (the path of
devotion)—showing that they all
lead to the same ultimate goal.

Miller's translation does not force these
themes upon the reader; rather, she lets
them  emerge  natural ly  from  the
dialogue, allowing the text to speak for
itself.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE
BANTAM EDITION

Published  by  Bantam  Books,  Miller's
translation  was  designed  for  a  broad
audience.  The  edition  includes  a
thoughtful  introduction  that  places  the
Gita in its historical and cultural context,
notes on the translation, and a glossary
of key terms. This makes it an excellent
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choice  for  classroom  use,  personal
study, or simply for anyone seeking to
explore one of the world's great spiritual
classics.
The Bantam edition of The Bhagavad
Gita:  Krishna's  Counsel  in  Time of
War  is  also  notable  for  its  affordability
and portability, making it accessible to
readers  from  all  walks  of  life.  Miller's
commitment  to  clarity  and  beauty
ensures  that  the  text  is  not  merely
studied but truly experienced.

Miller's Approach
to Translation
Barbara  Stoler  Miller  was  a  scholar  of
Sanskrit  and a gifted poet  in  her  own

right.  She  understood  that  translating
the  Gita  required  more  than  linguistic
accuracy; it required a deep sensitivity
to  the  poet ic  and  phi losophical
dimensions of the text. Her translation is
sometimes  described  as  "interpretive"
because  she  aims  to  convey  the
meaning and spirit of the original rather
than offering a word-for-word rendering.
For example, when Krishna reveals his
cosmic  form to  Arjuna  in  Chapter  11,
Miller's  language  is  vivid  and  awe-
inspiring,  capturing  the  overwhelming
majesty of the vision. She writes with a
sense  of  urgency  and  reverence  that
draws the reader into the experience:
"If the light of a thousand suns were to
rise in the sky at once, it would be like
the light of that great spirit."
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This is not merely a description; it is an
invitation to contemplate the infinite.

WHY READ THIS TRANSLATION
TODAY?

In a world marked by division, anxiety,
and  uncertainty,  the  Bhagavad  Gita
offers a timeless guide to navigating the
complexities of human existence. Miller's
translation, in particular, speaks to the
modern  reader  with  c lar i ty  and
compassion.  Whether you are facing a
personal  crisis,  seeking  a  deeper
understanding of your purpose, or simply
exploring the spiritual traditions of India,
The  Bhagavad  Gita:  Krishna's
Counsel in Time of War, translated
by  Barbara  Stoler  Mil ler  and
published by Bantam, is a companion
that will not disappoint.

The Gita does not offer easy answers or
dogmatic  prescriptions.  Instead,  it
invites you to enter into the dialogue, to
wrestle  with  the  questions,  and  to  find
your own path. Krishna's counsel is not
only for Arjuna; it is for anyone who has
ever  stood  on  the  battlefield  of  life,
uncertain  of  which  way  to  turn.

How to Approach
Your Reading
To  get  the  most  out  o f  M i l l e r ' s
translation,  consider  the  following
approach:

Read the introduction first to1.
understand the historical and
cultural background.
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Read each chapter slowly, allowing2.
the verses to sink in. The Gita is
meant to be meditated upon, not
rushed through.
Pay attention to the dialogue3.
between Krishna and Arjuna.
Notice how Arjuna's questions
shape Krishna's teaching.
Reflect on how the themes apply4.
to your own life. What is your
dharma? What attachments hold
you back?
Return to the text again and again.5.
The Gita reveals new depths with
each reading.

THE GITA IN THE MODERN
WORLD

The  Bhagavad  Gita  has  influenced
countless  thinkers,  leaders,  and artists

around  the  world.  Mahatma  Gandhi
called  it  his  "spiritual  dictionary"  and
drew upon its teachings in his struggle
for  Indian  independence.  Modern
physicists have found parallels between
the  Gita's  vision  of  the  cosmos  and
quantum  theory.  Phi losophers,
psychologists,  and  spiritual  seekers
continue  to  find  relevance  in  its  ancient
wisdom.
Mil ler's  translation  has  played  a
significant  role  in  this  ongoing
engagement.  By  making  the  Gita
accessible and beautiful, she has helped
a new generation discover its power. Her
work  stands  alongside  other  great
translations by scholars such as Swami
Sivananda,  Eknath  Easwaran,  and
Stephen Mitchell, but it holds a special
place  for  its  combination  of  academic
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rigor and poetic grace.

CONCLUSION

The  Bhagavad  Gita  is  more  than  a
scripture;  it  is  a  living  dialogue  that
transcends  time  and  culture.  In  The
Bhagavad Gita: Krishna's Counsel in
Time of War, translated by Barbara
Stoler  Miller  and  published  by
Bantam,  readers have the opportunity
t o  e n g a g e  w i t h  t h i s  t i m e l e s s
conversation  in  a  form  that  is  both
faithful  to  the  original  and  deeply
resonant with the modern spirit. Miller's
translation  invites  us  not  only  to

understand the Gita but  to experience
it—to stand beside Arjuna in his moment
of crisis and to hear Krishna's counsel as
if it were spoken to us.
Whether you are a seasoned student of
Ind ian  ph i losophy  or  a  cur ious
newcomer,  this  edition offers a doorway
into  a  world  of  profound  insight  and
transformative  wisdom.  As  Krishna
reminds  us,  the  path  may  be  difficult,
but  the  reward  is  nothing  less  than
freedom, peace,  and the realization of
our true nature. Pick up this book, open
its pages, and let the dialogue begin.


