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Dana means giving. In its simplest sense, it is charity, generosity, alms-giving, the act of offering. 
But in the Wisdom Tradition, and especially in The Voice of the Silence, dana is far more than an 
external act. It is the first paramita, the first golden key to the portals of the Path, “the key of 
charity and love immortal.” It is the first disciplined opening of the closed self toward all beings. 
It begins by loosening the fist of possession and ends by dissolving the illusion that one’s life 
can be separated from the life of the whole.

The placement of dana first among the paramitas is deeply significant. Before shila, harmony of 
word and act; before kshanti, patience; before viraga, dispassion; before virya, dauntless energy; 
before dhyana, meditation; and before prajna, wisdom, there must be giving. The aspirant cannot 
pass through the later gates while still clinging to self as a private fortress. Dana begins the re-
education of identity. What I have, what I know, what I can bear, and what I can radiate are not 
for myself alone.

Material giving may be noble and necessary, but dana is not measured only by the transfer of 
objects. It includes generosity in thought, word, and deed. It includes giving attention without 
grasping,  speech  without  violence,  knowledge  without  vanity,  time  without  resentment, 
forgiveness without superiority, silence without coldness, and service without the need to be 
seen. Dana is the spiritual quality of offering that can enter every mode of life.

The Voice of the Silence gives the inner foundation: one must learn to live and breathe in all, as all 
breathes in oneself,  and to feel  oneself  abiding in all  things,  all  things in Self.  This  is  the  
metaphysical root of dana. Giving is not one separate self acting upon another separate self. It is 
the first practical recognition that separateness is a veil. Giver and recipient are participants in 
one field of life.

Giving becomes less possessive as the giver recognizes kinship with the recipient. Differences 
in resources and circumstances remain real, but they need not become a hierarchy of human 
worth. Material philanthropy can express dana when it carries this spirit. The inward discipline 
concerns the manner of  offering:  whether help respects  freedom, reaches a real  need,  and 
remains free of an unspoken demand for admiration or obedience.

In “The Mahamudra of Voidness,” Professor Iyer describes a contemplative practice of taking 
and giving. The suffering of the world is symbolized as dark smoke transformed in the heart, 
while healing light is offered towards all beings. The imagery reverses the habitual wish to take 
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only what comforts us and reject whatever disturbs us. It is an inward exercise of compassion, 
directing attention towards the relief of suffering and the relinquishment of self-concern.

The symbolism asks the heart to receive the reality of suffering without hatred and to give 
without possession. It does not imply literal inhalation of smoke or the physical transfer of 
illness. Its meaning becomes practical when contemplation increases the willingness to meet 
another’s need. A person may begin simply by listening with patience, offering suitable help,  
and releasing the demand that a difficult encounter should immediately become comfortable.

This gives dana a contemplative depth often missing in ordinary charity. One may give money 
and still retain inward aversion. One may perform service and remain secretly self-protective. 
Taking-and-giving asks whether the heart can remain open before the world’s mess, whether 
another’s pain can matter without becoming personal melodrama, and whether compassion can 
become steady enough to breathe.

Professor Iyer says that the test of devotion is a deepening and spontaneous longing to be of  
service to others. More and more, one’s motivation becomes that the black smoke of human 
ignorance and suffering may pass through oneself and be converted, through  dhyana, into a 
healing  light.  Then  one  becomes  an  instrument  through  which  a  great  sacrifice  is  made 
consciously. At that point there can be no separative self.

Dana must therefore be joined with dhyana and prajna. Giving without meditation can become 
restless benevolence. Meditation without giving can become private refinement. Giving without 
wisdom can become sentimentality, dependency, vanity, or subtle domination. The paramitas 
belong together. The path cycles from dana through virya to dhyana, glimpses prajna, and returns 
to the foundation of boundless charity in dana.

In ordinary life, dana begins simply. One gives full attention rather than listening only to reply.  
One gives a truthful word without cruelty. One gives encouragement without flattery. One gives 
labor without resentment. One gives forgiveness without reopening the account as a weapon. 
One gives gratitude to the visible and invisible sources that sustain life. Every day offers small 
gates of dana.

Dana in speech is especially important. Words may be possessive, extractive, or violent, or they 
may be offerings. A harsh word can leave a wound that repeats in memory. A thoughtful word 
can restore courage. A person gives by refusing gossip, not adding fuel to fear, and speaking in 
a way that leaves another more whole.

Dana in  thought  is  subtler.  One may outwardly help while  inwardly reducing another  to 
weakness. True giving begins in the unseen chamber where thought meets motive. To think 
generously is to allow room for the unseen depth in another, remembering that no person is 
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exhausted by  a  mistake,  mood,  limitation,  or  karmic  burden.  Here  dana supports  Human 
Solidarity and Universal Brotherhood.

Drawing a Larger Circle of Conception changes what counts as a gift. A useful skill patiently 
taught may serve someone longer than an object. Fair recognition can restore confidence to a 
colleague whose contribution was overlooked. Making a shared space more accessible can help 
people we never meet. We learn to include future consequences and absent beneficiaries in the 
act of giving. Dana then becomes an education in attention: seeing where life is already asking 
for a contribution, and discovering how what we have can answer it.

Dana is also connected with anasakti and yajna, non-attachment and sacrifice. If one gives and 
then demands recognition, gratitude, loyalty, or emotional return, the gift becomes a chain. If 
one gives to prove a spiritual self-image, the gift reinforces personality. Dana asks the giver to 
become a zero, a sphere of light. This zero is not worthlessness; it is freedom from self-inflation.

Professor Iyer links dana to the highest love. One can progress from Dana, “the key of charity 
and love immortal,” to Paramarthasatya and Karuna, Universal and Absolute Compassion rooted 
in Eternal and Absolute Truth. Dana purifies love by turning it outward as blessing rather than 
inward as demand. It trains love to give without possessing.

Dana must also be wise about limits. It does not ask for foolish exhaustion, enabling harm, or 
dissolving  discernment.  Generosity  is  not  mere  availability.  Compassion  is  not  emotional 
absorption. Service is not the loss of inner order. Dana is not the collapse of the center; it is the 
purification of the center. One becomes less self-centered, not less centered.

At the deepest level, dana begins the end of separative selfhood. The path does not ask the ego 
to become generous so the ego may be admired. It asks the ego to become porous, transparent,  
less enthroned. When the  paramita is practiced again and again, grasping, craving, and the 
thought of separateness begin to loosen. One does not merely perform acts of dana; one becomes 
increasingly available as a field through which compassion may move.

Dana is the first key because without it the path remains closed. With it, the heart begins to 
breathe with all beings. It turns possession into offering, pity into compassion, service into 
sacrifice, and separative identity into participation in the One Life. Giving becomes not a minor 
virtue, but the threshold of liberation.

Glossary

Alaya — Universal Soul; the enduring ground of life and consciousness.
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Anasakti — Nonattachment, especially freedom from personal claim upon action and its 
fruits.

Atma / Atman — The universal spiritual Self, beyond the changing personality.

Bodhisattva — One whose aspiration and attainment serve the enlightenment of all beings.

Dana — Giving or charity; generosity in thought, word and deed, the first perfection of the 
path.

Dharma — Law, duty and the fitness of action within the larger order of life.

Dhyana — Meditation; sustained concentrated attention, deepening towards spiritual 
absorption.

Karuna — Compassion grounded in the kinship of life and joined with wisdom.

Kshanti — Patience and forbearance; steadiness amid provocation, difficulty and delay.

Paramarthasatya — Supreme or absolute truth, contrasted with the relative truths of 
conditioned perception.

Paramitas — Transcendent virtues, variously enumerated as six perfections or seven portals.

Prajna — Wisdom, insight and the capacity for perception, considered at universal and human 
levels.

Shila — Ethical harmony in word and act; a perfection that gives stability to spiritual practice.

Universal Brotherhood — The spiritual kinship of humanity and all life, expressed through 
mutual responsibility.

Vairagya / Viraga — Wakeful detachment from clinging, enabling clear perception and 
responsible action.

Virya — Energy, courage and perseverance directed towards truth and the welfare of beings.

Yajna — Sacred offering; action consecrated to the good of life.

Quotes for Meditation and Self Study

1. H.P. Blavatsky — The Voice of the Silence, p. 36.

“DANA, the key of charity and love immortal.”

Meditation thought: Look for a gift that serves a real need. Let its value rest in the help it gives.
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2. H.P. Blavatsky — The Voice of the Silence, p. 37.

“For this, thou hast to live and breathe in all, as all that thou perceivest breathes in thee; to feel 
thyself abiding in all things, all things in SELF.”

Meditation thought: Contemplate shared life before deciding what to give. Allow the recipient 
to remain a fellow being, with dignity and a voice.

3. H.P. Blavatsky — The Voice of the Silence, p. 39.

“Armed with the key of Charity, of love and tender mercy, thou art secure before the gate of 
Dana, the gate that standeth at the entrance of the PATH.”

Meditation thought: Notice that mercy stands at the entrance. Give your next act of study an 
accompanying act of kindness.

4. H.P. Blavatsky — The Key to Theosophy, p. 138.

“A cup of cold water given in time to a thirsty wayfarer is a nobler duty and more worth, than 
a dozen of dinners given away, out of season, to men who can afford to pay for them.”

Meditation thought: Attend to timing and actual need. A modest gift can be the right gift.

5. H.P. Blavatsky — The Key to Theosophy, p. 139.

“The Theosophical ideas of charity mean personal exertion for others; personal mercy and 
kindness; personal interest in the welfare of those who suffer; personal sympathy, forethought 
and assistance in their troubles or needs.”

Meditation thought: Let generosity include attention and follow-through. Ask whether the 
offered help reaches the person it is meant to serve.

6. R.N. Iyer — “The Mahamudra of Voidness”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume II, p. 392.

“One must find out one’s resources and potentials for calmness and for generating the 
maximum field of patience, peacefulness, gentleness and steadfastness. Then one must 
combine in practice one’s capacity for calmness with one’s capacity for discerning what is 
essential.”

Meditation thought: Make room for both patience and discernment. A calm helper can listen 
more accurately to what is needed.

7. R.N. Iyer — “The Mahamudra of Voidness”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume II, p. 393.

“The test of this devotion is that one will find a deepening, and yet spontaneous, longing to be 
of service to others.”

Meditation thought: Observe whether contemplation is making service more natural. Let the 
wish to help find a modest, practical expression.



DANA theosophytrust.org

6

8. R.N. Iyer — “The Mahamudra of Voidness”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume II, p. 394.

“The entire practice of the paramitas at every level — cycling from dana through virya to dhyana 
and gaining a glimpse of prajna and coming back to the foundation of boundless charity in 
dana — will bring about an inevitable loosening and lightening of the tendency to grasp, to 
crave and even to think of oneself as separate from other beings.”

Meditation thought: Let giving be renewed by reflection and wisdom. Return from 
understanding to generosity with less need to possess its result.

9. R.N. Iyer — “The Mahamudra of Voidness”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume II, p. 394.

“The entire preparatory course of the paramitas is summed up in Mahatma Gandhi’s 
mantramic phrase: one reduces oneself to a zero. In mystical terms, one becomes a sphere of 
light.”

Meditation thought: Consider the zero as freedom from self-importance. The giver’s dignity 
remains; the demand to be central can fall away.

10. R.N. Iyer — “Eros and Kamadeva”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume I, p. 401.

“We can progress gradually from Dana, ‘the key of charity and love immortal,’ to 
Paramarthasatya and Karuna, the Universal and Absolute Compassion that is rooted in Eternal 
and Absolute Truth.”

Meditation thought: A small offering can face a boundless ideal. Keep its motive open to a love 
larger than personal preference.

11. R.N. Iyer — “Wisdom in Action”, The Gupta Vidya, Volume I, p. 393.

“Since all beings must act out of internal necessity or dharma, it makes sense to set aside 
certain actions – kriya – as creative contributions to the universal good.”

Meditation thought: Set aside one ordinary action as an offering. Choose something you can 
sustain without resentment.

12. H.P. Blavatsky — The Key to Theosophy, p. 31.

“For every flower of love and charity he plants in his neighbour’s garden, a loathsome weed 
will disappear from his own, and so this garden of the gods — Humanity — shall blossom as a 
rose.”

Meditation thought: Let generosity educate the giver as it helps the recipient. A less possessive 
heart has more room for joy.
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