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I was gifted this book by the Publishers and enjoyed reading it. The world’s most complex truths are presented in simple English, so easy to understand yet so difficult to imbibe and practice. The content is verbatim from the book.

“ The tradition of Himalayan masters refers not so much to a geographical identity as to a symbolic representation of the heights of spiritual wisdom. Shankaracharya established the tradition of the Himalayan masters some 1200 years ago. However, written record of this tradition first appears in the Vedic literature. The Chhandogya Upanishad which was compiled app 900 B.C. mentions an unbroken lineage of more than 60 generations. Even if we to assign only 25 years to each generation, it would take us back to 2400 B.C. According to oral tradition, the history goes back to atleast 5,000 years.

These masters who were freethinkers, explorers of truth, and the architects of human civilization. It is they who drew the blueprint of spirituality, and the philosophers, saints and yogis who came later built and elaborated the structure on the basis of this blueprint. A number of yogis go to the Himalayas for higher training. If they are well prepared they are able to join the cave monasteries that are hidden in the interiors of the Himalayas. 

From the literary point of view, the tradition of the Himalayan masters refers to the tradition that was expounded in the Vedas, and then gradually evolved while passing through the development of the Upanishads and Puranas, all the way to the saintly literature written in the regional languages of India. Thus, in essence, the tradition of the Himalayan masters is the tradition of the Vedic stages.

The breath and scope of spiritual literature that issued from the sages of the Himalayan tradition is enormous. After some thought, we elected to include only the eight masters whose teachings have the most direct bearings on the questions that confront most serious seekers today. Accordingly this volume has chapters on Sanatkumara, Vashistha, Dattatreya, Parashurama and Shankaracharya. Vyasa, the most famous of all the ancient masters was excluded because his work is widely available. The other three masters Vidyaranya Yati, Maadhusudana Saraswati and Swami Rama are considerably more modern. 

This piece is divided into five
chapters.

1. Sanatkumara
-
 is a conversation between Sage Narada and Sanatkumara taken primarily from the Chhandogya Upanishad on how to attain happiness. Acquisition of intellectual knowledge is not enough, we need to practice what we know. Some super simple tips. 

2.   Vasistha
-
tells about the Philosophy of Reflectionism. It has the complete inner dialogue that Vashistha had with his mind is beautifully narrated by Valmiki in the Yoga Vashistha. This work is a treasure house of Vashistha’s spiritual experiences, spiritual experiences, which he shared with his beloved student Lord  Ram. There is also problems of the mind, taming the senses and mind and six qualities of mind that speed transformation. 

3.   Dattatreya
-
is a conversation a King and Dattatreya where the latter tells the former about who his twenty-four gurus are and why.

4.   Parashurama
-
is a conversation between Dattatreya and Parashurama. It covers mind, meditation and self-mastery, purposes of spiritual practices and categories of enlightened beings.

5.   Shankaracharya
-
tells you about his visit to Benaras and his arguments with the husband wide duo of Mandana Misra and Bharati. 

Sanatkumara







Chapter 1

The teachings and spiritual techniques that the great sage, Sanatkumara, shared with aspirants have been preserved in a variety of works, among them the Chhandogya Upanishad, the Mahabharata, Harivamsa Purana, Vamana Purana, Skanda Purana, Brahmanda Purana, and the Mahatymya Khanda of Tripura Rahasyam. Information about this sage also appears in the writings of prominent scholars who contributed articles to the multi-volume publication, Kalyana (which has not been translated into English). The teachings, presented here in the form of a dialogue between Sanatkumara and Narada, are taken primarily from the Chhandogya Upanishad.

Friends Sage Narada was a very knowledgeable man but unhappy. It was only Sanatkumara who helped Narada find happiness. What you read is a conversation between Sanatkumara and Narada where the former gave Narada tips on how to attain happiness. 

Narada’s Dilemma

Once there was a learned yogi named Narada. In addition to his knowledge of the scriptures and spiritual disciplines, he was expert in philosophy, history, grammar, mathematics, economics, ethics, logic, mythology, astrology, astronomy, medicine, and a host of other disciplines. He had mastered sixty-four different branches of art and science. His students revered him for his knowledge and he was recognized everywhere as a person of highest wisdom.

But one day he began to have second thoughts about his accomplishments. As Narada pondered his true Self, he not only began re-evaluating his way of life, but also his wisdom. He realized that he wasn’t truly happy, even though he taught others the art of happiness.

Narada pondered this and concluded that the methods that he taught for removing frustration, dejection, depression, and loneliness could not really help students if they did not help the teacher. He was not happy, despite his abundant knowledge in a variety of subjects. He found this bewildering. And what of others whose knowledge was much more limited than his? How could they be happy? As he considered this, he began to wonder if anyone in the world was happy.

The more he thought about it, the more he became determined to find true happiness. Not knowing what else to do, he handed all his responsibilities over to his senior students and set out on a quest. He was greeted with honor wherever he went, but although he expressed his doubts and spoke of his search, no one took him seriously. People thought he was simply being humble, so no one offered to help.

Sanatkumara Enlightens Narada

Finally, Narada met Sanatkumara and asked the great sage to help him attain happiness and direct his energies to the attainment of the highest truth. Sanatkumara agreed to help and asked Narada what he had already learned. Narada went over the long list of arts and sciences that he had mastered and had been successfully teaching others. When he finished listing his accomplishments, the following dialogue transpired:

Sanatkumara: You know so much and still you are not happy with yourself.

Narada: My knowledge has not brought me peace or joy. It does not help me overcome my fear of death, and thus its value is compromised. I’m tired of knowing and drowning in misery. Take me beyond knowing to where I may find freedom.

Everything I have learned so far seems to be means of exercising my skills or gaining worldly recognition. How can the knowledge I have obtained through years of arduous study have real value when I will lose it at death and have to start all over again in the next lifetime?

Sanatkumara: The problem is that you confuse true knowledge, which is gained directly from within, with mere information, which is gained through words and sentences. All the branches of art and science that you mentioned are mere collections of words-they have no substance. You learned them in the form of words, and you pass them on to your students in the form of words.

Your knowledge of these disciplines gave you the means of maintaining your existence on this earthly plane, which is why most people master these subjects. It is the nature of our economy that some are employed as teachers and others are students even though what they are teaching and learning fails to bring true happiness.

But the book of life remains unread, and the part of you that is destined to unveil the mystery of life prompts you to open this book and read attentively. While you are engaged in mundane activities, you are ignoring the call of the soul. Thus, you create a ground for inner conflict. This inner conflict, which arises from ignoring the soul’s constant reminder of the goal of life, results in frustration, destroying your peace and happiness.

You may be able to hide yourself from the rest of the world, but you cannot conceal yourself from yourself, from your inner soul. Without achieving true happiness from within, you cannot convince yourself that you have found peace without. The only way to achieve real peace and happiness is to know yourself at every level.

Narada: How can I know myself at every level?

Sanatkumara: Your speech is a reflection of your thoughts. Your inner life is created by the way you think. If you want to know your inner life, first examine your speech. The more you study your speech, the more the contents of your mind are revealed. Study the connection between speech and mind, and you will find that speech is the means through which the mind expresses itself.

By observing silence, you can attain some degree of control over your speech, but this will not bring you peace and happiness. Once the disturbance at the level of speech is quieted, you will notice unexpected turbulence in the mind. In order to attain peace, you must work systematically. First, bring peace to your tongue. This means speaking sweetly and making sure that you do not harm either yourself or others through your speech. Avoid meaningless talk. This observance will lead you to mental peace. By observing this discipline of speech, you maintain awareness of Brahman-the highest truth. Practicing Brahman awareness helps you create and maintain an environment of satsanga, the company of the wise.

The next step is to study your mind, for mind is subtler than speech: contemplate on what you think, why you think, and how your thoughts affect your speech and actions. If you cannot quiet the mental noise, then fill your mind with Brahman consciousness.

While trying to understand your mind and attempting to fill it with Brahman consciousness, you will notice an even subtler force called samkalpa, the power of determination. The mind cannot think unless you decide what it will think. At your behest, your mind thinks, and only when your mind thinks do the words come forward. The power of determination, which is a subtle desire springing from the core of your being, is the driving force behind the activities of your mind.

Narada: If samkalpa, the power of determination, is even subtler than the mind, then why can’t we make our minds do what we want them to do? Furthermore, it seems that we have very little control over our samkalpa and, thus, the mind’s activities go unchecked.

Sanatkumara: You are right, Narada. Your samkalpa is affected by the subtle impressions of the past and by thought, speech, and actions that you have stored in the chitta, the mindfield. Because you have forgotten the subtle impressions of the past, as well as the place where you stored them, they become unconscious; thus, the storehouse is called the unconscious mind. The material in the unconscious mind affects your samkalpa outside of your conscious awareness. In turn, your samkalpa loses control over the conscious part of the mind.

For example, sometimes you think thoughts you don’t want to think, speak words you don’t wish to speak, and perform actions that you do not want to perform. Or you postpone certain thoughts or actions. All this is due to the unconscious.

Narada: These unconscious impressions in the mind seem to be completely autonomous. Is there any rule governing how and when the subtle impressions of the past arise?

Sanatkumara: Contemplation awakens these subtle impressions. Without thought as an instigating factor, they cannot become active. The law is simple: Similar attracts similar. Nothing is totally unconscious. The unconscious mind cannot function if part of it is not conscious in some way. Therefore, your conscious thinking, which you may call contemplation, triggers corresponding samskaras, subtle impressions of the past, which, in turn, affect your samkalpa and your conscious mind, as well as your speech and action.

Beyond the conscious mind, all other principles-such as samkalpa, the unconscious mind and, ultimately, this power of contemplation-gradually become more subtle. For a novice, it is hard to work at the level of contemplation. In this context, contemplation means to dive into the depths of your thinking process. You must aim to penetrate the nature of the unconscious mind.

Contemplation prevents the unconscious mind from controlling the conscious mind. However, it is your samkalpa shakti that makes contemplation effective. This power of decision is more powerful than the unconscious mind.

Remember, Narada, all the subtle impressions of the past stored in the unconscious mind lie dormant there. Unless something awakens them, these samskaras have no power to affect either your determination or your conscious mind.

First, you make a decision and then based on that, you contemplate. Implementation of your ideas comes later. Contemplation is far subtler than actually performing a task. Before executing a task, a decision has to be made. That process of deciding is affected by your previous experiences. Before the force of contemplation triggers the power of determination and reaches the conscious mind, it awakens the unconscious material. Thus, in a sense, the unconscious and the other faculties of our inner being such as the power of determination and the conscious mind-become active simultaneously. Therefore, Narada, from the very beginning contemplate on the principle that is contrary to your negative samskaras.

Because it is hard to penetrate these subtle layers of our being in the early stages of our sadhana, it is advisable to fill our contemplation with Brahman consciousness, while simultaneously working toward self-transformation and self-improvement.

The power to contemplate on truth, which is conducive to peace and happiness, springs from the knowledge of the truth. Unless we know the antidote for the negative samskaras, we cannot begin to contemplate such principles. Therefore, knowledge is subtler than the contemplation itself. I am not speaking of intellectual knowledge, but of self-revealed, intuitive knowledge. This knowledge does not come from books, discourses, or reasoning. You maintain Brahman consciousness by keeping the highest goal in mind throughout your study of the scriptures, through your discourses, and in your reasoning. As a result, the lower knowledge that you gain through worldly sources becomes a means of gaining the knowledge of the highest truth.

Narada: All these years I thought that I had a goal. I believed that the way I was studying and teaching was a definite method of suadhyaya, self-study.

Sanatkumara: Your studies and teaching activities were a means of entertaining yourself, of gaining recognition, of finding some intellectual satisfaction, and of keeping yourself busy and earning a living. Such studying and teaching is mere action. No one can achieve freedom through action.

Narada: Without knowing what else to do, should I abandon all these actions? Aren’t these actions better than many other action? Aren’t they better then not performing any actions at all?

Sanatkumara: That’s not the point, Narada. It’s a mater of gathering your courage and tapping your inner strength. Mere knowledge regarding action or inaction is of no use. Your resolve to act works only if it is accompanied by inner strength. Gather that inner strength. Such strength comes, not from the surface of your mind or from your intellect, but from the depth of your soul. Only such inner strength is unalloyed and divine. You will persist and accomplish your task only with the help of inner strength, which you may call the divine force-shakti. Without shakti, the knowledge about action and the resolve to act will come to nothing.

Make your knowledge functional. Unless it is functional, knowledge is a burden. Knowledge that doesn’t wake you up and make you move forward is dead. Knowledge must be active and vibrant. It is from the womb of active knowledge that the power of action is born. Knowledge derives its life from the unrestricted power of will. This unrestricted power of will is known as iccha shakti. Iccha shakti is the intrinsic characteristic of the highest truth, the supreme consciousness. This iccha shakti is also kama kala-initial or primordial, divine desire. Therefore, to make your knowledge active and vibrant you must meditate and thereby unfold the supreme power of will within. The power of will, the power of knowledge, and the power of action go together.

Narada: How can I understand the nature of shakti and unfold that force within?

Sanatkumara: This primordial, divine force manifests in all the diverse names and forms that you perceive. If you want to attain a full understanding of that, you must understand the subtle mysteries of food.

Before a living organism evolves, food must exist to sustain it. First comes the food; then the organism. The life force is in both the food and the organism. Thus the life force is both consuming and consumed. Unless you know who the consumer is and who is being consumed, you will never overcome the fear of death. Unless you know the intrinsic nature of the life force within you and within the objects that nourish you, you live with the fear that you will be unable to sustain your life.

There are two forms of fear-the fear of not having enough to maintain yourself and the fear of being consumed by the objects you possess. In either case, you remain involved with objects-either in acquiring those that make you feel secure or in ridding yourself of those that threaten you. 

It is not enough to know that you need solid food, water, light, heat, and air to live. You must also know what it is that you actually receive from these things. How is the life force different from these things, and why is the life force supplied through them? Ultimately, you need to know under what conditions you receive and assimilate (or fail to receive and/or assimilate) the life force from these substances. At this point, Narada, the inquiry moves across the boundary of physics and into the realm of metaphysics, or even into pure spiritual science. The nature and structure of the universe, its functioning forces, and its constituent components are thoroughly studied in the science of shrividya.

Sanatkumara explained this science in detail in the prominent text on shrividya, Sanatkumara Samhita. In it, the sage leads Narada, step-by-step, unveiling the mysteries of the power of memory and its connection with the principles of hope, pranic, energy, the power of decisiveness, faith, conviction and, ultimately, happiness. Sanatkumara stresses that true happiness cannot be limited by time, space and causation. True happiness cannot be compared with any experience at all. It cannot be put in the categories like “less and more,” “small and big,” or “short lived and long-lasting.”

Sanatkumara: You have come from bliss, Narada, and no matter how much you get lost in the world, part of you remains aware of your blissful nature. It’s that part that reminds you, from within, to attain eternal, boundless bliss and to become one with it.

The urge to attain happiness is the driving force behind all pursuits in life. Because of the charms and temptations of worldly objects, you think that you don’t have enough time to turn inward and find happiness within yourself. This frightens and frustrates you. On the other hand, you miss that happiness, and in order to rid yourself of that feeling of “missingness,” you try to find happiness in the external world.

Before you undertake a task, there is the light of hope. That hope itself gives you some degree joy. Hoping to find happiness by obtaining objects, you work hard, all the while telling yourself that you are very happy to be working. When you obtain an object, you may feel delighted for a moment, but that delight is soon replaced with dissatisfaction. And so you look for something else. In this way, you go on performing your actions in the external world with the elusive hope that the next action will make you happy, even though the last one did not. Every experience you have of failure to find satisfaction is a lesson. It teaches you that there is no real happiness in the external world. But your own insecurity and skepticism about finding happiness in the unknown inner realm, possibly at the price of losing the pleasure of the external world, frightens you. Your attachment to worldly objects and your ignorance about the infinite wealth within is the source of all fears. Fear and happiness never co-exist. As long as you have no direct experience of the wealth of happiness that lies within you, you must trust the experiences of the sages and find the courage to turn the mind inward.

Resolving to find the happiness within solely on the basis of the experiences of the sages or the testimony of the scriptures is called “standing on the ground of faith.” Before you again direct experience of the truth within, faith is the only force that can loosen the fetters of desire and attachment to worldly pleasure. Faith is higher knowledge in its own right. It gives you the courage to turn away from the external world and find the truth in the place where all limitation ends.

Narada: In practical terms, how do I begin my search?

Sanatkumara: You begin with food. Through ahara shuddhi, by eating pure food, you purify your body. Then just as your gross body needs solid food to maintain its existence, your pranic body needs pranic energy to sustain itself. Senses, mind, ego, and intellect all require their own kind of food.

Sattvic food, which is fresh, light, and nutritious, taken in the appropriate quantities, at the right time, and with the right attitude of mind, provides a pure diet. Similarly, breathing clean air, with a regulated dominance of right and left nostrils, nourishes the pranic body. Maintaining positive thoughts in a cheerful mind provides nutritious food to the mental body. Constant awareness of the fact that anything indicated by the words “my” and “mine” belongs to prakriti-whereas the truth indicated by “I” is pure consciousness-supplies nutritious food to the ego. Purify yourself by maintaining the constant awareness that all objects belong to nature and that it is a mistake to identify with them. Similarly, remaining aware of your pure existence, consciousness, and bliss is the way to supply food to the anandamaya kosha, the body made of bliss.

By creating a bridge between different aspects of our being and strengthening rather than weakening each of these aspects, we attain perfect realization o the Self. Know yourself at every level and find yourself perfect in every respect. That is the only way to attain true happiness.

You purify your external and internal life by purifying the food you provide to every level of your being. As a result your memory becomes sharp and stable; then you begin to glimpse your inner Self and eventually come to know it well. As these glimpses of your inner Self becomes brighter and steadier, your attachment to worldly objects and desires for pleasure becomes thinner and weaker. The weaker your desires and attachments, the fewer obstructions they create to the illumination your inner Self. And the fewer obstructions in the light that radiates from within, the brighter you will see yourself both within and without.

By imparting this knowledge Sanatkumara removed all Narada’s questions regarding worldly and spiritual knowledge and external and internal life, and thus helped him attain freedom from the frustration caused by “missingness” and loneliness.

This dialogue between Sanatkumara and Narada is just a fragment of the sage’s teachings, which are documented in the vast literature of the Upanishads and Puranas, and later, in the Agamas and Tantras. In the more accessible literature, Sanatkumara is portrayed as “paramahansa,” the highest-grade jnani (knower of truth), perfectly and eternally established in the principle of vairagya (non-attachment). He is brahmarishi, the knower of Brahman, who guides the prepared students on the path of knowledge.

On one hand, his body is made of pure light and descends in the pure mindfield of the yogis, imparting the highest wisdom. On the other hand, to those who have not reached the high degree of purify acquired through yoga and, thus, are unable to face the brilliance that emanates from his presence, he materializes himself in human form and lovingly guides them on the path of truth, usually through bhakti yoga, the path of devotion.

In tantric literature, Sanatkumara is the primordial master, from whom flows the wisdom of tantra, especially the wisdom of the ten mahavidyas-the sublime paths of shakti-oriented tantric practices. In the splendid tree of the tradition of the sages, Sanatkumara is like the root and the others are like the trunk and the branches.

Vashistha







Chapter 2

The article has the Philosophy of Reflectionism. It is the complete inner dialogue that 

Vashistha had with his mind is beautifully narrated by Valmiki in the Yoga Vashistha. 

This work is a treasure house of Vashistha’s spiritual experiences, spiritual experiences, 

which he shared with his beloved student Lord Ram. There is also the problems of the 

mind, taming the senses and mind and six qualities of mind that speed transformation. 

Friends this bit has excerpts from the chapter as it appears in the book. 

Vashistha’s Philosophy of Reflectionism

According to the philosophy of reflectionism, which in Sanskrit is known as abhasa vada or pratibimba vada, this universe of ours is only a projection of the mind. The world has no essence of its own-the mind simply projects its contents and then believes that these projections are real. A strong belief in the validity of worldly objects brings a sense of stability. The stronger the belief in the world, the longer that world lasts. The moment the mind sees its own tricks-its projection and its firm belief in the objects it has created-this entire make-believe structure vanishes. Thus this world is merely a creation of the mind.

This is also the case with internal states, such as peace and happiness. First the mind creates a condition of dissatisfaction and then lets itself believe that it is miserable. Once it realizes it is miserable, it cannot be happy until it has overcome this misery. And that is how this tricky mind begins its peace pilgrimage. The farther it walks on its pilgrimage the more miserable it becomes until, one day, either someone reminds the mind or it remembers by itself. At that point, the thinking process goes something like this:

“Oh mind, there is no shrine of peace outside you. Change the direction of your journey and find peace within.

“In order to turn inward, you must first transcend your own belief system-the belief that someone else will give you salvation, that someone else will make you happy. In order to find peace, oh mind, first you must overcome your habit of tricking yourself-making your own projections and then getting entangled in them.

“Make yourself simple. Learn to be quiet rather than hyperactive. Do not mistake peace for an object that you attain. Rather, understand that peace is a mental state. That mental state is always present. However, mind, through your own self-created noise you disturb that state of stillness, which is called peace. Only you yourself can remove that disturbance.”

The complete inner dialogue that Vashistha had with his mind is beautifully narrated by Valmiki in the Yoga Vashistha. This work is a treasure house of Vashistha’s spiritual experiences, spiritual experiences, which he shared with his beloved student Rama, a prince who came to study with him at an early age. After completing his education, Rama returned home but soon fell into a deep depression. His father once again sought Vashistha’s counsel. Vashistha advised Rama to visit the holy places and learn from the saints and yogis.

After several years of wandering, Rama gained a little peace of mind. Because he was not fully satisfied, he returned to live in Vashistha’s ashram. On many different occasions, this enlightened sage and his fully prepared student discussed those issues that every sincere aspirant faces sooner or later. The following dialogue is a sample of an exchange between master and disciple.

The Problem of Mind 

Rama: What should one do to unveil the subtle mysteries of life and attain peace and happiness?

Vashistha: Mind is the greatest of all mysteries. It stands between an individual and the highest truth and is the cause of both bondage and liberation. Properly trained, mind can help you attain enlightenment, but if misguided, it can leave you stranded on the shoals of confusion and bondage. Peace is created by the mind, Rama. First, make the decision to be content in any circumstance. From that womb of contentment, peace is born. It is foolish to expect to achieve peace by retiring into the deep forest or leaving for a distant galaxy. Ultimately, one must find peace within.

Rama: Why does the mind prefer to run in the external world rather than turning inward to find peace?

Vashistha: The mind has bound itself tightly to the senses. Driven by sense cravings, the mind runs to the external world. As long as you do not know how to withdraw the senses from the external world, you have almost no choice but to let your mind remain a victim of sense pleasure.

The objects of the senses, as well as the pleasure derived from them, are momentary. After experiencing a sensory pleasure, the mind realizes the emptiness of the experience. But, not knowing where else to find satisfaction, it turns again to the external world. Thus, dissatisfaction becomes a way of life. The constant failure to experience joy leads to frustration. Peace is lost, and the inner world becomes chaotic. Inner discontentment, frustration, and restlessness then manifest in a person’s external life, and both internal and external worlds become full of misery.

Rama: What is the solution?

Vashistha: Vairagya-non-attachment-is the only way to overcome this strife> A person cultivates an attitude of non-attachment when she or he comes to realize that all the objects of the world are transitory. The value of worldly objects is simply a creation of the mind. Once you realize that you arrived in this world with nothing and will depart with nothing, you will not be attached to the objects of the world.

Rama: I know this true but somehow I fail to maintain this knowledge, especially when it comes to interacting with the world.

Vashistha: This is because the mind is fully convinced that this world and its objects are real; this is called maya. Maya is a strong belief in the existence of that which does not exist. To illustrate this point, let me tell you a story.

Once a washerman asked his son to go to the barn and get his donkey. But when the son tried to fetch the donkey, he wouldn’t budge. The boy went to his father and told him the donkey wouldn’t move.

“is the donkey tied up? The washerman asked.

“No. That’s what I don’t understand,” the son replied.

“Well then, slap him on the rump to get him moving!” the father replied in exasperation.

The son tried this but the donkey still wouldn’t move. He went back to his father and said, “Father, he must be sick. Please come and see for yourself.”

The time, father and son went together to fetch the donkey. The father also tried to get the donkey to move, but to no avail. Then suddenly, he understood the problem. He took the donkey’s, which was attached to his halter but not attached to the post. He first wound the rope around the post ad then unwound it and began walking out of the barn. Only then did the donkey follow him.

This, Rama, is the case with people whose minds are fully convinced of the reality of worldly objects and the bondage they create. This world is not capable of binding either mind or soul; the mind is in bondage simply because it believes that it is in bondage.

Rama: How can the mind over come this illusion?

Vashistha: The mind must apply a two-fold method. First, it must overcome its craving for worldly objects with the help of constant contemplation on the illusory nature of worldly pleasure. Second, the mind must recognize its true nature and maintain that awareness constantly.

Forgetfulness of the true nature of the Self is what makes a human being subject to timidity, weakness, fear, and insecurity. It is this forgetfulness that causes us to keep searching for a haven in the external world. Once you realize your inner Self, you become free from the charms of the world, as well as from the fear of death. I will tell you another ancient tale to illustrate this point.

Once there was a lion cub who was separated from the pride right after birth, before his eyes had opened. Thus he never saw his real mother. He was helpless, but after a few days a flock of sleep happened by. He joined the flock and was raised with the lambs. As a result, he identified himself with the sheep and learned to behave like them. He learned to follow others blindly, to be afraid of dogs, and to submit when whipped by the shepherd. He grew to full adulthood, but because he constantly watched the sheep who surrounded him, and because his identification with them was complete, he never noticed how big he was or what sharp, powerful claws he had. He never found out how fast he could run, how high he could jump, and how loud he could roar.

One day, another lion crept up on the flock and let out a tremendous roar. The flock scattered. The young lion, who was as frightened as the other sheep, ran away too. In full flight, he passed a pond and saw his reflection for the first time. To his astonishment, his reflection resembled the lion he was running from. He was confused. Why didn’t he look like the other sheep? As he examined this reflection, he was disappointed at first because he expected to see a sheep, but his disappointment he tried roaring like the lion he had just heard and found that he could! This filled his mind with delight and wonder. He jumped and roared and relished the realization that he was truly a lion. He never returned to the flock, but joined the pride and lived as the king of the forest.

You see, Rama through our identification, we create a self-image and, based on that, we create a reality. If this identification is false, we become victims of falsehood. If the identification is correct, then we are fortunate enough to live in the light of truth.  

Rama: I understand, Gurudeva. Overcoming the charms and temptations of the world, turning the mind inward, and attaining a true glimpse of oneself is possible through vairagya-non-attachment. But the essence of vairagya is too subtle to grasp. Furthermore, while trying to practice vairagya, how do I deal with my other weaknesses, which distract me during sadhana?

Vashistha: Learn to withdraw your senses and mind systematically before practicing vairagya or committing yourself to any intense practice of contemplation or meditation. This process is called pratyahara-sense withdrawal.

Taming the Senses and Taming the Mind

People who search for joy in the external world are always disappointed. Desires and cravings begin in the mind and motivate the senses to contact objects. That is why trying to control the senses alone will not be effective.

The first step is to convince the mind and senses that it is necessary to withdraw. To do this, you must find out why the mind is running in the external world. You will discover that the mind and senses keep busy in the external world-or resort to step-in order to escape from reality, which is painful. This external search for peace is very tiring and, sooner or later, the mind stops to rest. Rest feels good. If the mind can be made to see and acknowledge the effect of rest, it will begin developing a willingness to rest and withdraw the senses.

When we pull in the mind and senses voluntarily with the thread of knowledge, we experience true relaxation. After the mind experiences the joyful stillness in the body that results from pratyahara, it can be successfully instructed to look within for the true source of happiness.

There are three ways of practicing pratyahara. The first is to withdraw the senses and mind from the external world, and then focus them consciously on a chosen object in the realm of the mind. Another way to practice is to see everything in the world as existing within the Atman the Self. With this approach, nothing is outside the Atman, so there is no need to withdraw the senses. A third practice is to carry out all your activities as if they were sacred duties. In this way you bring sanctity to even the most mundane aspects of life. When a human being gives up all desires of the mind and delights in the Self, then he or she is said to be a person of steady wisdom.

If you cannot control your senses immediately, Rama, don’t be discouraged. The process by which the senses move toward their objects is very subtle. It begins with thinking-you become attached to something just by thinking about it. Something becomes attractive because of inner cravings, or because of latent impressions from the past that exists in the mind. The samskaras and vasanas in the mind see something similar to themselves in the external objects and fell great joy in this correspondence. The inner experience of full identification is called enjoyment. In that affinity or feeling of sympathy you say, “This belongs to me.” Attachment follows that thought.

Therefore, attachment arises from merely thinking about something. The desire to act is based on that attachment. If something impedes that action, we become angry. If we find that the obstruction cannot be overcome, we become depressed. Or if we feel strong, we might fight the obstruction. That produces anger. From anger, delusion arises and, from that, loss of memory. With loss of memory, the power of discrimination (buddhi) is lost. It is then impossible to decide anything appropriately and, at this point, a human being is doomed.

Study yourself, Rama, because only then can you build the foundation needed to withdraw your senses and mind. Look at the nature of pleasure and pain determines for yourself the results of attachments to the world of names and forms. As a human being, you have freedom to create your world. Controlling the senses is your birthright. Therefore, practice pratyahara to conserve your energies and, then, concentrate and focus these energies one-pointedly.

Six Qualities of mind that Speed-Transformation

I will teach you how to create an environment in which self-transformation can more easily occur. While you are controlling the activities of the senses and withdrawing them from their respective objects, you must adopt a healthy philosophy of life, which will create a good environment for your self-transformation. There are six qualities that will help accomplish this. They are: shama, dama, titiksa, uparati, samadhana, and mumuksa.

Shama 
is quietude of mind, tranquility, equanimity, and composure. First, learn to compose yourself. Rather than expecting the external world to conform to your expectations, learn to expect the unexpected. Regard turmoil as normal and take worldly blows in stride. Expecting things to be perfect leads to disappointment. Disappointment and tranquility cannot coexist.

An average person feels happy in response to happy events and miserable in the face of sad events. Such a person is tossed by the tides of the external world, and happiness becomes purely accidental. To attain tranquility, you must learn not to be influenced by external circumstances. That is the only way to find the state of stillness within. Once you know how to remain still, you can study both the external and the internal worlds.

The second quality is dama
-
self-restraint, self-control, self-mastery, and control over your senses. The activities of the senses are the first step in forming habit patterns. The conscious mind is connected to the senses. It is through the senses that the conscious mind interacts with the objects of the external world. If the mind is not trained properly, then the senses become the guiding force and the poor mind follows them helplessly. This helplessness occurs because the mind gives too much importance to sensory objects and too much authority to the senses. Consequently, they take over.

The senses are like horses. The body is the chariot; the mind is the reins; and the intellect is the driver. The soul dwells in the body-mind organism. If the horses are untrained and are not properly connected to the reins, they can destroy both the chariot and the driver. Even if the reins are strong and held tightly in the hands of the driver, wild horses can still create serious problems.

Therefore, training the senses is of the utmost importance. This training must be based on proper understanding because if you try to restrain your senses without it, repression and suppression will result. Therefore, you must be fully convinced of the importance of being happy and healthy, and understand that control over your senses maintains that state. using knowledge as the basis for controlling the senses is discipline. Discipline must be lovingly accepted by your mind, not imposed on it.

The third attribute is titiksa
-
forbearance, tolerance, and endurance at the physical, mental, and verbal levels. Expand your capacity to face every situation and circumstance that life brings. Coping with the world requires endurance and forbearance. Be ready for anything in life because anything can happen.

The body has enormous capacities - it is simply a matter of unfolding them. Do not allow yourself to become dependent on external objects. It is important to live a comfortable life and to have a regular schedule. But do not let comfort make you lazy, and do not let regularity lapse into rigidity. Maintaining a degree of flexibility is also part of discipline. Learning to endure the discomfort brought about by heat, cold, hunger, thirst, fatigue, and sleepiness is part of the practice of titiksa. Develop the ability to adjust yourself to every situation.

Uparati means desisting from sensual pleasure. There is a difference between craving objects and needing objects. You must make a sincere effort to earn your livelihood. After you have earned it, enjoy it. Although you must have means and resources, you should be able to withdraw yourself whenever you wish. You can do this only when you are not involved with the objects you have acquired. If you get involved, if you start analyzing how much time and energy you put into gaining these objects, how hard you worked, how many years it look, and therefore, how valuable these objects are, then you create a strong attachment to them. We bind ourselves with the objects of the world by keeping track of all these details.

If you take your success too seriously, you get entangled and fail to use the objects of your success as a means for the next level of achievement-the spiritual. Thus, right from the beginning of your worldly endeavors, desist from the cravings of the senses and maintain awareness that although the worldly objects provide some degree of comfort, ultimately, they are worthless.

Therefore, Rama, work hard, but once the work is done, forget it. Think and feel as though you have done nothing. Cultivate an attitude of forgetfulness. Perform your actions, but when you receive the fruit, take it as a gift from above. This is uparati, and it is the ground on which you practice non-attachment.

The fifth attribute is samadhana, putting together or arranging in proper order. It refers to putting the statements of different teachers and scriptures in their proper context. There are many philosophies, many instructions and, in most cases, thy appear contradictory. For example, it is said that the objects of the world are completely illusory. Like objects in a dream, they are totally worthless. But it is also said that all the objects in the world evolve from God and are meant for God. Enjoy the objects of the world without getting attached to them. If you do not develop the ability to place these statements in proper context, you will be confused.

Another example: It is said that the path of karma is as valid as the path of knowledge. Yet it is also said that one cannot attain the highest realization by performing one’s actions because it is through knowledge, not karma, that one gains liberation. Without the ability to place these statements in proper context, you will become confused and may wonder, "“If actions cannot help me attain freedom, no matter how beautifully and skillfully I perform them, then why should I bother performing actions? Learned teachers resolve this conflict by pointing out that if you do not perform your actions skillfully, they will create obstacles, no matter what spiritual path you are treading. Performing your actions skillfully allows you to live in this world happily while minimizing the obstacles. If you have samadhana-the ability to put things in the proper context-you will easily understand that the paths of karma and knowledge are complementary paths.

The sixth quality – mumuksa - is the most important. Mumuksa is the desire for liberation. Without mumuksa, spiritual practice turns into a mere art. You’ll become an accomplished philosopher who is miserable from carrying the burden of knowledge without the benefit of experience. If you study out of curiosity or for the sake of studying itself, you become a pedant or a logician.

Many people know so much that they lose their faith. They keep studying and finding contradictions. Because they lack mumuksa, they do not understand the principle of samadhana-how to put things in proper order. But once you desire liberation, everything falls into place. You become tongue-tied because everything makes sense. You understand that it doesn’t make sense to many people, but you will not waste your time explaining it to them because they don’t have the strength of desire necessary to under stand. That’s why the Upanishads say: “Those who think it is known to them know nothing at all. And those who do not think it is known to them might know it.” Once you know, you cannot express it because it is so subtle.

You can answer the questions that grow out of mere curiosity yourself. If you study the nature of your curiosity and the source from which it grows, you will find the answers. But you will find there are certain powerful questions that you cannot answer. They don’t allow you to sit peacefully but drag you from one book to another, from one place to another, from one teacher to another. That is the power of mumuksa-the desire for liberation.

These are the six prerequisites students must cultivate before committing themselves to the practice of any spiritual discipline.

The knowledge that Vashistha imparted to the world is found throughout Vedic, Upanishadic, and Puranic (epic) literature. However, Yoga Vashistha, Vashistha Samhita, and the portions of the Vedas said to have come through Vasistha are the main sources of his teaching. In Yoga Vashistha, he teaches the practical aspect of yogic disciplines related to body, breath, and mind. Thus unique encyclopedic text falls between hatha and kundalini yoga. It contains precise techniques of pranayama, concentration, and sense withdrawal. The beauty of Yoga Vashistha is that it blends yogic practices with the sublime teachings of vedanta (jnana yoga). In the 24,000 verses that comprise this text, Vashistha raises and resolves the issues related to almost every aspect of life. The underlying theme is vairagya, non-attachment, and it is fully balanced with abhyasa, the actual yogic practices.

However, the highest level of knowledge imparted by Vashistha was supposedly contained in another text, also called Vashistha Samhita, which no longer exists. References to this text are found throughout spiritual literature and, based on those references, it is assumed that it was one of the most authoritative texts of the highest branch of tantra, the samaya school of shrividya. This school is the inner essence of the Vedic tradition, where an aspirant learns the pure yogic techniques of going inward and attaining the experience of oneness with Shiva and Shakti. Fragments from this text are found in the form of quotations in other texts, but the knowledge Vashistha imparted in Vashistha Samhita is preserved intact only in the oral tradition of the Himalayan masters.  

Dattatreya








Chapter 3

Dattatreya is considered to be an  incarnation of Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva. Both his father, Atri, and his mother, Anasuya, were themselves famous sages. Because of his profound wisdom and yogic achievements, Dattatreya is viewed not only as a yogi, but also as an incarnation of God himself.

The places where Dattatreya lived and (as people believe) still lives in subtle form are charged with such spiritual energy that even novice seekers who travel there are affected by it. There are several such places in the hills of Nilachala in eastern India and several more in the Himalayas. The most famous site associated with Dattatreya is Girinar in Gujarat on the west coast of the subcontinent.

The ashram of Dattatreya’s parents, known as Ansuya in Chitrakut, is still nestled in the beautiful Vindhya Range of the central Indian mountains. A steep mountain towers over the back of the ashram, and the serene streams of the Mandakini River issue from a nearby cave. In the air is a pervasive sense of fearlessness and tranquility. The fish leap from the water to take puffed rice from the hands of pilgrims. Monkeys come from the forest, greet visitors, and share their food like old friends. Your intellect may insist that they do it out of habit or to get food. But listen to nature and you will hear a silent voice: “Do not pollute the spirit cultivated by sages with your cold intellectualism.”

When Dattatreya was still a child, a king visited the ashram. Because his parents were away, Dattatreya greeted the guest. As Dattatreya was making arrangements for the visitor’s comfort, the king saw an inner joy radiating from the boy’s countenance. Realizing that this was a spontaneous expression of the intrinsic beauty of the boy’s soul, the king began to suspect that the boy was gifted with great wisdom. Determined to discover how someone so young could be so wise, the king questioned the child, and the following dialogue ensued.

King: You have been studying with your parents?

Dattatreya: There is much to learn from everyone and everything, not only from my parents.

King: Then you have a teacher? Who is it?

Dattatreya: I have 24 gurus.

King: Twenty-four gurus at such a tender age? Who are they?

Dattatreya: Mother earth is my first guru. She taught me to hold those who trample me, scratch me, and hurt me lovingly in my heart, just as she does. She taught me to give them my best, remembering that their acts are normal and natural from their standpoint.

King: Who is your second guru?

Dattatreya: Water It is a force that contains life and purity. It cleanses whatever it touches and provides life to whoever drinks it. Water flows unceasingly. If it stops, it becomes stagnant. Keep moving is the lesson I learned from water.

King: Your third guru?

Dattatreya: Fire. It burns everything, transforming it into flame. By consuming dead logs, it produces warmth and light. Thus, I learnt how to absorb everything that life brings and how to turn it into flame. This flame enlightens my life and in that light, others can walk safely.

King: Who is your fourth guru, sir?

Dattatreya: Wind is my fourth guru. The wind moves unceasingly, touching flowers and thorns alike, but never attaches itself to the objects it touches. Like the wind, I learned not to prefer flowers over thorns, or friends over foes. Like the wind, my goal is to provide freshness to all without becoming attached.

King: The fifth guru, sir?

Dattatreya: This all-pervading and all-embracing space is my fifth guru. Space has room for the sun, moon, and stars and yet, it remains untouched and unconfined. I, too, must have room for all the diversities, and still remain unaffected by what I contain. All visible and invisible objects may have their rightful place within me, but they have no power to confine my consciousness.

King: Who is your sixth guru, sir?

Dattatreya: The moon. The moon waxes and wanes and yet never loses its essence, totality, or shape. From watching the moon, I learned that waxing and waning-rising and falling, pleasure and pain, loss and gain-are simply phases of life. While passing through these phases, I never lose awareness of my true Self.

King: Who is your seventh guru?

Dattatreya: The sun is my seventh guru. With its bright rays, the sun draws water from everything, transforms it into clouds, and then distributes it as rain without favor. Rain falls on forests, mountains, valleys, deserts, oceans, and cities. Like the sun, I learned how to gather knowledge from all sources, transform that knowledge into practical wisdom, and share it with all without preferring some recipients and excluding others.

King: And your eighth guru?

Dattatreya: My eighth guru is a flock of pigeons. One pigeon fell into a hunter’s net and cried in despair. Other pigeons tried to rescue it and got caught, too. From these pigeons, I learned that even a positive reaction, if it springs from attachment and emotion, can entangle and ensure. I must give a second thought to my emotional responses, especially if they are related to protecting my own “group.”

King: Your ninth guru, sir?

Dattatreya: My ninth guru is the python who catches and eats its prey, and then doesn’t hunt again for a long time. It taught me that once my need has been met, I must be satisfied and not make myself miserable running after the objects of my desire.

King: Who is your tenth guru?

Dattatreya: The ocean, which is the abode of the waters. It receivers and assimilates water from all the rivers in the world and never overflows its boundaries. It taught me that no matter what experiences I go through in life, no matter how many kicks and blows I receive, I must maintain my discipline.

King: Who is your eleventh guru, oh wise one?

Dattatreya: The moth is my eleventh guru. Drawn by light, it flies from its dwelling to sacrifice itself in the flame. It taught me that once I see the drawn, I must overcome my fear, soar at full speed, and plunge into the flame of knowledge to be consumed and transformed.

King: The twelfth?

Dattatreya: My twelfth guru is a bumblebee who takes only the tiniest drops of nectar from the flowers. Before accepting even that much, it hums and hovers and dances, creating an atmosphere of joy around the flower. It not only sings the song of cheerfulness; it also gives more to the flowers than it takes. It pollinates the plants and helps them prosper by flying from one flower to another. I learned from the bumblebee that I should take only a little from nature and that I should do so cheerfully, enriching the source from which I receive sustenance.

King: Your thirteenth guru?

Dattatreya: My thirteenth guru is the honeybee who collects more nectar than it needs. It gathers nectar from different sources, swallows it, transforms it into honey, and brings it to the hive. It consumes only a bit of what it gathers, sharing the rest with others. Thus I should gather wisdom from the teachers of all disciplines and process the knowledge that I gain. I must apply the knowledge that is conducive to my growth, but I must be ready to share everything I know with others.

King: The fourteenth guru, oh wise seeker?

Dattatreya: Once I saw a wild elephant being trapped. A tame female elephant in season was the bait. Sensing her presence, the wild male emerged from its domain and fell into a pit that had been cleverly concealed with branches and heaps of leaves. Once caught, the wild elephant was tamed to be used by others. This elephant is my fourteenth guru because he taught me to be careful with my passions and desires. Worldly charms arouse our sensory impulses and, while chasing after the sense cravings, the mind gets trapped and enslaved, even thought it is powerful.

King: Who is your fifteenth guru, sir?

Dattatreya: The deer, with its keen sense of hearing. It listens intently and is wary of all noises, but is lured to its doom by the melody of the deer hunter’s flute. Like the deer, we keep our ears alert for every bit of news, rumor, and gossip, and are skeptical about much that we hear. But we become spellbound by certain words, which, due to our desires, attachments, cravings, and vasanas (subtle impressions from the past), we delight to hear. This tendency creates misery for others and ourselves.

King: And who is your sixteenth guru?

Dattatreya: The fish who swallows a baited hook and is caught by the fisherman. This world is like bait. As long as I remember the episode of the fish, I remain free of the hook.

King: Who is your seventeenth guru?

Dattatreya: A prostitute who knows that she doesn’t love her customers, nor do they love her. Yet she waits for them and, when they come, enacts the drama of love. She isn’t satisfied with the artificial love she gives and receives, nor with the payment she is given. I realized that all humans are like prostitutes and the world, like the customers, is enjoying us. The payment is always inadequate and we feel dissatisfied. Thus, I became determined not to live like a prostitute. Instead, I will live with dignity and self-respect, not expecting this world to give me either material or internal satisfaction, but to find it myself by going within.

King: Who is your eighteenth guru?

Dattatreya: My eighteenth guru is a little bird who was flying with a worm in its beak. Larger birds flew after him and began pecking him. They stopped only when the little bird dropped the worm. Thus, I learned that the secret of survival lies in renunciation, not in possession.

King: Who is your nineteenth guru, sir?

Dattatreya: My nineteenth guru is the baby that cries when it is hungry and stops when it suckles at its mother’s breast. When the baby is full, it stops feeding and nothing its mother does can induce it to take more milk. I learned from this baby to demand only when I really need. When it’s provided, I must take only what I require and then turn my face away.

King: And your twentieth guru?

Dattatreya: A young woman whom I met when I was begging for alms. She told me to wait while she prepared a meal. Her bracelets jangled as she cooked, so she removed one. But the noise continued, so she took off all her bracelets, one by one, until only one remained. Then there was silence. Thus, I learned that wherever there is a crowed, there is noise, disagreement, and dissension. Peace can be expected only in solitude.

King: And your twenty-first guru?

Dattatreya: A snake that makes no hole for itself, but who rests in holes other creatures have abandoned, or curls up in the hollow of a tree for a while, and then moves on. From this snake, I learned to adjust myself to my environment and enjoy the resources of nature without encumbering myself with a permanent home. Creatures in nature move constantly, continually abandoning their previous dwellings. Therefore, while floating along the current of nature, I find plenty of places to rest. Once I am rested, I move on.

King: And your twenty-second guru?

Dattatreya: My twenty-second guru is an arrow maker who was so absorbed in shaping his arrowheads that the king and his entire army passed without attracting his attention. Thus I learned from the arrow makes to be absorbed in the task at hand, no matter how big or small. The more one-pointed my focus, the greater my absorption, and the greater my absorption, the more subtle my awareness. The goal is subtle, and can only be grasped by subtle awareness.

King: Your twenty-third guru?

Dattatreya: My twenty-third guru is a little spider who built itself a nice cozy web. When a larger spider chased it, it rushed to take refuge in its web. But it ran so fast that it got entangled and was swallowed by the bigger spider. Thus, I learned that we create webs for ourselves by trying to build a safe haven, and as we race along the threads of these webs, we become entangled and are consumed. There is no safety to be found in the complicated webs of our actions.

King: And who is your twenty-fourth guru?

Dattatreya: My twenty-fourth guru is a worm who was caught by a songbird and placed in its nest. As the bird began singing, the worm became so absorbed in the song that it lost all awareness of its peril. Watching this little creature become absorbed in a song in the face of death reminded me that I, too, must develop the art of listening so that I my become absorbed in the eternal sound, nada, that is always within me.

Listening to Dattatreya, the king realized that the wisdom of this sage flowed from his determination to keep the goal of life firmly fixed in his awareness and from his ability to find the teachings everywhere he turned. This particular story is from the Srimad Bhagavatam. Dattatreya’s teachings are preserved in the vast literature of the Puranas and in the Datta Samhita, Avadhuta Gita, Dattatreya Upanishad, and Advadhuta Upanishad. Many of these works are available in English.

Parashurama






Chapter 4

Parashurama is one of the most unusual characters in spirituals lore. His father, Jamadagni, and his mother, Renuka, were both great sages. In early childhood, Parashurama was keenly interested in the martial arts and the science of archery, but was indifferent to philosophy and spiritual practice. Although he was kind-hearted in general, he had no mercy for those who violated certain principles that he held to be sacred and toward such people he showed no forgiveness. He loved his father, his mother, and his guru more than he loved himself or God. He would not tolerate even an imaginary slight to these three people but, outside of that, he had infinite forgiveness, mercy, and compassion for others.

His learned, father, Jamadagni, was a famous teacher and chancellor of a large education center. He allowed his son to grow according to his natural inclinations and made arrangements for him to study with masters of martial arts and the science of weaponry. In those days, this science far surpassed anything that we know today. Weapons were wielded mainly through the power of thought or involved the use of sound waves (mantras).

Parashurama was a brilliant pupil. He mastered all weapons of warfare that had ever been invented as well as those-as legend that it-which were yet to be invented. He also mastered all of the martial arts. When he completed his training, his skill as a warrior was unsurpassed. Parashurama decided to remain celibate for his entire life and dedicate himself to the service of his mother, father, and teachers. His plan was to live in peace, but this was not to be.

Initiation and Practice

Burdened with guilt for killing hundreds of thousands of innocent people, and filled with self-loathing over his failure to keep his peaceful resolve, Parashurama set out to find Dattatreya. Throughout his journey, he felt as though he were drowning in waves of frustration, dejection, and hopelessness. But as he entered the hills of Gandhamadana and drew near to the dwelling place of the great sage, Dattatreya, Parashurama felt as though the invisible hands of nature were removing the burden he had been carrying for years. Never since his father’s murder had he seen such beauty in the earth, tasted such purity in the water, or smelled such freshness in the air. It seemed as though even the plants and animals were enjoying unimaginable freedom and peace.

From a distance, Parashurama saw Dattatreya sitting on a boulder surrounded by dogs, jackals, snakes, and birds. The aura around his face was brighter than the sun and more cooling than the moon. It appeared that every aspect of nature was experiencing its existence in him and he in it. With this first glimpse, Parashurama was pulled toward Dattatreya like an iron filing to a magnet. He was released from the limits of time and space, and the next moment found him at the sage’s feet.

Pararshurama introduced himself and began recounting his misery, but Dattatreya interrupted him: “there is no need of recounting your past deeds, oh, son of Jamadagni and Renuka! The past is dead and you are reborn in the present.”

With this consoling remark, Dattatreya placed his hands on Parashurama’s head, transforming him instantly. Grief vanished. The violent warrior became a spiritual aspirant; the conqueror of enemies turned into a seeker of divine grace. In the company of this great master, Parashurama found solace of mind. As he lived and served his master, he learned the highest wisdom of shrividya, the mystical, scientific path leading to the highest beauty and bliss. After receiving formal initiation, he was instructed to complete a twelve-year practice while living in solitude. Parashurama moved to the Nilachala hills in the land of Assam, where he built his nut and underwent twelve years of sadhana. 

The Nilachala hills are one of the most beautiful places in eastern India, but heavy rain and lack of efficient transportation prevents casual pilgrims and spiritual seekers from reaching them. No trace of Parashurama’s cottage or any other man-made structure remains. But the spring from which he used to get his water bears his name and is still flowing. According to legend, the pool formed by this spring was created by Parashurama. It is known locally as Parashurama Kunda-the pool of Parashurama. Spiritual aspirants and adepts find delight in sipping its water.

Parashurama Questions His Teacher

After living in solitude for twelve years and completing his practice, Parashurama returned to his master to receive further guidance. During his prolonged absence, he had formulated several profound questions: What is the cause of life and life’s experiences? Where does life come from and where does it rest after it vanishes? Clearly, everything is unstable and in constant flux. All worldly objects seem confusing and mysterious. Human behavior is like one blind person attempting to follow another. Does anyone ever get what he really wants from his “right” actions? And if he desired result is truly achieved, then why do people aspire for more?”

Parashurama approached his master with these questions and a series of dialogues ensued. These dialogues can be found in the Jnanakhanda of Tripura Rahasya, of which there are several versions in English. This chapter presents a few of these dialogues in shortened form.

Parashurama: Master, it seems to me that the fruits even of good actions are of little value. Whatever is achieved through action is a burden. The absence of happiness is painful, but happiness is transitory. After pleasure ends, a person experiences even greater pain.

Sir, spiritual practice seems no different than any other action. The end result of all these concentrations and visualizations seems illusory.

Dattatreya: My son, you have attained true buddhi, pure intellect. You are a rare and fortunate seeker. A seeker who attains such inspired thought is like a drowning man who catches hold of a boat. Worldly people run after tantalizing objects, missing the highest goal of life. A fortunate seeker is inspired to make earnest inquiries and is open to honest and constructive criticism. Discrimination is the first rung on the ladder of the highest attainment. 

The ignorant remain caught in the net of confused thinking. Without clarity of mind how can they decide what is helpful and what is not? Discrimination comes through the grace of the divine force and when she is appeased, she appears in the human heart in the form of discrimination.

After initiation, you completed your practice faithfully, and, as a result, you are now blessed with discrimination. You will find that you are fearless because fear persists only as long as discrimination has not arisen.

Parashurama: Sir, many people seem good on the surface but are wicked inside. Please tell me how to know if a person is good or bad, wise or wicked.

Dattatreya: Purify and sharpen your intellect and let your discrimination and the voice of your heart help you recognize the wise. Decide whether having faith in a particular person will lead you to the highest goal or not. Neither those who involve themselves completely in dry polemics nor those who do not reason at all can be successful in attaining the goal. A person who employs the force of logic and reasoning in the light of the wisdom presented in genuine scriptures attains the highest truth.

Parashurama: There are innumerable scriptures and, in many cases, they contradict one another. Both teachers and commentators differ even about a single scripture. In addition, a person’s own intellectual convictions vary with time. Therefore what should a seeker accept or reject?

Dattatreya: Purify your mind and make it one-pointed so that you can understand the apparent contradictions in various scriptures or in the teachings of the sages. Do not allow anyone’s teachings or doctrines to confuse you. Select gems of truth from every possible source and integrate them into your personal philosophy of life. Disregard information that diverts your focus.

You can do this when you know how to compromise between reason and faith. First, abandon polemics and form a habit of relying on constructive reasoning. Constructive reasoning will remove your doubts and will convince you that the practice you have undertaken is genuine and fruitful. Then faith will unfold naturally in your heart. Thereafter, faith and constructive reasoning will support and guide each other.

Thoughtful consideration, enriched with faith and constructive reasoning, is called vichara, discrimination. The greatest motivating factor in sadhana is discrimination. Through discrimination an aspirant will certainly find his or her path, and through practice a seeker can tread the path and attain the highest goal.

Parashurama: Sir, you said that discrimination is the first rung on the ladder of the highest attainment. Discrimination comes through the grace of the divine force. Her grace is received through meditation. An aspirant is committed to meditation only if he or she is interested. Interest develops after hearing about the glory and importance of meditation and its result. You said that above all else, the entire process depends on the company of the wise. Would you please elaborate?

Dattatreya: The company of the wise is the major way of attaining the absolute good. Here is a story that illustrates my point.

Mind, Meditation, and Self-Mastery

Parashurama: Sir, it seems that this entire mess of seeing and not seeing, knowing and not knowing, and bondage and liberation are ultimately a game of the mind. The way we think or, let us say the way we are determined to think, creates the reality behind our experiences. What is the mind anyway? How is it related to pure consciousness, the Self? Was the mind confused from the very beginning or did the confusion begin somewhere later? Why is one person’s mind so clear, positive, and naturally turned inward while another’s is not?

Dattatreya: These are the most practical question you have asked. From a practical standpoint; unveiling the mystery of the mind is more important than attaining the knowledge of the Self, for the Self cannot be recognized if the mind is not properly understood. A properly trained and purified mind becomes a means for Self-realization, whereas a dissipated and confused mind is a source of misery. Let me explain the relationship between the mind and pure consciousness: the Self. Pure consciousness alone exists. However, for the sake of our study of mind and consciousness, I am proposing that mind and consciousness exist side by side.

Consciousness is like an ever-illumined, self-shining gem that is kept in the safe of the mind. The safe has been sealed for a long time. Because of ignorance and carelessness, a thick layer of dust has covered it. The safe of the mind is made from a transparent crystal through which the self-shining gem can radiate, illuminating the safe as well as the area around it. But the dust over the mind created by ignorance is so thick that it is almost impossible to see the gem. More interestingly, it is even more difficult to know about the mind and its functions. Now, in order to find and enjoy that self-shining gem, the aspirant must begin to clean the dust from the outer surface of the mind. First, clean the safe, and then try to unlock it. The key is kept inside the safe, next to the gem. This is a paradox.

Before you can get your key from the center of consciousness, you must become familiar with the shape, size, and proper use of the key. For that you need the help of those who have already opened their safes. Such great ones are called realized masters. In their company, you have an opportunity to look at your key, at least from the outside. You can also observe how easily they unlock and lock the safe of the mind, how they dwell in two worlds simultaneously the external and the internal. This will help you become acquainted with the map for your inner odyssey. Later you will have to make the journey by your self.

Once the covering dust is removed and the safe of the mind is unlocked, you see nothing but the gem itself. The interior of the mind is ever illumined with the light of pure consciousness. But remember, no matter how securely the gem of consciousness has been locked away, and no matter how thick the veil of impurities, the brilliance of consciousness still flashes forth from time to time. That is why people long for Self-realization. Without exception, everyone wants to attain peace and happiness. Therefore, this gem is never completely forgotten, and the safe of the mind is relatively transparent in places. Perfection can be attained by removing all of the impurities, unveiling the gem, and becoming identical with it.

Parashurama: What are these impurities and how are they created?

Dattatreya: There are numberless impurities; however, they can be put into three major categories: skepticism, karmic impurity, and a false sense of duty.

Skepticism. Skepticism means improper thinking, lack of faith, not believing what is said by scriptures and saints, or not believing in any higher truth. Clearly this is improper, confused thinking. This kind of impurity is associated with those who know little but think they know a lot.

This is the case with many philosophers and learned scholars who know the truth intellectually but do not practice it. There are many reasons why they do not practice but ego and skepticism are the most prominent ones. They may think, “I have studied all the literature of yoga, tantra, vedanta, and so on. I have even done a comparative study of various systems. Therefore, I understand the viewpoints and I know more than all the other great masters.

Since their opinions differed, it indicates that they did not know the truth or knew it only partially. Ultimately, why should I bother to experience of these philosophies when I have already drawn my own conclusions?”

My son, such people carry the burden of knowledge without any experience just like a camel carries a huge load of salt, not knowing its taste. Lacking in experience, such scholars fight with others, making their own lives and the lives of others miserable. This type of thinking, a great impediment in spiritual practice, is caused by mistrusting or contradicting genuine scriptures. The effect of such confused thinking creates a fresh coating of impurity on the mind, leading the thinkers further away from Self-realization.

In order to wash off his kind of impurity, a sincere seeker must allow the light of the scriptures to penetrate his or her mind and to cultivate faith in the teachings of the selfless, compassionate, enlightened masters. He or she must recognize that disregarding genuine scriptures and masters is an error. The aspirant should have an internal dialogue and convince his or her mind, “At least once in the history of humanity, there must have been one person who was selfless and who knew more than I do. Let me follow that person’s guidelines and see whether it helps or not.”

Karmic Impurity. Every single action, whether mental, verbal, or physical, has an enormous effect on our lives. The subtle impression of our actions, known as samskaras, are stored in the safe of the mind. Each time we perform an action, we create a little mark in the mindfield. In our numberless lifetimes we have created many such traces, which pollute the transparency of the mind. As a result of these karmic impurities, the mind becomes dull and loses its spontaneous capacity to comprehend the truth about reality, whether external or internal. This karmic impurity also determines the particular species into which a person is born and the length of life in it. A person’s inner tendencies, inclinations, and attitudes, largely governed by these impurities, tend to counteract the power of determination. The fewer impurities there are, the clearer a person’s mind will be.

The scriptures describe several means of removing these impurities but without God’s grace nothing works very efficiently. This is because any method of purification is actually undertaken by the mind. If the mind itself is clouded, then certainly a human being will fail to use the proper methods. However, a sincere aspirant must not be lazy and should continue with the method he has been taught while waiting for God’s grace. Through meditation, selfless service, and ultimately God’s grace, one attains the goal, whether in this lifetime or in the next depending on how many of the impurities have been cleared away.

The False Sense of Duty. This third type of impurity is the most difficult of all the impurities to remove. There is no end to worldly duties and obligations. The aspirant must learn to discriminate which are the most important and take care of those first.

Those who are not awakened at all perform their actions driven by their urges and by nature. They remain involved in the world because they do not know other dimensions of life. By the time they complete one project, the next is already waiting. Compared to the highest goal of life, Self-realization, all worldly duties are secondary. As long as this fact is not instilled in the mind, there is no way to attain freedom from worldly obligations.

Without spiritual awareness, turning away from the world becomes a source of misery. Disregarding worldly obligations without any higher purpose kills your con science. Therefore, instead of working directly to wash off this impurity, simply cultivate dispassion and non-attachment. Through constant contemplation, let the burning desire for liberation grow. Only then will you be able to determine whether to take care of your obligations or to renounce them. You attain freedom by conquering your desires, not by running away from your duties. Remove this desire-born impurity with the help of dispassion or non-attachment. Non-attachment can be cultivated by observing the insignificance of worldly objects. A mind free from desires can easily be purified.

The Purpose of Spiritual Practices

The only purpose of spiritual practices is to remove these threefold impurities. How much practice you need depends on how many of these impurities you have. Commitment to practice comes only with the desire for liberation. Without this desire, direct realization is impossible, no matter how much you listen to a teacher or contemplate a philosophical truth.

Without a sincere desire for liberation, listening, studying, and contemplation are mere arts. Mastering an art does not lead to the highest goal. A weak desire for liberation is useless. A transient desire arising from hearing about the glory of reality is not desire. It is excitement, a momentary curiosity. Such a momentary curiosity is not sufficient to inspire a person to make a sincere effort for attainment. For attainment, one needs tivra mumuksha, intense desire for liberation. The stronger the desire for liberation, the more quickly one attains the goal. Intense desire motivates an aspirant to whole-hearted practice. Such motivation and unlimited courage to “carry through” is called absorption in sadhana. Such a desire is sparked when one realizes that everything else is trivial compared to liberation.

Recognizing the worthlessness of worldly objects creates dispassion or non-attachment. The greater the dispassion, the more yearning increases. In turn, dispassion fuels desire for liberation and this desire leads to absorption in practice. Wholeheartedness or absorption in sadhana is the major precipitating factor in the attainment of enlightenment.

Parashurama: Sir, what is this wholeheartedness or absorption in sadhana?

Dattatreya: Resolve with full confidence and determination: “No matter what happens I will accomplish this. This ought to be achieved and I am the one to achieve it.” The aspirant endowed with such single-minded resolution overcomes every obstacle. The more a person is absorbed in the practice, the sooner he or she attains the result.

Parashurama: First you said that the company of the saints is the major precipitating factor; then you brought up the idea of the grace of God; and now you speak of dispassion, desire, and wholeheartedness in spiritual practice. Which one is the primary method and how can I develop it? Please be more specific.

Dattatreya: Let me explain the order: the company of the sages, God’s grace, dispassion, and absorption in practice.

It is human nature to constantly perform actions, the consequences of which may be good or bad. Behind all action is the desire to attain happiness. Whatever a person’s concept of happiness is, he or she makes an effort to attain that. Eventually he or she begins to fear that self-effort may not be enough. At this point the aspirant turns to God, who is said to be almighty and who can fulfill all desires. The aspirant begins reading; questioning whether God exists, asking how to pray, and wondering how much can be expected to God. To find the answers, the aspirant seeks out the company of the wise.

A person may expect his or her good actions to help decrease life’s problems and conflicts. But sometimes, his or her charity, austerities, scriptural study, and other good deeds do not seem to bear commensurate fruit. The aspirant also notices that often those who perform good karma suffer throughout life, while evil people are happy. Why? Unable to answer this question, the aspirant turns for advise to the learned.

Parashurama, when the aspirant listens to the wise extolling the greatness of God and spiritual practice, grace begins to descend; interest in the supra-mundane is quickened, and the seeker begins to tread the path.

An individual must have some good karma from the past for this process even to begin. Coming into the company of a wise person is the most critical juncture in a soul’s evolution; it is at this point that his or her true purpose as a human being begins to be fulfilled. The results of meritorious karma lead to satsanga (good company), and listening to and associating with those further along the path. The aspirant’s interest is kindled and he or she begins to practice.

Through satsanga the aspirant develops faith and learns how to draw the proper meaning from the scriptures. From revealed scripture he or she learns about the absolute reality. If necessary, the aspirant may be taught to conceptualize the absolute through symbols and images. By worshipping the absolute through symbols, the aspirant attains the grace that helps him or her to cultivate disinterest in sensory objects and awakens ardent desire for enlightenment. Burning desire, in turn, helps develop unflagging determination to attain the goal. The aspirant begins listening to the confident inner voice that asserts, “I am going to do it. The goal can be attained and I will attain it.”

This is the ground where master and disciple meet. The sadhaka surrenders himself to the master with perfect faith. The master teaches the disciple about the non-dual state of reality. At first a student comprehends this only theoretically, believing it rather than knowing it directly. But as he or she applies the method of meditation and contemplation taught by the master, the aspirant realizes the highest truth experientially.

Categories of Enlightened Beings

Parashurama: How does a realized person live in the world and remain unaffected by the bondage of karma if he or she performs actions after enlightenment? Also, please explain why there are differences in the characteristics of the jnanis (the knowers of the truth). Do they experience the truth differently, or is there simply a difference in the perfection of their knowledge? Are there various grades of jnanis? If there are, then why? Do they attain different levels of knowledge? Do some jnanis know more then others? Please explain this to me clearly.

Dattatreya: On the basis of the differing levels of their discriminatory ability, the number of remaining impurities, and, most important, the maturity of knowledge they have attained, there are differences among the realized ones, the jnanis. These differences reflect the degree of their perfection of mind, not the incompleteness of their knowledge. The way they behave and the kind of lifestyle they lead is due to their innate characteristics.

Even after attaining enlightenment some innate qualities of the mind persist. The only difference between a realized and an un-realized person is that the knower of truth remains aware of the truth while functioning in the world, whereas an unrealized person forgets the true Self and becomes lost in the world.

After attaining the absolute truth, a person may continue functioning in the world according to his innate characteristics, although inwardly he or she is not influenced by them. An enlightened sage may live in the world just like any other ordinary person, exhibiting his or her usual tendencies while remaining unaffected by them. That is why there are saints and sages with different tastes, behaviors, and missions, though these differences sometimes confuse ordinary people.

A realized being can be light or dark-skinned; his complexion in no way modifies his divine realization. The qualities of her mind, like the color of her skin, are also the result of the interplay of the gunas, nature’s intrinsic forces, and they bear no relation to her Self-conscious state. My son, the Self is entirely free from personality. Personality is part of prakriti (nature). The jnanis do not identify with nature; hence they remains free from identification with personality traits.

There are three levels of jnanis. The lowest order are those who have glimpsed the ultimate state but are not established there. As long as they are meditating, they may remain absorbed in the supreme consciousness but as soon as the focus of their awareness shifts back into the mindfield, they identify with their limited selves, senses, and body. They slip in and out of reality, going through the pleasant and unpleasant experiences of life.

The second order of jnanis are those who through long and arduous discipline have controlled their minds so well that their minds are fully purified. The yogis belonging to this category are centered in the absolute but their bodies continue to function in the world. To an average person, they might seem “absent-minded”-that is to say that their minds are absent here because they are fully present there. However their stability of mind still requires a conscious effort, practice. They work in the world but never under the pressure of their psychological defense mechanisms or biological instincts. They maintain their physical existence so that they can discharge their previous karmas, which now play themselves out in their natural course. How actively involved they are in the world in their present life depends on how they have decided to work out their karmas. But no matter what, they remain unaffected by life’s circumstances.

The highest order of jnanis are completely unaffected by external objects and remain fully established in their true nature without any effort. The intermediate jnanis are “not there, when here,” but the highest jnanis can be simultaneously here and there.

These jnanis have attained such a high degree of mastery of their minds that they can focus on several objects at once. To an average person, they might seem scattered. The daily activities of the highest caliber jnanis flow naturally and spontaneously. Things happen by themselves. Their bodies and minds simply get the credit. They make no effort to do anything or to live in a particular way. This is not to say that they live in a vacuum or have no feelings. They experience pleasure and pain and remain aware of good and bad. But they consider these things to be no more than the objects of a dream.

They are like an adult playing with children. As long as they have a body, they know that they are still in the game and therefore act their parts. But they do not set new karmas in motion because they have disengaged themselves internally from the world process. So new desires cannot arise. They are free from liking and disliking, bondage and the concept of liberation; thus they enjoy floating on the current of worldly life. The life of such enlightened sages that we can observe in the world is merely a shadow of their true being. They remain perfectly absorbed in supreme consciousness as they walk, eat, study, or work, finding no difference between samadhi and daily activities. They can engage in several activities at once without slipping from the blissful experience of non-dual samadhi. They are masters of both external and internal worlds. In the drama of life they are both spectator and participant, the master players.

Parashurama: Sir, these qualities of a jnani are so personal, so subtle that others cannot observe them. Can you tell me the way to recognize a truly enlightened saint?

Dattatreya: It is extremely difficult to distinguish the enlightened soul from the ordinary man. Only the sage, himself, can describe his inner state or know the depth of his realization. Still a sharp student can instinctively recognize a jnani.

Generally a spiritual person is identified by philosophical insight, selflessness, and a loving attitude. Even an ordinary person can share these qualities to some degree, but they come naturally and spontaneously to the realized being. But remember, my son, the highest jnanis often deliberately hide themselves, for otherwise, worldly people would constantly make demands on them: “Please bless my business,” Grant me a child,” “Help me find a husband.” Only the most sincere students intuitively recognize an enlightened sage and come to study at his or her feet. Fearlessness, a marked virtue of the true knower, leaves him or her indifferent to name and fame even if he or she decides to undertake a public mission. A realized person may work in the world quietly or openly; either way, such a one remains in divine consciousness, unaffected by praise or blame.

It is hard to describe the exact signs of a realized soul. However the characteristics and qualities described in the scriptures sometimes help a novice seeker to recognize them. For example, the highest knower of truth can answer any spiritual question instantly without relying on books. But a more subtle and definite indication that a person is enlightened is the ability to solve spiritual problems without words. His or her presence, itself removes doubts and confusion.

Another indication is that sometimes instead of answering a question directly, an enlightened person may lead the student to the very source of the question and let the student find the answer for himself or herself. After the student has found the answer, an enlightened master simply confirms it. However, it is impossible to recognize an enlightened being through these subtle qualities until you have elevated your intuitive awareness to a certain degree.

First apply these standards to yourself. Only after you have measured up to these qualifications are you competent to apply them to others.

These dialogues are a fragment of those recorded by Parashurama’s student, Haritayana, in the Tripura Rahasya. In addition, other scattered references to teachings occur throughout the spiritual literature of India. However, Parashurama’s most systematic and comprehensive instructions on philosophy and sadhana are found in Parashurama-kapla-sutra, which he authored himself. This text is one of the most authoritative manuals on shakti sadhana, especially that of the shrividya branch of shaktism. Although this text is not available in English, an in-depth explanation of it can be found in the book Hindu Shakta Tantric Literature by Teun Goudriaan and Sanjukta Gupta.  
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Chapter 5

Twelve hundred years ago in the village of Kaladi, there lived a learned man, Shiva Guru, and his wife, Araya Amba. Shiva Guru’s life was dedicated to the study and teaching of the Vedas and the Upanishads. He was respected throughout the country. Araya Amba worshipped God and served sadhus, wandering monks who frequently visited that village.

The couple was childless and as they approached old age, their sadness about this situation increased. One night as they slept, both wife and husband dreamed that the sage, Vyasa, came to them and said, “A great soul has descended. Soon you will be blessed with a son of infinite wisdom and spiritual powers.” Shortly after this dream Araya Amba found herself pregnant. In due time she delivered a baby boy, whom the couple named Shankara.

Extraordinary qualities and characteristics manifested in Shankara when he was quite young. He had a sharp intellect and a powerful memory and seemed already to know anything he was taught. By the age of seven he mastered the scriptures, a feat that ordinarily requires more than sixteen years of study.

Shankara enjoyed discussing philosophical principles and spiritual practices with his father, who knew that he would not live long enough to witness the great deeds of his son. One-day father and son had a serious discussion regarding the nature of the soul, birth, death, and the process of transmigration. Soon after this discussion Shiva Guru fell ill. As Shankara watched his ailing father getting weaker and paler every day, he wondered how this physical weakness was affecting his father’s inner being. What was actually experiencing the pain of sickness and old age-the body, the soul, or something else?

In due time he witnessed his father’s death. While other members of the family wept in grief, Shankara was motionless, lost in deep contemplation. People thought that he was in shock because of his father’s death and some even thought he had gone insane. He heard and saw nothing. Hours passed. While everyone else was preparing for the funeral, Shankara remained immobile. Suddenly his consciousness shifted, his countenance changed, peace descended, and the knowledge that had been revealed to him flowed into this verse:

Water rises from the ocean,

Turns into clouds and rain.

No matter what shape and color it assumes,

It flows on, and merges again with the ocean.

Similarly, descended from the Atman,

This jiva, the individual soul,

Completes its journey and

Merges again with Atman.

As he sang this verse Shankara raised his hands, elevating the consciousness of all present. His tears of joy washed away the sadness of everyone who had gathered there.

Shankaracharya’s Visit to Benares

Benares has been a center of learning for centuries people from all over the country long to come and study with the masters of the various arts sciences who live there. The pandits (learned scholars) of Benares do not acknowledge an outsider any more readily today than they did twelve centuries ago. Before the advent of Islam, it had been a standard practice in India to introduce a new system of thought, philosophy, or spirituality by proving its validity in a public debate. The secular rulers did not involve themselves in these debates but others-particularly scholars-could be expected to challenge new ideas and test them rigorously.

Shankaracharya arrived at the holy city of Benares with hundreds of followers trailing after him. One group welcomed him warmly while another group rejected him. A third group remained neutral and waited to see how he would emerge from the scholarly battle that was imminent with the scholars of Benares.

Shankaracharya seemed oblivious to the mixed reactions and to the impending debate. He took a bath in the holy river, Ganga, and informed his followers that he would go to the Vishvanatha Temple and offer his worship to Lord Shiva. This was exciting news because people could not understand how his adherent of non-dual, absolute Brahman could worship God in a temple and yet teach others about the absolute reality without name and form. People flocked to the temple. Many came to participate in the worship; others gathered to see if Shankaracharya would participate in the ritual.

The ritual itself passed without incident: learned priests recited the Vedic hymns and the devotees, including Shankaracharya, offered the routine ritual paraphernalia. As the ritual ended, Shankaracharya rose with folded hands and spoke:

“Forgive me, oh Lord, for three mistake: I know and feel that You are all pervading and omnipresent and yet I walked all the way here to worship You within the confines of this temple. I know that there is only one non-dual truth and thus there is no difference between You and me. Yet I worship You as though You are different from me and outside of me. Finally, I know that ‘mistake’ is simply a self-created concept and yet I’m asking You to forgive me.”

It was an astonishing performance-Shankaracharya had managed to offer his worship in an exact, traditional manner without straying from his non-dualistic philosophy. The entire city fell at his feet. Some people were impressed with his intellectual knowledge; others were enchanted with his spiritual wisdom and yogic powers. And some were simply overwhelmed by the fact that he had obtained so much wisdom at such a young age. Shankaracharya found two of his leading disciples-Padma Pada and Totaka-during his stay here.

The Discourse at Jnana Vapi

“Jnana Vapi” means “well of knowledge.” It also refers to an area that lies behind the famous temple of Shiva in Benares. For century’s philosophers, spiritual teachers, and religious leaders from all denominations have gathered there once a year to discuss spiritual matters. While Shankaracharya was in Benares a spiritual conference was arranged to take advantage of his presence. The questions that people asked and the answers that Shankaracharya gave during this special gathering cover a vast range. The following discussion provides a glimpse of the teachings he gave to the people gathered there.

Someone from the audience asked, “According to you sir, knowledge alone is the liberating force. The individual soul becomes bound to the cycle of birth and death as a result of its actions. Therefore in order to attain liberation, one must stop performing actions. If that is the case, how is a person to survive in the world?”

Shankaracharya replied, “It’s true that ultimately knowledge is the only liberating force. However, one cannot disregard one’s duties and follow the path of knowledge exclusively. In fact there is no contradiction between the path of knowledge and the path of action. It is simply a matter of emphasizing a particular path at a particular stage of life. As long as one has not understood the nature of this external world, the nature of one’s body, breath, mind and soul, and one’s relationship with the external world, one must adhere to the path of action.

“While following the path of action, one must keep exploring its strengths and weaknesses. One must also keep in mind the importance of discovering the inner essence of knowledge. The path of knowledge is superior to the path of action only in the sense that it leads directly to Self-realization. But the path of action is in no way inferior to the path of knowledge because it helps lead the aspirant to the path of knowledge.

“No one can survive without performing actions. The body itself cannot be maintained without performing actions. But if a person performs actions without paying attention to the process of action, to the fruits of the action, and to the attitude toward the fruits of action, then it entangles the doer in the snare of birth and death, as well as in the experiences that come between birth and death.

“Therefore, in the process of performing actions, learn how to be skillful. Most of our actions are motivated either by the desire of gaining something or by the fear of ending up with something we do not want. Thus from the beginning, our minds are focused on the fruit. Consequently when the fruit is achieved, we become attached to it. If the fruit is not achieved, we become disappointed and dissatisfied due to intense desire and expectations. In both cases, fear is the inevitable outcome. Either we fear losing the objects that we achieved through our efforts or we fear we will not achieve those objects.

“This fear cripples creativity and destroys peace of mind. If we are successful, we cannot rest because either we want more or we are afraid of losing whatever we have attained so far. An unsuccessful person is tortured by insecurity and fear of the future. Therefore we must learn how to perform actions without getting attached to the fruits.”

As Shankaracharya paused, someone from the audience interrupted, “Sir, even the most ignorant person has some idea of why he or she is trying to do something. Before attempting to act on the physical level, a person thinks about what he or she wants to accomplish. As the objective becomes clear, the person decides on want means and resources to use to achieve that goal and, as a result, performs an action.

“Therefore behind any action there is some degree of desire. The stronger the desire, the more energy is devoted to the task. Due to that desire, a person places a value on the goal he or she wants to achieve. Depending on how valuable that goal is, a person decides which other tasks should be postponed or disregarded. Thus I do not understand how one can even begin to perform one’s actions without any desire or attachment to the fruits.”

Shankaracharya replied, “I did not mean a person should set a task at random and start performing it without having a goal. There are three kinds of action. First, there are compulsory actions that we must perform for the sake of maintaining our existence: eating, bathing, and cleaning our houses and clothes are example of these actions. They are not binding.

“The second kind of actions are obligatory actions, which we must perform for the sake of maintaining healthy relationship with others. For example people have karmic bonds with their closest relatives. Those karmic bonds can be loosened only by paying off karmic debts toward those who are connected with us. We must discharge obligations to parents, children, spouse, and even our community and society, although we are often tempted to underestimate the importance of these duties. Deep in our hearts, however, we know that the call of these duties cannot be ignored. Ignoring these duties creates conflict within and guilt and self-condemnation result. Avoiding guilt and self-condemnation is reason enough to perform these actions, even if we can find no other motive. These obligatory actions bind only if they are not performed.

“The third category is actions we perform with the intention of achieving specific objects for either temporal or so-called heavenly purposes. This type of action is binding. It is the nature of the human mind not be satisfied with performing only the first two kinds of actions, because the mind takes them for granted. The senses of purposefulness, satisfaction, and fulfillment comes when we perform actions that are not mandatory. They are a challenge for us. 

“In this area we must learn how to perform our actions selflessly, lovingly, and skillfully. By performing our actions selflessly and lovingly, and by surrendering the fruits of these actions to the higher truth, we minimize the effect of previous karmic bonds. Attempting to attain freedom from the bondage of karma by performing karma is just like using one thorn to extract another. Sooner or later one must reach the realm where there is no possibility of thorns. That realm is called the realm of knowledge.

“The realization that the purpose of performing one’s karma is to extract the roots of previously performed karmas will provide the strength necessary to perform your actions selflessly and lovingly without getting attached to the fruits. The fruits of any action then become like an extracted thorn. A wise person sees no reason to be attached to the thorn, which she just extracted. Extract one thorn with another, and throw them both away. If possible dispose of these thorns in a way that benefits others.

“It is necessary to have the desire to extract the thorn of your previous karmas. This is not an unhealthy desire; it is the motivating force for performing your actions. It is the desire to keep the fruits that is binding.”

The short dialogue is an example of the manner in which Shankaracharya shared his knowledge and elevated the consciousness of those who studied and practiced under his guidance while he was in Benares.

Ritual Practices Versus Knowledge

Mandana (follower of Mimamsa philosophy that provides a philosophical ground for Vedic ritualism) was a great teacher of the Vedas and Upanishads and was famous in his own right. His home was a full-fledged college with hundreds of students there under his guidance. Find below are a series of arguments between Shankaracharya and Mandana Misra. Interestingly Mandana’s wife Bharati, a scholar in her own right, was made judge.

Bharati: In respect to knowing the unknown, in respect to seeing the unseen, and in respect to staying in tune with the law of the divine, what is the highest and most reliable authority?

Mandana: The Vedas.

Shankaracharya: The Vedas.

Bharati: What is the intent of the Vedas?

Mandana: Rituals are the true intent of the Vedas.

Shankaracharya: Knowledge is the true intent of the Vedas.

Bharati: How do you justify your view that rituals are the true intent of the Vedas? How do rituals help one attain the highest goal of life?

Mandana: All the contents of the Vedas revealed in the scriptures can be divided into two major categories. Certain sections of the Vedas describe facts regarding the nature of unmanifest, absolute truth; the nature of the manifest world; the place of human beings in this creation; and the facts related to birth, death, and transmigration. Other sections of the Vedas describe rules and methods for living in the world, how to interact with others, how to perform one’s duties, and how to attain the highest goal of life in successive stages.

It is important to know who created this world, how it evolved, what the highest truth is, and what we are. But it is even more important to know how to participate in the process of creation that has been set in motion by the higher forces of nature. It is important to know how to follow the rhythm of nature and thereby, establish harmony between the microcosm and the macrocosm. Rituals as described in the Vedas are the way to participate in the activities of nature and to forge a link between individual and collective consciousness-the microcosm and the macrocosm.

Rituals show us how to enact the process that occurs in nature. There is a constant process of giving and receiving, materializing and dematerializing, gaining and losing, creating and destroying. Vedic rituals are the way to give and receive. By offering material objects into the fire, we witness the process of materializing and dematerializing. By giving an offering at the end of rituals, we familiarize ourselves with the principle of gain and loss. In compliance with Vedic exhortations, at the end of each ceremony the physical structure in which the ceremony was conducted is offered to the fire. This unveils the mystery of creation and destruction.

Shankaracharya: Rituals are like blankets that veil the truth. They are nets to trap our intellect, forcing us to confine our consciousness to the superficial values of the manifest world. The thinking of a person who believes exclusively in ritual practices becomes confined to this little world. Subtle thoughts of the mind and tender feelings of heart become outward-oriented. Such a person begins to believe that everything can be accomplished with the help of rituals.

Because rituals involve material objects and because there is a system as well as a defined goal, a person’s expectations grow and become vivid. When someone performs a ritual and the expected results don’t occur, as is usually the case, that person becomes disappointed. In order to cope with the disappointment, the person tries to discover the mistake in the ritual. Then the interpreter, who is usually the priest, takes advantage of the subtle tendencies of the mind of the person performing the ritual and puts the entire blame on the performer: “You didn’t do it with the right attitude of mind; you did not follow the exhortations correctly; you did not give the appropriate love offering to the officiating priests”; and so on. Such explanations create and perpetuate guilt.

Furthermore as the ancient portions of the revealed scriptures state, the original rituals were a simple means of channeling one’s devotion toward the divine. They did not require help from priests and clergy. However due to ignorance, laziness, or the tendency to lean on others, aspirants want their rituals to be done by someone else, namely a priest. In order to display their expertise and impress their clients, priests elaborate the rituals, causing them to become riddled by dogma and superstition.

As such practices continue it becomes a fad to make ritual performances glamorous, and gradually more advanced and elaborate ritualistic practices are introduced. At this stage, these ritualistic practices are no longer a means either of channeling devotional feelings or of fueling spiritual unfoldment. They become social events, a form of entertainment. And a way to display social status. These practices become cultural activities. But even before they degenerate into cultural activities, these ritual practices have little or no spiritual value.

Mandana: If rituals are so meaningless, then why do the Vedas advocate them?

Shankaracharya: The subtle essence of rituals lies in their symbolic or contemplative meanings. The inner meanings of rituals must be brought closer to one’s day-today life. In order to assimilate the spiritual value of rituals, a person not only must perform them, but also must live with the message that is conveyed by them. And the messages that rituals convey are non-attachment, selflessness, and the importance of remaining free from identifying oneself with the objects of the world.

Mandana: Do all rituals have symbolic meanings?

Shankaracharya: Yes. Rituals are like maps of spiritual practices. One cannot reach the goal pictured on the map by simply reading the map and drawing it over and over. In the beginning, in order to become familiar with the spiritual map, one may practice rituals but if an aspirant does not know how to internalize the ritual, he or she may become a good cartographer but will not become adept in spiritual experience.

Ritualistic practices are a means of keeping oneself busy in the external world while maintaining relatively less worldly awareness. Rituals also give people an opportunity to interact with one another in a relatively loving environment. However if they come to ritual with their worldly attitudes and habits, they will fight even at the altar. Therefore inner transformation, which requires knowledge and the direct experience of truth, is the only way to attain the highest good.

This short dialogue between Shankaracharya and Mandana about rituals and knowledge is just a fragment of a debate that continued for days. As the debate progressed, Mandana’s attitude toward Shankaracharya changed. He stopped arguing with Shankaracharya for the sake of argument and began to make genuine inquiries because he wanted to learn.

On the seventh day, Bharati declared Shankaracharya the winner of the debate and Mandana surrendered him self at Shankaracharya’s feet. But after giving her judgement in Shankaracharya’s favor, Bharati spoke, “Yours is only half a victory since I, the wife of Mandana, have not yet been defeated.” Thus it became her turn to debate Shankaracharya.

Bharati: What is the difference between attaining freedom from fear of death and gaining immortality? 

Shankaracharya: Attaining freedom from fear of death means attaining freedom from the pain caused by fear of all kinds. To an ignorant person, death seems to be the most fearsome phenomenon. Therefore it is the most painful experience. This fear arises from the thought, “I am going to lose everything.” Throughout life, a human being works hard and continually identifies with the successes and failures brought about by his or her actions. Ultimately all actions and related successes and failures are centered around oneself. The more concrete is the image of the self as body and ego, the more terrifying is the thought of losing the body. At the moment of death, a person is appalled by the idea of losing everything-including wealth, properly, clothes, furniture, and so forth. That is why even a person in severe pain does not want to die.

However a person familiar with the law of nature including the law of change, death, decay, and destruction-overcomes his or her attachments and false identifications and goes through a smooth transition at the time of death. The smoother the transition, the smoother the entry into the world the next time. The less the attachment to worldly objects, the more freedom one has to leave the body voluntarily.

Everyone dies-both those who try to cling to objects and those who voluntarily leave things behind. The difference is that the first group is forced out, while the second leaves gracefully. The same principle applies at the time of conception. Some are forced to be born and others enter a body willingly. The first group is bound to drown in the cycle of births and deaths, whereas the second group incarnates. For the first group, birth and death are bondage; for the second, they are part of the divine will, the divine game, and the individual simply plays as assigned role.

Freedom from the fear of death does not mean that a fearless person will never die. Rather it means that such a person has raised his or her consciousness to the level where he or she is free to exit from the body and enter a new body at will. Attaining immortality means gaining the knowledge of the immortal Self and allowing one’s consciousness to be fully established in that. This knowledge imparts not only freedom from the fear of loss and gain but also that state of infinite bliss.

With the direct experience of eternal bliss, one attains inner fulfillment and no longer craves sense pleasure. Thus he or she no longer has feelings of loneliness and emptiness but enjoys his or her perfection regardless of external circumstances. Such a person becomes master of the mind and senses. For such a person, satisfaction and happiness lies not in worldly objects but in the decision to be satisfied and happy. Such happiness cannot be disturbed as the objects of the world come and go. 

Bharati: Why are mind and senses so interested in finding bliss, or even pleasure?

Shankaracharya: Bliss in an intrinsic characteristic of Atman, the soul. In the outward journey of life it has lost or at least forgotten-its intrinsic characteristic. However without the experience of bliss, a human being feels empty and dissatisfied and searches for it.

Bharati: There is something called bliss, which is intrinsic to one’s inner being, and the mind and senses are searching for that? Regardless of whether or not they are searching in the right direction, at least the intention of the mind and the senses are correct. How can you talk about this with such certainty when you have little worldly experience, especially with regard to sex, which is one of the most powerful drives and greatest sources of pleasure?

At this Shankaracharya remained quiet for a moment. Then he said, “Please give me six months. I will gain direct experience of the world and then come back and talk to you on the basis of that.”

Bharati agreed and so, without reaching a conclusion the assembly was adjourned and Shankaracharya, accompanied by his two students, Padma Pada and Totaka, went to the high mountains. There he made plans to leave his body, enter another body, gain worldly experience, and return to his own body. He instructed Padma Pada and Totaka to preserve his body in the snow until he returned. In the yogic tradition, this particular process is called parakaya pravesha. Shankaracharya found a king in Bengal who had died unexpectedly. The entire court was in mourning when suddenly a miracle happened. As Shankaracharya’s spirit entered the corpse, it appeared that the king came back to life. And then he lived as king for months till he reentered the original body.

The Habits of the Body and the Habits of the Mind

Bharati: When you entered the body of the king, what did you notice?

Shankaracharya: It was like moving into a new cottage. The body had to be trained and adjusted to the mind and consciousness that had entered it.

Bharati: But how did you gradually lose your true self-identity? Did your mind also adjust to the habits of the king’s body?

Shankaracharya: Yes, due to a strong identification with the king’s body, the mind became affected by the bodily samskaras of the king. The more that identification grew, the more Self-awareness receded. The lesson I learned is that if one does not pay attention, then the body and mind will interact with each other almost blindly, and this interaction will lead an ignorant person into utter confusion.

Shankaracharya went on to explain the nature of desire, attachment, and the process by which the body-mind organism evolves from the subtlest principle known as kama, primordial desire. He also explained the divine nature of kama, which is an intrinsic aspect of divine will. It is from this divine will, known as iccha shakti, that the power of knowledge and the power of action spontaneously evolve. As the individual soul begins its outward journey, it keeps moving farther away from the divine nature of karma and as it does so, kama turns into worldly desire and cravings. This same principle of kama, if understood properly, can unveil the mystery of creation, maintenance, and destruction and thus can open the door to enlightenment. However if not understood properly, kama can propel a soul into the path of worldly transmigration.

Discussions related to the oneness of the divine force with the absolute truth and its evolution into the power of will, the power of knowledge, and the power of action lead non-dualism in the direction of Shaktism and more specifically, to the sublime philosophy and practices of shrividya. The tradition does not usually discuss this particular subject, and Shankaracharya does not mention this aspect of his teachings in his commentaries on the Upanishads, the Brahma Sutras or the Bhagavad Gita. But shrividya is the culmination of the tradition, which has been most profoundly described in the text, Saundaryalahari (which means the wave of beauty and bliss.)

Bharati asked many more questions and Shankaracharya answered them to her satifaction. Finally she also accepted him as her spiritual master. And thus wife and husband were ordained. After the initiation Bharati retained her name, but Mandana Mishra was renamed Sureshawaracharya”.
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