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Karma, Drama: The wars 
around us start within

ONE OF THE strongest tropical cyclones ever recorded, Typhoon 
Haiyan or Super Typhoon Yolanda, ravaged central Philippines 
in 2013. The country’s deadliest typhoon on record, Yolanda 

killed at least 6,300 people.
The weather department had warned of “storm surges.” Nobody 

understood that this meant the sea level would rise dramatically. The 
locals sought refuge in churches and stadiums, the usual shelters, 
instead of seeking higher ground. 

Brahma Kumaris lecturer and broadcaster Denise Lawrence 
remembers that when she visited the worst-hit province of Leyte in 
early 2015, people were still demanding an explanation: Why were 
they misinformed or, in the very least, misdirected?  There could 
have been less deaths and lost property, they lamented.

‘Energy of destiny’
“We are going through big changes,” says Denise. “Some things 

happen to make us stronger and experienced. Everyone is facing 
many difficult things, whether in family environments or in cities, 
countries, or the hemisphere. We cannot stop climate change—sea 
levels rising, temperature variables. We cannot stop financial instabil-
ity, problems in agriculture, terrorism…”

Dealing with such challenges requires building the strength of not 
being affected, Denise says. “When we take sorrow, we become de-
bilitated.  We need to embrace the un-embraceable if only because 

it’s there. Spiritual wisdom helps us handle it, interpret it, and live 
with it.”

Denise refers to any occurrence as drama, “the energy of destiny,” 
much like a script that has already been structured.”

She recalls interviewing a survivor of the Bosnian War, a conflict 
born out of hostilities among ethnic groups in the early 1990s. When 
Bosnia-Herzegovina declared independence from Yugoslavia, war 
broke out in the capital of Saravejo between the Yugoslav army and 
organized military units from other ethnic groups. 

The survivor had avoided being drafted into the army.  Still, he 
witnessed the horrors of war. Denise quotes him as saying that the 
war was inevitable, given the situations leading to it.    

Part of life 
“That’s a very deep understanding because the drama of this 

world contains a lot of wonderful things, but also a lot of tragedy,” 
she says. “We who are part of this drama have to manage all that.  
Death and brutality are a part of life.”

Using the imagery of an African jungle, Denise explains that 
predators and prey are likewise part of nature. “The lioness will kill 
one big animal that she and her family will eat. Then other animals 
will come, and then the vultures. That single big animal has become 
food for quite a big fraction of the food chain. A human being kills 
to escape death. When humans engage in large-scale killing, it is a 
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strange phenomenon, but it is there. We would say it is drama. There 
are those who are killed and those who perform the killing. Neither is 
good. There is karma between the killers and the victims. This karma 
moves down across many generations.”

This concept may be difficult to accept, Denise admits. Still, she 
points out, war is clearly part of the human experience with nearly 
50 wars going on around the world.

Band-Aid solution
Killing seems to have become a Band-Aid solution to the problem 

of burgeoning populations. “Yet every soul who leaves the body, 
whether  naturally or in some brutal and untimely way, will reincar-
nate,” Denise says. “You can’t reduce the population like that. So 
what should we do?” 

Again, she underscores the importance of spiritual wisdom. Soul 
consciousness, and thus knowing that our core is that of a peaceful 
being, is the basic tenet. “This means we must think about ourselves 
as immortal, including all our brothers and sisters in any race, culture 
or religious denomination. A spiritual practice means to have no 
hatred for anyone, though we may be surrounded by those who hate 
one or another group of people enough to kill them. Why do people 
do that?  ‘Destiny,’ we would ultimately say.” 

Family as battlefield
And what about the family, a basic social unit that has become a 

virtual battlefield? 
Denise explains:  “The human family is the microcosm of the large 

human family. Individually, we feel powerless in the face of large hu-
man conflicts. Everyone operates from the context of family.  It may 
be a biological family, professional family (people that you work with) 
or spiritual family (those that you come together with for spiritual 
study and practice).”

Even within the spiritual family, she notes, there will be person-
ality clashes or different perspectives. “There is someone through 
whom you may take sorrow or experience being disenfranchised, or 
diminished or somehow removed from your true sense of self.”  

Discord is an indication that one is being challenged to draw inner 
strength and apply spiritual principles, she stresses. “We may try to 
run away from it, but it follows us like a shadow that we have to face 
eventually.” 

The ego mask
Denise says personality clashes are rooted in ego, which she lik-

ens to a mask. “We cover the self, which has become so depleted, or 
so uncertain of itself, that it doesn’t want to be seen.  It puts on the 
mask to redirect attention. ‘See my mask?  Don’t look at me.’ Sooner 
or later, the person equates the self with the mask. When the ego 
mask is attacked, he becomes vulnerable to reacting—or putting on 
an ego defense behavior. We do that in the microcosm of our small 
family circumstance. And we find it in the microcosm of the different 
conflicts around the world.”    

She underscores the importance of guarding against ego, a vice 
that is almost imperceptible because people tend to see others’ 
weaknesses instead of their own. “We tend to justify going against 
someone else’s ego.  When we take sorrow, we think that’s just the 
way it is.”

Taking sorrow is anathema to spirituality, Denise says. She consid-
ers it a sin, just as damaging as hurting someone or committing a 
legal or spiritual crime. “When you take sorrow from someone, you 

amplify that pain to the point of resentment. You may actually take 
revenge.” 

Theatre of life
The knowledge of taking sorrow as a sin is complemented by the 

understanding that whatever happens is drama. The theatre of life 
consists of polar opposites—happiness and sorrow, victory and de-
feat, success and failure. “A person who practices spirituality should 
reach a point of being neutral in the face of these opposites,” Denise 
says. 

To fortify this inner stability, Denise cites the power of accommo-
dation, the capacity to remain peaceful in the face of negativity, such 
as bad behaviour.  “Bad things that happen can break us—or become 
instruments for us to transcend limitations. If we get past that as in-
dividuals, we can connect to our greatness and become instruments 
for getting even the whole of humanity to overcome this period of 
catastrophic occurrences.”

In difficult situations, it is common to blame and take revenge, 
she notes.  However, the law of action or karma does not work like 
the law of retaliation based on the biblical aphorism, “An eye for an 
eye, a tooth for a tooth.” 

“The laws of karma have been stretched over a long time,” Denise 
says. “If a person commits a sin or crime against another person, it’s 
actually the settlement of a past wrong action. 

Meditation for balance
When one is faced with repaying heavy karmic debt from the 

past, meditation could balance the equation.  Denise likens meditat-
ing to earning an income in the form of spiritual power: “Personal 
strength takes the form of an inner ability to manage catastrophe. If 
you’re not strong enough, it breaks you.  If you are strong enough, 
you navigate and get through it.” 

A person overflowing with spiritual power is a beacon of light for 
others, a vision of victory over challenges, Denise says, and spiritual 
power includes knowing the difference between what one can do 
and what is beyond one’s control. “I can do something about me— 
take down my ego, which is a big obstacle, for example.  Then I can 
do the work of intensifying my love for humanity.” 

In the face of criticism, Denise’s advice is to see the critic not as 
someone who is bad but as someone who is weak. “Have the power 
to let go. When somebody attacks you, do not allow yourself to be 
diminished by that. To neutralize, do not take sorrow. It’s like saying, 
‘If you think I’m horrible and stupid, it’s you who have a problem.  I 
am nice and interesting.  Sorry you can’t see that.’”

Where’s the war?
Living with extremely difficult personalities helps one reach full 

potential, says Denise. “When you’re looking at the karma and drama 
of it, these are two angles of approach that need to work together 
because there’s always karma involved.  There’s an account, no 
doubt. Don’t say, ‘It’s not good, it’s not bad, it just is.’  You’re then 
pretending it never happened.  It happened.  Connect with the 
strength in yourself, the qualities, the greatness, and bring that into 
the situation.  You add value to it then, and change its meaning.”

The real war, she cautions, is not with others but within us. 
“We’re fighting a war against our stupidity, against not understanding 
properly, not strengthening ourselves when we could, and against 
our inability to restrain ourselves when we should. We have to em-
power ourselves. In this scenario, God is useful. All we have to do is 
plug in and receive power.”
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‘Gentle into that good night’

IN THE PAST three decades of her life, socialite-turned-sage Teresita 
Araneta-Macasaet—Tessie to friends—faded away from the glossy 
world of high society and fashion and adopted the modest lifestyle 

of a Brahma Kumari as unquestioningly as a tree sheds its leaves. 
Tessie had been an arbiter of good manners and taste, an ambas-
sador from a region of understated refinement. Friends among the 
country’s elite regarded her as “a fine lady,” personification of poise, 
substance and warmth.

 Manners and deportment are perceived by many as an artifice of 
the wealthy—or of the old-fashioned. But the way Tessie projected 
herself recalled a measure of nobility that was a mark of the distant 
past.

 In spiritual discourses, we are urged to imbibe royal manners. 
Tessie was inimitable in living it. As a BK, she was no longer just a 
teacher of table manners and visual poise; she became a valuable 
resource person on how to handle life’s formidable surprises: How to 
survive a mild stroke and reboot your business. How to live with fam-
ily members’ idiosyncracies. How to comfort the parents of a child 
who has died suddenly. How to remain strong when someone close 
to you turns to substance abuse.  

Few could speak with as much experience as she did. Her delicate 
frame made her appear vulnerable, but in reality she had weathered 
all manner of crises with dignity. Tessie consistently attributed her 
strength to Raja Yoga meditation and the spiritual teachings of the 
Brahma Kumaris, the sharing of which became her mission. 

First encounter
My first encounter with Tessie was through her photograph in the 

society column of a national newspaper in 1986. She wore a sleek, 
off-shoulder black dress. Her hair was neatly pulled back to show off 
perfectly made-up smoky eyes. Fashion designer-turned-columnist 
Christian Espiritu had just come out with a list of best-dressed wom-
en in high society. He lauded Tessie’s “independent” style, noting 
that she never patronized famous designers or luxury labels.  With 
her background in Mayer’s Fashion School in New York and handling 
designer boutiques, Christian noted, Tessie boldly wore clothes made 
by her own seamstresses.  Her fashion sense was compared to those 
of Audrey Hepburn and Jackie Onassis. 

In the 1980s, as directress of the Manila franchise of the per-
sonality development school John Robert Powers, Tessie gathered 
several society doyennes like herself to teach courses in visual poise, 
grooming, wardrobe, entertaining, and being the perfect corporate 
wife. 

While she led such a high-profile social life, Tessie was searching 
for answers.  In public talks, Tessie often revealed that while her face 
and demeanour were calm, her state of mind was turbulent. Medita-
tion gave her the armour to face all that inner chaos. Soon she was 
saying that poise was not a matter of containing emotions but of 
drawing peace from one’s inner wellspring. 

Immediate affinity
The late alternative therapist Maraya Chebat, one of the pioneer 

students of Brahma Kumaris Philippines, recalled that Tessie had an 
awakening during a session of rebirthing breath work, which she 

(Maraya) was practising. The therapy aimed to cure ailments and 
exonerate traumas trapped in the subconscious mind through cor-
rect breathing. In her very first session, Maraya said, Tessie coughed 
vehemently and flushed out nicotine and caffeine from her system. 
She was a heavy smoker at the time and routinely had only coffee for 
breakfast.  Maraya recommended Raja Yoga meditation to balance 
out Tessie’s life. 

From the very start, Tessie struck a close relationship with the 
little spiritual community, even once verbalizing that she liked the wit 
and candour of the national coordinator, BK Rajni. 

In late 1987, the landlord forced the Brahma Kumaris to move 
out hastily from the duplex it was occupying. BK Jayanti, who was in 
charge of Brahma Kumaris in London, was travelling in Asia then and 
Tessie, though still a new BK, offered Jayanti a room in her house and 
took the visiting teacher around the city. 

Meanwhile, she was gradually injecting values-based courses and 
meditation into the John Robert Powers curriculum.  She believed 
that it was character that gave a person beauty and dignity, and that 
decorum and visual poise merely enhanced those attributes. 

From 1990 to 1992, Tessie wrote a bi-weekly newspaper column 
on manners and style.  She advised women on how to tie scarves, 
wear clothes that flattered their figures, and even how to set the 
table. She also taught business etiquette and started the John Robert 
Powers modelling agency. 

Life-changing circumstances
Over time, she grew weary of the pressures of corporate life and 

sold her shares in John Robert Powers. The school would never be 
the same again. Venturing as an entrepreneur in resort apparel, she 
traded high-heeled shoes, power suits and cocktail dresses for flats 
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and fluid separates. Her makeup became softer, too, in fact barely 
noticeable. Yet she always looked polished. 

In early 1995, Tessie suffered a mild stroke, which left her with a 
stutter. Her doctor commended her vegetarian diet and meditation 
practice, saying these kept the aftermath of the stroke from being a 
major debilitation. With the help of a speech therapist, she returned 
to normal. 

She retained her calm as she ventured into another ready-to-wear 
resort line, but her foreign partner wasn’t forthcoming in their deal-
ings, and the business soon folded up. She decided to start over yet 
again, making customized clothing for affluent women. 

Her son, Pablito, died of aneurysm in his sleep at age 33. This 
misfortune was followed by family issues about substance abuse. 
Tessie had to come to terms with the likelihood that she contributed 
to the addictions. 

Restoring balance
She sought to restore her balance yet again by helping out in 

the centre more actively and more often. She became the BK go-to 
decorator and events stylist. When the centre hosted luncheons or 
dinners for visiting foreign teachers, she handled the table settings. 
They were impeccable. 

Tessie tended to be very exacting at times, which was occasion-
ally misconstrued as being overbearing. She once confessed to me 

how uncomfortable she felt when some members of the community 
called her “Madame,” a term customarily used to address a woman 
with a strong personality.

On the other hand, people who had known Tessie from the past 
continued to be touched by how a once high-strung socialite had 
turned into a humble and gentle mentor of grace. 

A few years ago, she moved out of chaotic Metro Manila and built 
her little paradise in Tagaytay City, just a little walk to the Centre for 
Spiritual Learning. She was happiest being with the BK community 
there, giving courses and periodically redecorating the place. And, as 
would a Swiss finishing school teacher, she mentored Sushila, centre 
coordinator, on the rudiments of formal dining.

Tessie somehow knew that her transfer to Tagaytay signalled her 
twilight years. Yet,  in her final months of battling lung cancer, she 
maintained her renowned poise and conduct. 

    Tessie had the face of an angel when she died a few days after 
her 77th birthday. When I announced her transition in Facebook, her 
old rich but low-key friends—all influential people in their respective 
fields—posted moving messages in my timeline. It was clear that she 
had left a powerful impression not only for her effortless chic and 
perfect comportment, but also for the grace of her spirit. 

    It was really no surprise. With her life she had reminded those 
of us on this path that we can be authentic, and therefore more ef-
fective, examples for others if we practise spirituality as simply the 
natural expression of truth. – Marge Enriquez
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COMPASSIONHONESTY

VIRTUES FOR THE NEW YEAR

A feeling of pity, arising in the heart
Divinity revealed in each act we impart
Compassion is an act of kindness done

For self and others, with words, deeds shown.
Only gratitude attributed to the One.

Like the sun shining, giving light to all
Do good as much, be bold, stand tall

True joy emanates with caring, sharing
Live with compassion, fill life with meaning
Through simple lifestyle,elevated thinking.

Love is soul’s essence flowing inside out
Love has no color of conditions nor expectations

Compare not but realize, one voyage we are
Love breeds generosity, compassion in action
Owing nothing to no one after task is done.

Serve through minds, that others shall have experience
Serve through actions, do charitable acts

Serve through connections through our cooperation
Compare not but realize the value of life

Happiness our aim, in Peace, Love we thrive.

Honesty is sweet fragrance of the heart
From self can spread to others far and wide
Clean clear spotless from any tint or mark

Honesty is the visible mirror to check and change self.

Honesty is the song in the heart and lips
When we flow from our natural nature 

Of peace, love, truth as nature has destined
A hug, so tight and living, shall always live
A jewel of light that protects and guides.

Honesty is credibility and integrity of the soul
Honesty is anointed to those of truthful spirit

Trust confidence with magnanimity
Like a river with fresh water of clarity.

Honesty is light in world of wild deception
Where friends, kin betray, an illusion

Treasured relationship once cherished are broken, 
Nurtured more than a brother, friendship forsaken.

Honesty is one best quality all must emerge
Else our world in falsehood will submerge

Hope is in our hands as long as we live
To become epitome of honesty is best gift.

By By Feliz Ruiz



Light body, clear 
mind, quality life

How this 
vegetarian 

took the
 discipline 
to the next 

level

When the Center for Spiritual Learning hosted  Hong Kongite 
and raw food proponent Simon Chau, he was served fresh 
fruits, salads and nuts for meals. Although Tagaytay City 

is famous for organic greens and the fruits came from trustworthy 
suppliers, they paled in comparison to the raw-food dishes that he 
personally prepared.

 Simon substituted rice, the Filipino staple food, with cauliflower 
shred down to grain size in the food processor, then flavoured with 
curry powder and coconut oil with raisins and cashew nuts for tex-
ture. 

 In Hong Kong, Simon works as a translator, editor and educator. 
He was a top proponent of the green movement there in the 1990s 
and founder of the Vegetarian Society. A few years ago, he made 
news by opening Hong Kong’s first raw food restaurant, Greenwoods 
Raw Vegan, in Tsim Sha Tui. A complete meal is not 
cheap at HK$148 (approximately US$ 20 or PhP 
1,000); still it has been getting good reviews from 
diners for the variety of tastes and textures.

 Meeting the BKs
 Simon recalls that he encountered the Brahma 

Kumaris during its Global Cooperation for a Better 
World initiative in 1998. The local centre had organ-
ized the outreach program to invite people to share 
their vision of a better world. As his children were 
involved in the artwork, he met the centre coordina-
tor. 

 He has since been translating BK books into Man-
darin and sometimes translates discourses in the BK 
headquarters in Rajasthan, India. 

Simon was a vegetarian for 35 years before he 
turned to the raw food discipline. Its premise is that 
processing—heat, cooking, baking—kills the nutrients and natural 
enzymes that aid digestion and boost immunity. 

     “If you eat raw food, the body absorbs more nutrients,” he 
says. “Otherwise, they will be stored in the intestines and overwork 
your system. You get sick and tired more often.”

 He cites the experience of retired British engineer Allen Taylor 
for beating colon cancer at age 78, when it seemed incurable, after 
going on a raw food diet. Simon also points to cases of diabetes, 
depression and skin problems that were cured after months of raw 
food. 

 Challenging transition
 His own transition to raw food had its challenges, such as forego-

ing his favorite cheeses, chocolates and wheat breads. He found 
alternatives—kefir cheese, organic cacao nibs for chocolate, bread 
made from raw almonds, flax meal, chia and apple cider vinegar. 

 Simon’s diet consists of fruits such as bananas, mangos, avoca-
dos, cantaloupes, coconut, dragon fruit, pineapple 
and jackfruit. He ranks bell pepper and tomato as 
fruits. Then there are the leafy greens—kale, spinach 
and bok choy. He finds categorizing seeds and nuts 
tricky, he says, because they are best eaten from the 
fruit (for example, cashew). 

 His meals always include a green smoothie or 
juice extracts. 

 Needless to say, Simon looks younger than his 
70 years, and he credits raw food for that. “The 
body becomes light and the mind is clear. The body 
doesn’t have to work hard to digest the foods.”

 To socialize or not
 Greenwoods Raw Vegan makes noodles and 

bread using fresh zucchini or squash.  Mooncake is 
made of cashew for the crust and dried fruits such as 

dates, dried grapes or raisin for filling.  Bread is made 
from nuts, coconut meat, dried coconut and chia 

seeds, making one full while cleaning the intestines. The burger is 
made from tomatoes, cucumber, flaxseed and psyllium fiber.

    “When you go raw, the body will detox by itself. The things you 
don’t need will be released, which is part of the process,” Simon says. 

 Simon admits that the diet may be alienating in social situa-
tions. But, he says, “It’s up to you, whether you want to socialize or 
not. You are bound to meet quality friends because you are happier, 
healthier, and you feel good.”

Simon Chau: clean in food and thoughts

Cauliflower rice

Zuccini pasta
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