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PREFACE 

Practices based on the philosophies of Yoga and Vedānta are becoming increasingly popular 

across the world. Most practitioners approach them as ways to achieve physical and mental 

wellbeing, particularly freedom from stress. But the promise of these philosophies is much grander 

-- a total reorientation of our world view and a more radiant outlook on life -- using time-tested 

techniques for tapping into our own inner wisdom and energy potential. Isolated practices are 

easily acquired from competent teachers but the full benefit of these philosophies is harder to 

attain without comprehensive expert guidance. The traditional approach to the study and practice 

of Yoga and Vedānta is for the aspiring student to become a disciple of an enlightened Guru. In 

modern times, dedicated disciples and capable gurus are both rare. This often leaves a committed 

seeker of inner transformation confused by the wide range of resources that are commercially 

available. Without guidance on how to select the most appropriate practices, the student is unable 

to design a strategy for personal spiritual growth.  

 

The purpose of this text is to help a serious spiritual seeker who has examined the unvarnished 

realities of life and has resolved to pursue deeper levels of fulfillment here and now. It is not 

recommended for those who are motivated by religious dogma and attracted to heavenly glories 

after death. Nor for those who are looking for an introduction to either Yoga or Vedānta 

philosophies or have a casual interest in these topics. This text is addressed to those who have 

made a commitment to seek spiritual progress but are still uncertain of their path. The traditions 

of Yoga and Vedānta are rich in resources for seekers at all levels of spiritual understanding. 

Lacking the guidance of a Guru, students are left to explore alternative paths and experiment with 

various techniques, and the individual seeker may feel overwhelmed by the range of choices and 

the enormity of decisions to be made along the way. This text provides some pointers to illuminate 

choices and help navigate this unfamiliar terrain.  

 

This text is not a substitute for a spiritual guru and does not presume to recommend one or other 

of the spiritual paths available to the seeker. Rather, the approach taken is to help the seeker 

understand the implications of alternatives, provide analysis of issues and tips on practices that 

are relevant to seekers on any of the paths in the Yoga and Vedānta traditions. 

 

The introductory section of the text, Setting the Course, orients the beginner to the primary goals 

and challenges of spiritual sādhanā, providing an overview of the scope of various approaches to 

practice. The second section, Strategic Choices, illuminates some big issues that a seeker faces 

along the way, as they affect the seeker’s ability to progress on the chosen path. The intent of the 

third section, Tips on Sādhanā, is to provide brief, practical guidance on a number of practice 

related issues that typically puzzle the sādhaka.  
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A. INTRODUCTION 

A1. SETTING THE COURSE 

The spiritual journey is unlike any other -- the destination appears elusive, maps of the routes 

appear contradictory and the duration is entirely unknowable. The goals of spiritual practice go 

much beyond achieving material success -- wealth, fame or power -- or acquiring divine help in 

coping with specific calamities. Those who are motivated by such worldly goals would frequent 

temples, make propitiatory offerings or consult experts in esoteric practices to mobilize unseen 

forces to achieve desired results. Only when we realise that attaining these limited goals brings 

only transient satisfaction and falls short of the happiness we aspire to experience in life, does 

our spiritual journey truly begin.  

 

Even when we learn of the promise of spiritual bliss, we seek logical proof and hard evidence. 

Further, we may be reluctant to commit to a new path that we fear might involve giving up what 

happiness we have -- the bird in hand -- in the quest for transcendence. And even when we 

explore spiritual practice, we secretly resist any scaling down of worldly goals to accommodate 

spiritual practice. Only when our thought processes have matured beyond all these stages are 

we ready to embark on the spiritual quest, worthy of being called spiritual seekers, sādhakas.  

 

A beginner sādhaka has a lot to attend to beyond obtaining guidance on specific practices in Yoga 

or Vedānta: we need to gain clarity about our goals; get an overview of the terrain we plan to 

traverse; learn where to find expert guidance; understand what we need to acquire and what 

baggage we need to shed as we progress on the journey; identify hurdles and pitfalls we must 

negotiate; and work at accomplishing this personal journey without hurting those we love and 

respect. The purpose of the notes in this volume is to provoke the sādhaka to think about these 

issues and to provide some fodder for such reflection. 

The Goal 

A beginner sādhaka often thinks of Moksha or “liberation” as the goal of spiritual practice but has 

only a vague view of what that means. It is often stated as a cessation of the cycle of rebirth, 

freedom from the pains and sorrows of worldly life, or as eternal life with God in Heaven. Such 

definitions of the goal lead to approaching spiritual practice as ways to seek God’s favor in after-

life. Yoga and Vedānta take a different approach. The ultimate goal of spiritual practice is unique: 

to evolve our knowledge, understanding and personality so that we come to know who we are, 

what the world is, how we relate to the world around us and to the Divinity that is present in all 

things, at all times. We become aware of the interconnectedness of the whole universe. We rise 

above sorrows, awaken our innate sense of compassion, and find satisfaction in serving all and 

naturally spread peace and joy. This requires us to be constantly aware of the Divine and to see 

the entire universe as nothing more than the play of Pure Consciousness. We would readily see 

that approaching this goal requires a massive transformation of our view of the world and the way 

we think and behave. So a practical implication of this lofty goal is that we need to make our minds 

so clear and calm that the fundamental truths of life become accessible to us instead of being 

clouded in a mist of agitations and misconceptions.  
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The Challenge 

Reformulating our goals in life as cultivating a clear and calm mind gives us practical guidance on 

how to embark on our spiritual journey. We soon discover that the primary challenge in spiritual 

transformation is actually within us. Our personal experience of life is shaped less by what is going 

on around us than by the attitude and expectations that we ourselves bring to our surroundings. 

One of the major factors shaping our world view and personality is the set of mental habits that 

we have brought with us from our past lives, known as vāsanās. Created by our past thoughts 

and actions, they now reside in our minds and drive our desires, thoughts and actions in this life. 

The more intense and frequently repeated the actions in our previous lives, the stronger the 

corresponding vāsanā in this life.  

 

Since the very essence of spiritual evolution is transforming our minds, a key ingredient of spiritual 

practice is to identify the vāsanās that come in the way of progress and work diligently to 

overcome them. Vāsanās that can hurt spiritual growth are those that give rise to worldly desires, 

attachments and agitation. Our attachments to people, things, ideas and worldly pleasures occupy 

our minds and disturb our focus on nobler goals. When our desires and attachments are met, we 

crave for that satisfaction to continue; and if they are not, we are disappointed and angry. In either 

case, the result is agitation in our minds. The agitation impairs our ability to understand subtle 

truths that are the bedrock of spiritual understanding. Our progress in spiritual practice is directly 

proportional to the degree of success we have in overcoming our harmful vāsanās. Without 

overcoming vāsanās it is impossible to make our minds clear and calm -- a prerequisite for 

spiritual transformation. 

 

But vāsanās are very deeply embedded in our minds. We identify so strongly with our minds that 

dropping vāsanās is far from easy, even when we know that they are obstacles to spiritual growth. 

Simply identifying and acknowledging that we have such vāsanās is difficult enough. Eliminating 

them is a long, almost impossible process. We need to work first on substituting good vāsanās 

for bad ones, and gradually weaken all our vāsanās to the point where they no longer trouble our 

spiritual growth. 

 

Such a radical transformation does not happen without a sincere desire to reorient our approach 

to life and a willingness to let go of a lot of ideas we have held in high esteem. This humility is 

hard to come by, especially for one who might have mastered complex worldly subjects and is 

recognised as a leader in modern society. Yoga and Vedānta are subjective sciences that will 

only unfold their secrets to one who approaches them with patient devotion and diligence. Many 

of the teachings are counterintuitive and are often misunderstood and misrepresented in modern 

cultures. A willingness to rethink fundamentals, respect for ancient sages who have contemplated 

these issues in profound depth, and a sincere openness to learn are essential prerequisites for a 

spiritual aspirant to benefit from guidance on the spiritual path. 
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An embarrassment of riches 

There is no shortage of resources that offer us guidance on the spiritual journey. Indeed, their 

proliferation is bewildering, if not paralyzing to the beginner. Sages in India have meditated deeply 

about these issues from the most ancient times, debated them vigorously and summarized them 

in concise teachings. Spiritual Masters have composed detailed commentaries and elaborations 

of the ancient texts. The outcomes of this process have been preserved in traditional ways over 

all these centuries and are still alive in India, embodied in numerous texts and in the lineage of 

Guru/disciples as practitioners of Yoga and Vedānta. These teachings are conveyed to students 

in a wide variety of ways: 

 

● Inspirational talks by speakers who use scriptures such as the Rāmāyana and Śrīmad 

Bhāgavatam to explain Dharma and cultivate devotion. 

● Devotional traditions that use group chanting and music to sing the glory of the Holy 

Names of God. 

● Training in precise chanting of Vedic mantras and their application in ritual practices. 

● Rāja Yoga traditions that take the student through the eightfold path presented by the 

Sage Patañjali, with added emphasis on systematic practice of mantra japa. 

● Siddha Yoga traditions, where an accomplished Guru transmits spiritual energy to 

disciples who are rigorously trained in Hatha Yoga to master the techniques of āsanās, 

prāṇāyāma and meditation. 

● Tantric traditions that train initiates in occult practices that can be applied for both 

mundane and spiritual goals. 

● Renunciate traditions where initiates leave home, family and all their possessions, and 

live off charity in remote areas to meditate intensively. 

● Bhakti Yoga traditions that combine scriptural teaching with emphasis on well-defined 

practices to cultivate devotion to the Supreme Being manifesting as a Personal Godhead. 

● Non-dual Vedāntic traditions that emphasize deep study and reflection on Upanishads 

and related teachings to realise the illusoriness of anything other than Pure 

Consciousness. 

These diverse approaches, whether separately or in some combination, have been 

institutionalized. Many organizations offer systematic curricula and teachings that are available 

in-person and online, individually or in group settings. Spiritual aspirants may live in ashrams, or 

visit ashrams for periodic training, or live on their own as renunciates or live as householders 

engaged in conventional family and professional activities.  

What to do? 

This is the vast and complicated landscape that the spiritual aspirant encounters at the beginning 

of the journey. Deciding how to proceed is hard when objective information is scarce. Being 

brought up in a religious family and having experience of worship at temples or at home does not 

prepare us for making these choices, as the spiritual journey involves a different set of 

parameters.  
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At this point, we face a choice: one path is to pin our faith to a Guru, relying on the Guru to explain 

to us all we need to know, and to initiate us into specific transformative practices that enable us 

to unravel spiritual mysteries and elevate our understanding. This works only if the commitment 

is total, without mental reservations. For reasons we discuss later [in note B1. Guru’s Role in our 

Sādhanā], this path is not attractive to many in modern times. The alternative is to tap into a 

variety of resources for spiritual wisdom, at least until we are prepared to make the commitment 

to a chosen Guru. This path lays a heavier burden on the student to seek out relevant sources of 

knowledge and integrate them into a coherent program of spiritual unfoldment.  

 

A first step would be to be more aware of what each of these paths really involves [cf. A2. Scope 

of practice in Yoga and Vedānta.] The practices involved in the diverse paths require varying 

degrees of commitment. Relying on a Guru requires us to set aside our individual ego and accept 

unconditionally the guidance of the Guru. Other paths require us to seek out appropriate sources 

of training. Some practices, such as āsanās, are learnt progressively from trained instructors over 

a considerable period of time. Some, such as prāṇāyāma, can be harmful if practiced improperly. 

Some, such as selfless service, introspection and refining our values, involve sustained 

mindfulness to bring about a change in our attitudes. The ancient texts of Sāṅkhya, Yoga and 

Vedānta are rich with profound insights, but because they are sometimes counterintuitive to the 

modern mind, they are hard to absorb. As the key ancient texts are aphoristic and rely on 

metaphors, they are only accessible with the help of teachers who are both learned and 

experienced in their practice. Being hasty or studying texts academically may lead one to reject 

them altogether. These textual traditions propagate wisdom, not systems of ‘belief’. They 

encourage questioning and debate to resolve doubts, for which a qualified guide is essential. 

Textual understanding must be followed by self-enquiry, contemplation and meditation to 

transform book knowledge into applied wisdom. Only then do we experience the spiritual 

transformation that we seek. 

 

The beginner sādhaka seeking to navigate this complicated terrain of internal challenges and 

external opportunities faces some major issues. Whether we realise it or not, we are captive to 

misconceptions that we have absorbed from our cultural environment. Popular discussions of 

spirituality have propagated misguided or exaggerated ideas about various spiritual practices and 

concepts, most importantly about ‘God’, that are impediments to spiritual growth. The purpose of 

the various spiritual traditions is to dismantle these popular misconceptions and replace them with 

better understanding of the possibilities and techniques of liberation from sorrow and confusion. 

But each of them does this in their own way. As beginners we are rarely aware of what remedies 

we need at our current stage in the spiritual journey and it is hard to decipher which tradition best 

offers what we need. For example, Vedānta teachings typically assume that the student has 

already achieved a certain degree of mental clarity and control over desires for sensory pleasures. 

In their absence, a sādhaka would be well advised to undertake other spiritual disciplines before 

attempting to master the subtleties of Vedānta. The sādhaka’s dilemma is not made easier by the 

fact that proponents of each tradition tend to highlight the limitations of other traditions rather than 

their strengths. Sound advice based on direct knowledge of multiple traditions is hard to access. 

It requires knowledge and skill for a sādhaka to tap the synergy between the different paths 

without suffering the very real danger of scattering efforts and adding to confusion. 
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Where to start? 

The purpose of the notes in this text is to provide some ideas that help sādhakas navigate their 

course in complex terrain. We do not attempt to ‘explain’ concepts or provide specific guidance 

on any of the spiritual paths -- that is the role of qualified teachers and texts in each of those 

paths.1 Our aim here is to provide help with the basics of spiritual practice applicable to a broad 

range of paths in Yoga and Vedānta to get the beginner started on the spiritual journey. 

Somewhere along the journey we hope the sādhaka will connect with the right Guru with whose 

guidance the path forward then becomes clear. 

A2. Scope of Practice in Yoga and Vedānta 

Yoga is commonly understood as a set of physical postures designed to enhance the body’s 

health. This is a major mistake. The Sanskrit word Yoga is derived from the root yuj, similar to the 

word ‘yoke.’ In the spiritual context, yoga is that which helps us realise our own nature in uniting 

with Supreme Consciousness. Recognising that persons have varying spiritual understanding, 

physical and intellectual capacities and even interest in the Divine, there are a variety of spiritual 

paths or yogas to help all seekers progress toward this goal, each in their own way: transforming 

our attitude to our daily activities is Karma Yoga, the path of action; disciplining the mind 

systematically to deepen meditation is Rāja Yoga, the path of meditation; study and reflection, 

seeking answers to fundamental questions of life is Jñāna Yoga, the path of knowledge; resting 

our hearts and minds in God is Bhakti Yoga, the path of devotion; the use of esoteric practices to 

mobilize and channel our inner energies is known as Tantra Yoga. 

 

While the techniques vary, a key component of all yoga is to transform the mind, making it clear 

and calm. Far from being mutually exclusive, the various paths of yoga are strongly 

complementary. A spiritual seeker typically draws on more than one path in practice. Bhakti Yoga, 

Jñāna Yoga and Karma Yoga have been described as the two wings and the tail of a bird in flight. 

Karma Yoga is recognised as powerful in purifying the mind and a necessary foundation for all 

spiritual practice. Rāja Yoga is an integrated path with elements of the other paths built into its 

practice. Each path contributes in its own way to the achievement of spiritual goals. Further, these 

paths converge at the culmination of spiritual practice. A deep practice of the path of knowledge 

leads to the flowering of devotion; and the deep practice of the path of devotion leads to the 

emergence of knowledge.  

 

The path of knowledge, also known as Vedānta, is radically different from the other paths in one 

important respect. All the other paths involve acquiring new skills, and transforming our actions 

and interactions with others. They involve doing things differently. The sole emphasis in Vedānta 

is on recognising and applying knowledge of who we really are -- which is already an established 

reality, not something to be acquired or transformed in any way whatsoever. Vedānta has a central 

focus on knowing, not on doing. The basic technique used on this path is seeking the Truth 

through deep intellectual enquiry and vigorous debate. The study of scripture is followed by 

sustained reflection and efforts to resolve doubts about their meaning; and by meditation to fully 

                                                
1 For help with concepts, see “Understanding Hinduism: basic concepts explained” 

https://cmwrc2.s3.us-west-2.amazonaws.com/dev108/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/13210719/UnderstandingHinduism1OCT2014_2018update_DrRao.pdf
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internalize the distinction between Pure Consciousness, the eternal, all-pervasive, changeless 

and blissful Reality, and all the rest that is ephemeral. The practice of Vedānta is essentially about 

dropping misconceptions about ourselves and the world, not about acquiring anything new. 

 

The stark simplicity of the methodology of Vedānta has a strong attraction for those with an 

intellectual bent. But this is deceptive. The practice of Vedānta is not accessible to one whose 

mind is not sufficiently clear and calm. Scholarly learning of scriptural texts is far from adequate. 

An aspirant on the path of Vedānta has to exercise great vigilance to ensure that deep rooted 

vāsanās are not clouding our understanding of subtle philosophical truths. These issues come in 

many forms: mental lethargy, a distracted mind, craving for pleasures, desire for worldly 

accomplishments, negative emotions such as impatience, intolerance, anger, greed or jealousy. 

Any one of these failings can derail the practice of Vedānta. Any deficiency in this regard needs 

vigorous attention using the techniques of one of the other paths of Yoga. Some may have this 

quality of mind as a result of spiritual practice in previous lives. Others need to work on it now. 

Failing to do so makes it extremely unlikely that listening to discourses on Vedānta philosophy 

will have the necessary impact on our understanding of who we are.  

 

Aside from the broadly applicable basic foundations outlined in note C6, there are two practices 

that help prepare the mind particularly for the study of Vedānta. First is the practice of upāsanā 

in the form of pūjā or japa of a sacred mantra, which purifies the mind by creating devotional 

vāsanās to replace the more worldly vāsanās that are embedded in us. The second is āsanās 

and prāṇāyāma that helps prepare the body for sitting in meditation and improves the clarity and 

one-pointedness of the mind. Both these practices gradually purify the mind, making it more clear 

and calm, and ready to imbibe the more subtle teachings of Vedānta.  

 

At the more advanced levels of Vedānta, these practices too gradually drop away. Vedānta then 

takes us beyond the mind altogether to a higher truth that is accessed only by deep reflection and 

the practice of meditation. 

 

B. STRATEGIC ISSUES 

B1 Guru’s Role in our Sādhanā  

Why we need a Guru 

A spiritual Guru is much more than a teacher or guide. He or she has deep experiential wisdom 

and a willingness to help disciples overcome their limitations and gain ultimate freedom. The 

essence of sādhanā is to overcome the barriers created by our own minds; and the primary 

instrument we have is the very mind we wish to transcend. The idea that we are each separate, 

limited individuals is deeply embedded in our minds. This individuality is heavily encrusted with 

vāsanās that govern our interactions with all the rest of the world. We tend to classify all that we 

encounter into two categories of ‘like’ or ‘dislike’; and develop varied persona that we present to 

the world in different situations. With a mind and sensory instruments accustomed to deal with 
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the outside world in this way, we attempt, as sādhakas, to look inward and seek to transform our 

inner equipment, our sense of who we are and our view of the world. There are many layers to 

who we think of ourselves as being and we have great difficulty penetrating even the outermost 

layer of our self-image. We definitely need help. 

 

To make matters worse, even our goals are unclear to us. We might have come to spirituality by 

a tortuous route with changing goals: material success, family harmony, recognition by society, 

reaching heaven after death or a vague sense of being unfulfilled and unhappy. Even when our 

quest has matured to the point where we are well focused on seeking how to overcome our 

limitations and be happy, we have no idea how to go about it. There is a bewildering variety of 

advice available, directed to seekers of different backgrounds, temperaments, capacities and 

preparedness. It is hard to know what advice is applicable to us. We do not know where to begin 

or how to assess whether we are making progress toward our goal. 

 

Although the broad outlines of spiritual goals and practices are universal, the specifics vary greatly 

from one individual to another. Where we are on our spiritual journey depends on how much we 

have accomplished in previous lives, what karma we bring into this life and how we have dealt 

with the situations we have encountered so far in this life. Some of us may have only just realized 

the importance of spiritual transformation, some of us may have cultivated strong spiritual 

saṃskāras over prior lifetimes of sādhanā. We are utterly incapable of knowing for ourselves the 

range and robustness of our spiritual saṃskāras which have a critical bearing on our spiritual 

journey. Our choices on how to proceed may be based on criteria that are superficial or simply 

mistaken on which path is 'superior’ or best suited to our self-image. We are poorly equipped to 

judge whether or not we are making spiritual progress and whether our chosen path is indeed the 

right one for our needs. 

 

Setting off on a spiritual journey with confused goals and inadequate preparation is like sailing 

the seas with only a vague notion of geography and with a poor grasp of the navigational tools 

that tell us where we are heading. That is how Columbus sailed for India and landed in America. 

That is why most people have little spiritual ambition beyond a resolve to acquire brownie points 

for their after-life and pray for moksha. For the spiritual sādhaka who wishes to scale the loftier 

heights of spirituality, systematic guidance is essential. A wise sādhaka recognises this need for 

reliable personal guidance. But the question is where it can be found. 

The traditional approach 

The traditional approach to finding guidance is for the committed sādhaka to check out of other 

worldly responsibilities and move to an ashram in a spirit of total surrender to the presiding Guru 

who is himself Enlightened. Under the watchful eyes of the Guru, the sādhaka’s strengths and 

weaknesses reveal themselves, often in situations that the Guru might even create deliberately. 

Implicit obedience to the Guru curbs the sādhaka’s ego, one of the primary impediments to 

spiritual progress. The sādhaka receives specific guidance from the Guru on what to practice and 

how. Any straying from the path is quickly recognised and corrected. The Guru keeps track of the 

sādhaka’s growth and introduces progressively deeper practices as the sādhaka demonstrates 

the capacity to benefit from them. When appropriate, the Guru would send the sādhaka to learn 
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additional spiritual practices from other spiritual Masters as well. In this way, each sādhaka would 

be guided to develop to his full spiritual potential. In essence, the role of the Guru is to prepare 

his/her disciples to discover the ‘Guru tattva’ that dwells within each of us, the inner spiritual 

awareness that will illuminate our path ahead once we have connected with it. 

The modern condition 

In modern times, this traditional approach is a rarity. It is rare for a modern sādhaka to undertake 

spiritual practice as a fulltime activity and move to an ashram. For young adults, it requires an 

unusual willingness to forgo the anticipated pleasures of family life and material prosperity. 

Sādhakas who have turned to sādhanā in the prime of life have major family and professional 

responsibilities that demand their full attention. Even those sādhakas who are old enough to retire 

and have few worldly obligations find it hard to give overwhelming priority to spiritual evolution, 

which requires turning their gaze away from spending more time with their grandchildren, hobbies 

or social entertainment. 

 

The rare sādhaka who does wish to make a full time commitment faces the daunting task of 

finding a suitable Guru. Tradition says that this is not the sādhaka’s task at all. The sādhaka who 

makes the sincere commitment to pursue sādhanā wholeheartedly will automatically gravitate 

toward the right Guru. And when the disciple meets his Guru, there is no hesitation or doubt in 

cementing this connection. Indeed, there is plentiful anecdotal evidence among sādhakas that 

this does happen. At the same time, there is also evidence that so-called Gurus have misled 

sādhakas or worse. So a modern sādhaka may be forgiven for treading cautiously and exploring 

options before making a major commitment to a Guru. 

 

In the traditional setting, the Guru is one who is learned and established in Truth; and the 

relationship between the Guru and sādhaka involves close interactions daily, almost all day. In 

modern times, these conditions are rarely met. We see Gurus who have or aspire to have large 

followings, making it less likely that they can comprehensively assess the needs of individual 

sādhakas and guide their sādhanā closely; who head large institutions that have their own 

financial, organizational and marketing priorities, making personalized guidance of a sādhaka that 

much more difficult; who are not open about their lineage, without which their knowledge base is 

hard to assess.  

A realistic compromise 

If the sādhaka has been accepted by an Enlightened Guru who does provide comprehensive and 

specific ongoing guidance in the traditional style, the path becomes obvious. By serving the Guru 

with love and boundless enthusiasm, the disciple will definitely receive all the spiritual wisdom 

that he needs and is able to absorb. But if we are not so fortunate, we need to be independently 

active and skillful in exploring appropriate avenues of sādhanā. In the absence of a qualified Guru, 

we must not even attempt paths such as Siddha Yoga. For learning and gaining proficiency in 

practices such as āsanās, prāṇāyāma or Vedic chanting, qualified teachers are generally 

available and must be used. To learn the philosophy of Yoga or Vedānta, it is tempting to resort 

to the numerous texts and commentaries that are published and recorded talks on these topics. 

For some reason, the subtleties of philosophy tend to be hidden without the aid of a living teacher. 
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In looking for such teachers, we should be wary not to select teachers solely for their oratory, 

scholarship or their ability to perform magical acts but rather for the profound depth of their 

message. Unlike academic scholars, spiritual Masters have a way of making complex ideas 

simple, penetrating to the heart of the matter, laying bare their subtleties and showing how the 

teachings relate to the issues we face in daily life. 

 

Reading books, listening to talks or even enrolling in online courses can all be useful, but are 

clearly not enough. Listening to talks by numerous spiritual leaders and browsing online resources 

on related topics means that the typical sādhaka is exposed to a vast variety of teachings. The 

sādhaka needs to be able to absorb and synthesize these diverse teachings into a coherent 

personal strategy and not get confused by conflicting advice. This skill is vital for a sādhaka’s 

progress and does not always come easily. 

 

How is the sādhaka to understand the goals and processes of sādhanā, how different techniques 

relate to each other, which of them to practice and in what sequence? In the absence of a Guru, 

it is highly beneficial for each sādhaka to have at least one reliable guide, or at least a mentor, 

who can be consulted from time to time as issues arise or decisions are to be made regarding 

sādhanā. Typically, such help is readily available if we wish to learn specific practices (kriyās) or 

need to clarify specific issues -- meaning of concepts, sources of information, opportunities to join 

group practices and so on. Reliable help is harder to find in setting priorities, making strategic 

choices, and solving personal issues that affect implementation. Knowing when and where to 

seek guidance and how to implement it then becomes the lonely responsibility of the sādhaka.  

Being prepared 

This makes it incumbent on the sādhaka to acquire enough basic knowledge on the nature of 

sādhanā, which issues create initial hurdles in making headway in sādhanā, the range of 

techniques and paths available to a sādhaka, how to best access ancient wisdom, and how to 

integrate the spiritual quest into the pattern of their own lives. Equipped with such a framework, 

the sādhaka will be better able to use advice from experienced teachers to progress on their 

chosen path of sādhanā and make course corrections as needed. 

 

B2. Our Concept of ‘God’  

 
For some sādhakas, a major obstacle in sādhanā is a concept that lies deep within our minds: a 
primitive concept of ‘God’ as an all-powerful, all-knowing Person who is remote from us, 
constantly monitoring us, quick to punish us for our misdeeds, and who we must work hard to 
please in order to get admission into Heaven after death. These ideas surface in us when we 
experience setbacks and suffering in life, giving rise to questions such as: Why me? What have I 
done to deserve this? Those who have thought a little more about what religions posit as the 
attributes of God have even more questions about whether God is truly Good, Benevolent and 
Compassionate. If God is compassionate, why is there so much suffering in the world, even 
afflicting innocent little babies? If God is truly just, how do crooks prosper while I suffer? If God is 
Good and all-powerful, why does evil flourish in the world?  
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An alternative concept 

These questions have bothered human minds for millennia and countless volumes have been 
written in all religious traditions exploring these issues. Inescapable as these questions are, such 
doubts generate agony and anger that pollute our minds and weaken the foundations of our 
sādhanā. As sādhakas, we need to ask whether seeking logical, conclusive answers to such 
questions really helps us progress toward our spiritual goals. Are we not better served by focusing 
on the causes of our suffering and the means of alleviating it, as Buddha advised us to do? From 
ancient times, sages of Yoga and Vedānta have assured us that such questions dissolve when 
we gain knowledge of reality. Our confusion arises because we are not aware of who we are, and 
cannot accept that the world itself is a manifestation of Pure Consciousness. 
 
Meanwhile, our sādhanā needs to be based on more evolved concepts about the Divine, no 
matter whether we are inclined to think of the Divine as being a Personal God, a formless divinity, 
Ishwara, or as Pure Consciousness, Brahman. Any of these concepts can nourish our sādhanā 
provided we are not weighed down by ideas of God as remote, whimsical, partial, punitive and 
hard to please. For our present discussion, let us use the term Ishwara to indicate the Supreme 
Divinity, no matter whether viewed as a Person, male or female, or as Formless. It may be helpful 
to think of Ishwara as the interface between Brahman, Pure Consciousness that is beyond all 
description, and us who believe that we are separate individual human beings destined to 
experience the joys and sorrows of life. 
 
This is what scriptural texts say about Ishwara: 

● Ishwara is the Supreme Indweller who lives in the hearts of all beings and directs all their 
actions [BG 18.61] 

● Ishwara is Pure Consciousness who is all-pervasive and the Inner Self of all beings, who 
presides over all their actions [Śvetāśvatara Up. 6.11] 

● Ishwara is supremely omniscient, beyond Time, and unaffected by any aspect of the Law 
of Karma [YS 1.24-26] 

● Ishwara is the Lord of all, Knower of all, that from which everything emerges and into which 
it is absorbed [Māṇḍūkya Up. 6] 

 
By reading and contemplating on the meaning of Ishwara, the sādhaka comes to realise that it is 
more appropriate to view Ishwara not as a judge but as a compassionate facilitator in our life -- 
the Indweller who is the source of all our awareness, energy and enthusiasm for life; the Witness 
who observes all our actions and manages the Karmic content of our lives; the Protector who has 
cared for us from our sojourn in the womb all the way to the present; the Compassionate One 
who gave us life, created the world around us and tirelessly promotes our progress toward 
liberation from sorrow. As we reflect on the wonder of creation we feel humble before the source 
of such enormity and strengthen our faith in the infinite intelligence that keeps it all functioning so 
perfectly. The imperfections we observe in the world are now seen to be our own creation. Our 
own actions have created the Karmic environment in which we experience joys and sorrows; and 
it is through our own efforts and Ishwara’s Grace that we can gain true freedom from the bondage 
of Karma.  
 

Its implications 

When we view Ishwara in this way, every event we experience in our life, every situation is an 
opportunity for us to grow spiritually and progress toward freedom. We normally tend to rejoice 
over experiences that are conducive to our desires and lament those that are painful because 
they are contrary to our vāsanās; but both are equally the product of Ishwara’s concern for our 
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spiritual upliftment. A sādhaka sees conducive experiences as opportunities to remember Ishwara 
with gratitude and exercise sensory restraint; and sees painful experiences as opportunities to 
become aware of and learn how to overcome the deep seated obstacles within us that impede 
our spiritual progress. 
 
As sādhakas we need to contemplate these issues, understand more deeply our relationship with 
Ishwara and cultivate a devotion toward the Supreme Being who is all-knowing, compassionate, 
and dwells within us at all times. Shedding the shackles of primitive concepts of God, we are 
better equipped to handle the challenges of sādhanā and progress toward our spiritual goals.  
 
Cultivating this attitude based on a more refined understanding of Ishwara has enormous spiritual 
benefit. We gain a self-awareness of how we are ourselves the sources of our sorrows; we 
eliminate our animosity toward those who we tend to see as the sources of our sorrow; we 
maintain our mental balance in the face of adversity; we curb our anxiety about the future; and 
rediscover the sheer joy in living. 
 

B3. Transformation Needs Tapas  

Why do tapas? 

Whether in cooking or in reshaping metals, we know the transformative effect of applying heat. 

The practice of austerity, akin to the application of heat to transform the mind, is a good way to 

characterize the practice of tapas. Heat happens when we resist the mind’s tendencies to seek 

comfort, and force our mind to leave its habitual grooves and undertake actions it does not find 

conducive, go to places it is unfamiliar with and confront issues that it is wary of. When this is 

done with a spiritual purpose, this is called tapas. 

 

Properly designed, tapas is a vital element of spiritual practice. As we have seen, the primary 

challenge in sādhanā is to shed habits that are buried deep in the mind due to our actions over 

many past lives. The deep grooves of these habits can be eliminated only by a deliberate attempt 

to transform our attitudes, fears and cravings. This is the job of tapas. The important role of tapas 

is well recognised in our shastras. The Bhagavad Gita [18.5] lists tapas as one of three activities 

that everyone must undertake regularly for its “purificatory” benefit. The Yoga Sūtra [2.1] lists 

tapas as one of the three components of Kriyā Yoga which it presents as a complete mode of the 

practice of yoga. 

 

In our daily lives we experience many aggravations that also cause us ‘heat’. Why then do we 

need to add to them in the name of tapas? What distinguishes tapas from the aggravations of 

daily life is that tapas is undertaken deliberately, with a spiritual purpose. Tapas is designed to 

prepare our minds for spiritual growth by transforming the way we view ourselves and our relation 

with the world. Just as physical exercise expands our strength and endurance in physical activity, 

we need equivalent means of enhancing our willingness and capacity to endure bodily discomfort, 

transform our minds, stretch our courage to enquire into deeper, counterintuitive truths and open 

our hearts to the joy of surrender to a higher Being.  
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What does ‘transforming the mind’ really mean? Spiritual practices work primarily by making our 

minds clear and calm. Removing confusion and misconceptions and replacing false ideas with 

better understanding of what life is and how it works makes the mind clear. Learning how to cope 

with the sources of agitation, both within and outside us, makes our minds calm. Thus one way 

to characterize tapas is the set of practices that would work towards making our minds clear and 

calm. 

 

Suffering the trials of life can themselves be forms of tapas if we can adopt and sustain a spiritual 

attitude toward them. Doing so is extraordinarily difficult. Precisely for that reason, we need to 

undertake tapas deliberately as preparation to endure life’s setbacks and rise above them. The 

core idea of tapas is to face self-created hardship and endure it with a smile. When we have 

gained this capacity through the practice of tapas, each problematic situation in life itself becomes 

an opportunity for us to grow spiritually. 

 

Forms of tapas 

The number of ways in which we can perform tapas are too numerous to list. Some common 

examples: regular exercise, fasting, pilgrimage, prāṇāyāma, intensive prayer, service to others, 

scriptural study, curtailing our favorite activities such as shopping, entertainment or gossip, 

responding with deliberation instead of reacting sharply, avoiding injury to others…. From such a 

vast array of possible forms of tapas, the sādhaka needs to make choices based on identifying 

the tendencies that most require remedial action because they cause agitation to ourselves or to 

others. Introspection into our personalities helps in such identification. But not all can introspect 

perceptively. Guidance of a Guru is highly valuable in designing major tapas. 

 

Effective design of our spiritual practice also requires attention to goals at the micro level. We 

need to identify the obstacles we face and craft specific solutions for each of them. For example, 

to sit longer in meditation might require āsanās to open our hip joints and strengthen the spine; 

cleansing our bowels daily might need changes in our dietary habits; managing our anger might 

require introspection to identify its sources; refining our understanding of the world might require 

systematic study of sacred texts; purifying our mind might require a daily practice of prayerful 

devotion. We embark on, modify or intensify specific practices to meet specific goals, but always 

working toward cultivating a clear and calm mind. 

 

Dangers of excess 

Having heard Puranic stories of the severe austerities practiced by rishis and rakshasas, many of 

us have an exaggerated notion of what tapas is: Hiraṇyakaśipu stood on one toe for a thousand 

years until his body emitted smoke and threatened to set the whole world on fire; Dhruva held his 

breath for so long that the entire universe began to suffocate. The list of such feats is long and 

impressive. While we realise that such feats are totally superhuman, we may still set ourselves 

standards of tapas that are well beyond our capacity. Excessive, harsh forms of tapas harm our 

bodies and minds, causing health issues that are impediments to our spiritual growth. Excessive 

fasting causes malnutrition; performing japa standing knee deep in a river causes arthritis; 
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imprudent prāṇāyāma damages the nervous system; numerous pilgrimages cause financial 

hardship to the family. Prudently, we wish to identify forms of tapas that are effective in 

transforming our minds without being harmful. 

 

It is hard to find the boundary between forms of tapas that are strong enough to be effective and 

forms of tapas that are imprudent and harmful. One approach might be to remain relatively 

conservative in the tapas that we engage in daily while pushing the limits of prudence on rare 

occasions. For example, travel on pilgrimage where we are uncertain of basic shelter or food can 

give a powerful boost to our faith in Divine protection. Such experiences can be transformative 

for a serious sādhaka but are hard to come by. Modern ashrams often provide a relatively high 

degree of comfort and convenience. Pilgrimages to temples that were once remote can now be 

accomplished in remarkable comfort: the journey may be only a short helicopter ride; phone 

connectivity is rarely missing; restaurants serve varied foods; and 3-star accommodations are 

readily available. So looking for challenging forms of tapas requires some degree of creativity as 

well as courage. 

 

Designing a program of tapas 

It may be helpful to think of implementing a program of tapas in three categories: 

1. Introduce small activities in our daily lives that promote spiritual growth by shifting our 

attention from material comforts or entertainment toward spiritual practices that build 

knowledge and devotion. Some simple examples are to wake up slightly earlier in the 

morning to accommodate the practice of japa or chanting of a mantra; make time during 

the day for prayer, reflection or scriptural study; drop one meal each week; attend a weekly 

satsang; maintain silence for a brief period each day; perform acts of service to those in 

need. 

2. Modify our behavior and the way we approach life to reflect spiritual priorities. The 

Bhagavad Gita [17.14-19] provides valuable guidance on incorporating tapas into our 

routine behavior. For example, tapas in our speech is defined as speech that: 

● Does not cause agitation to the speaker or the listener 

● Is truthful 

● Is pleasant, not hurtful to the listener 

● Is intended to bring benefit to the listener and to society at large 

● Is related to the study of scriptures 

By applying such guidance in several areas of our lives, we can convert our daily activities 

into transformative tapas. Some examples are to perform our routine obligations with love; 

respond rather than react to others; pay close attention to what we are doing, including 

our breath; discover the joy of giving; be open and responsive in new situations; remember 

Ishwara as we start and complete each task. 

3. Periodically engage in a challenging activity that challenges our comfort zone and opens 

us to transformative spiritual experiences. Some examples are intense spiritual retreats; 

arduous pilgrimage; living in isolation and silence; immersion in the glories of nature in 

remote areas. 
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Tapas is vital for transforming our minds, the primary focus of sādhanā. Tapas prepares us to 

undergo hardships and go outside our physical and emotional comfort zones, without which it is 

hard to modify deep seated habits and embrace a new world view. One ‘litmus test’ of whether 

we are benefiting from the undertaken tapas is to watch how we respond when we unexpectedly 

face hardship or inconvenience. But excessive tapas, engaging in severe austerities may cause 

injury or bloat our ego thereby crippling our sādhanā. Starting small, intensifying tapas in line with 

our growing capacity and not losing sight of the true goal of tapas will enrich our sādhanā and 

speed our way. 

 

B4. Equanimity [samatva] is the key  

The need for samatva 

A part of us looks for fun, excitement, perhaps even some danger in our lives. We look forward to 

the thrills of such activities and the bursts of energy that they stimulate. Another part of us looks 

for peace of mind and enjoys a calm, restful kind of life. The first may sometimes make us too 

agitated and leave us exhausted; and the second may sometimes make us lethargic and seem 

like the peace of the grave. Both these tendencies drain energy. A sound spiritual practice can 

enable us to transcend this dilemma by empowering us to lead a stimulating life free of fear and 

agitation. The secret is to develop the capacity to preserve our equanimity in all circumstances, 

rising above the turbulence in our environment while harnessing our inner energy to live a life of 

loving service. This happens naturally when we connect with our inner divinity that promises us a 

life of fearlessness and unbroken bliss. 

 

Connecting with the inner divinity that is our own nature is best accomplished by a mind that is 

clear and calm, and achieving that is the purpose of sādhanā. Let’s think of our mind as a lake: 

we can only see the bottom of the lake if the water is clear and unpolluted, and if the surface of 

the lake is not disturbed by external phenomena such as a passing breeze. Similarly, our minds 

need to be clear and calm i.e. free of negative emotions and confusing thoughts, and not agitated 

by our reactions to what is going on around us. 

 

Obstacles are rāga/dveṣa 

The philosophies of Yoga and Vedānta are unanimous in proclaiming that the main cause of our 

mental agitation is the force of deep seated likes and dislikes [rāga/dveṣa] that color all our 

interactions in life. When external circumstances are conducive to our desires, we are happy; and 

when they fail to meet our expectations, we get angry. The resulting turmoil in our minds 

dominates our lives and keeps us preoccupied with trying to fix the external environment and 

make it more conducive to our wishes. This, of course, is an impossible mission as each one of 

us is pulling in a different direction. Only when we realize the futility of the preoccupation with the 

external environment and turn our attention inward does the process of sādhanā gain any traction.  
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Rāga/Dveṣa is born of ignorance 

Unfortunately, the force of rāga/dveṣa is very difficult to overcome as it is so deep seated that it 

practically defines our image of who we are. Its roots are in our ignorance of our true nature. 

Because we are unaware that our own nature is inherently blissful, we seek happiness from 

outside: in good health, loving family, nice house, good friends, a lot of money, being famous, etc. 

etc. etc. In time, we inevitably realise that this process is flawed. Very often we do not get what 

we like; when we do get it, we often cannot hang on to it and lose it; and when we do get to keep 

it for a while, we become dissatisfied and want more. And of course, we often get saddled with 

stuff we really dislike. Being dependent on outside stuff for our happiness just does not work that 

well. The Bhagavad Gita [5.22] says that all happiness that arises from external objects is itself 

the source of sorrow. 

 

True happiness is within 

Nevertheless, we persist in looking outward for happiness (through the lenses of our rāga/dveṣa) 
because that is the only happiness that we seem capable of accessing. We are unable to 
comprehend that we are more than our likes and dislikes. This reflects our ignorance. It does not 
take much reflection to understand how foolish it is to expect lasting happiness from objects that 
are inevitably transient. Moreover, the same object gives joy to some and sorrow to others. When 
we look deeper into the teachings of Yoga and Vedānta we learn that the secret sauce of 
happiness lies not in the objects but in ourselves. When our minds are still, we come in touch with 
our true nature. And our nature is blissful. All the bliss we experience in life is really from the 
divinity in our own nature and we ignorantly attribute it to external objects. Abidance in our true 
Self is expressed in life as samatva -- a life suffused by acceptance, harmony and spontaneous 
joy. 

How samatva helps  

The great merit of cultivating a clear and calm mind in daily life explains the emphasis in spiritual 

teachings on the need for us to maintain steady poise and equanimity in the face of tumult and 

aggravation as we interact with the world of objects. Spiritual texts repeatedly emphasize the need 

to act without being driven by the desire for the fruit of our actions and without seeking a lot of 

public recognition of our efforts or our accomplishments. It is common to characterize these 

exhortations as requiring us to ‘give up’ the joys of life, as projecting a negative view of the world 

and promoting withdrawal from social responsibility. Influenced by such a misreading of the texts, 

we might approach sādhanā as an uneasy compromise between spiritual practice and worldly 

pleasures. That would be a mistake. A far better strategy is to reduce the emphasis we place on 

our likes and dislikes so that we can freely enjoy the objects of the world without being enslaved 

by them [BG 2.64]. A spiritual orientation does not mandate that we must deny ourselves all 

pleasure; it only means that we free ourselves from the cravings that can so easily occupy our 

minds and drive our actions. Do we stop to assess whether the pleasures we work for surpass 

the effort and risks that we face in pursuing them? Enjoying objects that come our way creates 

no mental turmoil. It is only when we crave for more, become miserable when we are deprived of 

them and recall past pleasures with longing that we lose the inner connection with our true nature. 

Realizing these truths experientially is the promise of spiritual practice.  
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Being unperturbed by external turbulence also brings us fresh energy to engage enthusiastically 

in life and pursue noble goals. Instead of pursuing petty desires, our actions are driven by an 

intuitive sense of what is right and in the best interests of the whole collective. In the absence of 

spiritual understanding our pleasure is tied to things that affect ‘me’ or are ‘mine’, such as 

possessions, sensory stimuli, family, power, fame and so on. Consequently, our joy is constrained 

by the fear of loss and the reality that such pleasures are necessarily temporary. This urge to 

seek pleasure promotes greed and self-aggrandizement, even at the cost of hurting others. With 

spiritual understanding we find pleasure in all of the varied experiences of the world without the 

urge to ‘possess’ them and therefore without the anxieties that go with that sentiment [Isha Up. 

1.] A sincere practice of this approach reveals to us that there is greater pleasure in giving than 

in receiving; and more sustained joy in peace of mind than in gratifying our senses.  

This equanimous state of mind – samatva -- is the essence of Yoga [BG 2.48] and an indicator of 

the Supreme Brahman [BG 5.19]. Approaching every situation with perfect mental balance, we 

are then free to enjoy what is actually before us: the here and now. That is santoṣa, perfect 

contentment. Our minds become like a huge ocean into which the streams of desires flow without 

at all disturbing its peace [BG 2.70]. This is the state of true happiness -- unbroken, self-reliant 

and fearless, quite unlike the frenetic highs and lows of a mind that seeks joy in external 

experiences. 

B5. The Changing Role of the Body in Sādhanā 

How a sādhaka views the body 

An issue that troubles students of Vedānta is whether care for the physical body is consistent with 

a philosophy that emphasizes the need to drop identification with the body and identify with 

Ātman. It is customary in Vedānta to denounce the physical body as a bag filled with flesh, bones, 

blood, urine and feces. Nonetheless, we are also painfully aware that we are stuck all our lives 

with the body we have. We can change our house, car, clothes, friends, and spouse, but not our 

body. Since we are stuck with this body, how should we be dealing with it? Let us examine the 

dilemma using our car as an illustration: 

Let’s say we use a car as the only available means of commuting to work. As long 

as the car is working well, we might listen to music on our way to work or use the 

time for reflection or whatever. If the car steers badly, the brakes squeal, the AC 

fails or the red indicator lights up on the dashboard, we worry about getting to work. 

And if a tire punctures, we are in a state of panic. To prevent such situations, we 

are diligent about getting the car serviced regularly, with the dealer doing a full 

diagnostic check. We monitor the tire pressures and make sure we don’t run short 

of fuel. At the same time, we do not go overboard with caring for the car: we do not 

have it professionally washed every week, polish and buff the surface till it reflects 

our face, or scrub the hub caps till they gleam. But we do try our best to keep the 

car functioning smoothly at all times. 

 

Our bodies deserve the same degree of attention. It is extremely difficult, if not impossible to 

perform sādhanā if the body is not functioning satisfactorily. Pain always commands the mind’s 



20 
 

priority. We cannot sit in meditation when our knees hurt, read when we have a headache, do 

prāṇāyāma when the stomach is bloated, perform a havan when we are crippled with arthritis, or 

chant prayers when we are overcome with drowsiness. We do need to pay attention to our body 

so that the body serves us well even as we age and get more interested in spiritual practice. 

Caring for the body 

What does care for the body mean in practice? Eating healthy; drinking right; appropriate 

exercise; adequate but not excessive sleep; daily cleansing; healthy breathing to cope with stress; 

medications and supplements as needed; being vigilant about the onset of disease and taking 

early action to prevent or arrest its progress. Neglect of these measures can exacerbate the 

travails of aging. There is increasing recognition that deficient lifestyles contribute greatly to the 

onset of chronic disease. Chronic ailments such as diabetes, hypertension, arthritis, gastric, 

pulmonary and cardiac disease can take up much of our attention, time and energy making it 

increasingly difficult to maintain regular sādhanā as we get older.  

 

Being busy with family and professions in our youth and middle age, most of us do not make time 

for spiritual practice until we are older. That is when we need the body to cooperate. Sometimes 

it is too late. Without extraordinary dedication and willingness to tolerate high levels of pain and 

discomfort, sādhanā remains more of a wish than a reality for those whose bodies refuse to 

cooperate.  

Avoiding excess 

Excessive attention to the body can also be an impediment to progress. Cosmetic treatments or 

visits to spas might well be attractive for other reasons but can distract us from sādhanā. From 

the viewpoint of sādhanā, this is the key difference between the body and the mind. Purifying and 

transforming the mind is almost an open-ended task, requiring endless attention and continual 

refinement. For the body, we need only that degree of attention as is necessary to support our 

spiritual endeavors. The appearance and performance of the body ought not to become an end 

in itself. 

 

The root cause of excessive attention to the body is that we identify completely with the body i.e. 

the body is not merely an instrument for me to use, it is ‘me’. We identify ourselves using features 

of the physical body, as in “I am tall” or “I have brown eyes”. Whatever happens to the body 

happens to me, as in “I am sick” or “I am blind”. The journey of the physical body through life 

defines the landmarks of ‘my’ life. The day my mother delivered this baby was the day “I was 

born”. We dread the day “I will die”. We worry about when “I become old”. It is no wonder that 

everything connected with our body gains huge significance for us. We are intimately attached to 

our children only because they are the offspring of ‘our’ body. Everything that happens to them 

affects us very deeply; their achievements make us as proud as our own. Similarly, bodily 

comforts become paramount in our lives. Beautifying the body becomes a major preoccupation. 

Threats to our physical safety or the fear of debility in old age cause visceral anxiety. Instead of 

identifying so completely with the body, if we simply recognise that the body is a vital instrument 

that serves us in our journey through life we can develop a more balanced approach to caring for 

the body. 
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Role of external practices 

In the initial stages of sādhanā the body has an active role in our sādhanā. Saṃskāras that dwell 

in our mind are created most strongly by actions. We need to buttress intellectual understanding 

with physical actions, otherwise our attempts to transform the mind can get blown away by 

adverse conditions. We cannot apply these techniques without some degree of identification with 

our physical body. Thus body related techniques serve as a means of gaining some degree of 

mastery over the mind and preparing the mind for its role in higher realms of spiritual practice. 

For example:  

● Regular pūjā helps to purify the mind with devotional thoughts; promotes concentration 

and attention to detail; and may also help the family get in tune with spiritual goals. 

● Āsanās create a habit of deliberate action with full awareness of the physical body; the 

improved awareness carries over to the subtle realm and the physical body becomes an 

object of our awareness rather than something with which we fully identify; regular practice 

promotes discipline; well-designed āsanās help with sitting posture needed for meditation; 

an āsanā practice that is well-rounded and regular helps maintain good physical health 

which in turn is conducive to sādhanā; specific practices can regulate energy flows and 

thereby help gain control over emotions such as fear, sloth and sensuality, that otherwise 

impede spiritual progress. 

● Good yogic breathing helps manage stress, making the mind more available for spiritual 

practice. 

● Systematic prāṇāyāma helps make the mind one-pointed and clear -- prerequisites for 

absorbing spiritual wisdom. 

● Chanting of mantras helps purify and create one-pointedness of mind; also helps in 

memorizing the mantras which aids reflection on their meaning. 

● Pilgrimage to sacred temples uplifts the mind; the journey also takes us out of our comfort 

zones and prepares the mind for transformation. 

● Serving the community reduces preoccupation with our personal needs, thereby thinning 

our ego. 

From external to internal practices 

However, as our sādhanā progresses, we should progressively move from body related 

techniques to more and more subtle forms of sādhanā. External practices mature into internal: 

from ritual external pūjā to visualizing pūjā in the mind; from study to meditation; shift of emphasis 

from āsanā to prāṇāyāma; from prāṇāyāma to breath awareness to meditation; from loud chanting 

of mantras to subtler forms of japa; from strenuous pilgrimages to quiet contemplation; from group 

practices to solitariness; from discussion to silence. 

 

As we master the flow of our thoughts and our mind becomes more clear and calm, we cannot 

afford any more to be preoccupied with the body and its travails. Our aim now is to keep the body 

functional enough that it does not become an impediment to philosophic contemplation. Our 

primary focus now shifts away from caring for the body and becomes a deeper study of Vedānta 

and intensive philosophical reflection on the nature of the body and our relationship with it. Our 
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goal now is to drop the sense of individual identity that brings about the sense of our limitations 

and blocks our realization of Oneness with Brahman.  

B6. Spiritual Aspirations meet Worldly Obligations 

The call to renounce 

Spiritual sādhanā is not an ‘activity’; it is a ‘calling’. We may undertake activities to gain religious 

merit and become eligible for heaven; but we turn to spiritual sādhanā in search of something 

even loftier and we wish to achieve that goal right here on earth. The spiritual journey begins 

when we have taken a critical look at the world around us, reflected deeply on what we have seen 

of life and know there is something more precious than worldly accomplishments and the pursuit 

of heaven. When we have turned our gaze from the world to something higher, we chafe at the 

restrictions placed on us by our worldly obligations. Unless we are highly skillful, we risk falling 

short on both the spiritual and worldly planes.  

 

Ancient scriptures, spiritual masters such as Ādi Śaṅkarācārya, classical authors such as 

Bhartṛhari, and contemporary teachers extol the virtues of sanyāsa -- complete renunciation of all 

worldly obligations. Many texts warn us that the pursuit of material desires is the source of all our 

ills; that attachment to our possessions and family relationships are major obstacles to be 

overcome and that tending to bodily comforts is inimical to spirituality. An enthusiastic sādhaka, 

especially in the early stages of sādhanā may well believe that formal sanyāsa -- abandoning 

family, job and society and retiring to solitary life in an ashram or in a mountain cave -- is essential 

for progress on the spiritual journey.  

Is sanyāsa necessary? 

Faced with this dilemma of having to decide whether to abandon our family, we need to pause, 

take a deep breath and examine what obligations we currently have toward those who are close 

to us. To what extent are they financially or emotionally dependent on promises we have made 

to them in the past? Do we really have it in us to abandon familiar comforts and dive into intensive 

sādhanā -- for the rest of our lives? If there is even a shadow of doubt about the answers to these 

questions, we need to think again, to consider the possibility of pursuing spiritual goals without 

abandoning our worldly obligations. 

 

As a general rule, formal sanyāsa is neither necessary nor sufficient for spiritual practice. Ancient 

Rishis had families; and rulers of kingdoms were acknowledged to be spiritual masters. How did 

they achieve the acme of spirituality without neglecting family and societal obligations? They did 

so by practicing subtle forms of renunciation -- renunciation of the fruits of action, renunciation of 

the sense of doership of actions, renunciation of our egoistic desires and of our ego itself. The 

lesson for us is that it is possible for us to progress spiritually without having to reject our worldly 

obligations. Indeed, it is impossible for us to physically “run away” from our obligations, as they 

will gnaw away at our conscience anyway and disturb our spiritual practice even in a Himalayan 

cave. True peace and fulfillment can only be sustained when our minds are at peace that we have 

fairly met our obligations.  
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An approach that is more mature and more practical is to examine whether there is indeed such 

an irreconcilable conflict between spiritual goals and worldly obligations. The worldly obligations 

that already surround us when we first feel the urge for spiritual sādhanā came about because of 

decisions we ourselves have taken in past years. As a consequence of our own decisions we 

may now have a family that is substantially dependent on us. This is our karma, the fruit of our 

past actions. Walking away from our karma is simply not an option. Not even suicide rids us of 

our karmic obligations. So it is better we deal with them here and now. If not, our spiritual practice 

would be derailed at some point in the future anyway. Changing our environment does not obviate 

the need to discharge our karmic obligations, it might only delay the process. A wiser approach 

is to recognise that it is only by dealing with our karma skillfully that we progress spiritually. And 

there is no better place to deal with our karma than the situation that Ishwara has placed us in. 

The all-knowing Ishwara gives us the best possible opportunities for spiritual progress, if only we 

know how to use them toward this goal. Our family obligations are not a problem for sādhanā; 

they are an opportunity!  

How involvement helps sādhanā 

As discussed above, our core challenge in sādhanā is to transform our minds; and the basic 

prerequisites are adhering to our Dharma, shedding our selfishness and approaching the world 

with a feeling of love and openness. There is a distinct advantage in pursuing these transformative 

goals in the context of our family. Being naturally attached to our family members we are more 

ready to endure sacrifices for their benefit. So we can begin the process of reducing our personal 

ego in the least painful way: instead of identifying only with ourselves as individuals, we expand 

our identification to include the family -- beginning to embrace a larger identity. Our attachment to 

the family can help us shed other personal attachments and purify our minds to that extent. A 

subtle challenge in sādhanā is to relate to others in love rather than attachment. Here, too, the 

family can be a training ground, preparing us to embrace the whole of creation. 

 

Second, the family can help us see where our behavior falls short of our spiritual ambitions. Until 

we have refined our inward gaze, we are liable to delude ourselves that we have made enormous 

progress in mastering such tendencies as impatience, anger, deceit, acquisitiveness, self-

indulgence, laziness, selfishness or jealousy. We can rely on our family to point out our failings 

when we flaunt our blossoming spirituality! They readily see through any false image that we may 

project, so we are made to work at improving ourselves until the change is genuine.  

 

It is well known that the family’s demands are often many and escalating. Each member of the 

family brings their own needs and expectations based on who they are and the vāsanās they 

embody. Life becomes a series of compromises in which some family members are less 

cooperative than others. It may indeed be impossible to satisfy all members of our family. All we 

can do is to “do our best and leave the rest”! Struggling to meet their demands gives us an 

opportunity to cultivate a very powerful spiritual practice: dedicate all our efforts to Ishwara and 

let go of the outcome of our efforts. By seeing each of our family as living embodiments of the 

Supreme Being, daily obligations are divinised and become a part of our sādhanā -- be it cooking, 

removing trash, bathing children or caring for the sick. This attitude can transform the way we 
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look at life itself: approach all our activities in the family arena as a form of karma yoga -- to be 

performed selflessly, with love and as an offering to God. The same attitude can also be brought 

to our work environment in our relationships with colleagues. Sustaining such an attitude is 

powerful in purifying our minds, which is a basic goal of sādhanā. 

 

Sure, there do remain areas of conflict between personal goals and family obligations. We need 

to find time to be alone and undisturbed for study, reflection and meditation. Clear-headed 

introspection will show that we engage in many activities that are of little fundamental value and 

can profitably be dropped in the interests of our spiritual progress. Streamlining our own 

management of time, making time for sādhanā at times of day when the family demands are low, 

and being creative in melding our sādhanā with other routine activities are ways out of this box. 

Where specific allocation of scarce time is necessary, this is best addressed explicitly: Discuss 

our spiritual priorities with the family and work out a mutually acceptable plan of how to allocate 

time so as to make room for essential sādhanā that must be performed as an independent activity. 

Such compromises are less difficult when the family can clearly see the sincerity and depth of our 

own commitment to sādhanā: have we shown a willingness to redirect our time and effort from 

our own fleeting pleasures and mindless activities toward pursuing more noble spiritual goals? 

Further, there is a large scope for engaging in sādhanā without imposing a need to set aside 

additional time for it. Some ideas on how this may be accomplished are outlined in note C13. 

Life as sādhanā 

By diligent practice, we can convert our whole life into spiritual sādhanā. The loving attitude with 

which we conduct our daily activities, the skill with which we manage competing demands on our 

time, the dedication to cultivating noble values, the sense of service we bring to the society in 

which we live, the wisdom we bring to coping with adverse events and setbacks in life, the 

compassion we show in dealing with the failings of others and, above all, the joy we find in 

ourselves and share with others -- all these are indicators of our spiritual progress. And all these 

are best practiced in our normal environment in the course of our daily lives. 

 

C. TIPS ON SĀDHANĀ 

C1. Start small  

It is hard for anyone to judge where they are on the scale of personal spiritual evolution. Our 

notion of how well we manage our own thoughts and emotions is notoriously flawed, especially 

for those of us who have not made a habit of observing our own minds. It is important to remember 

this as we make our choices from the vast array of available spiritual practices and decide where 

to begin. It is prudent to start small. Any journey must start from where we are, and the spiritual 

journey is no different. If we imagine that we are already well-advanced in our journey and pick 

up practices that are only appropriate for more advanced sādhakas, it is more than likely that we 

will stumble and suffer a setback. Before introducing us to a practice, a responsible teacher would 

outline its prerequisites. (This may not happen when we pick up a practice from a book -- a very 

poor way to work on spiritual growth.) In the absence of a Guru, it is up to us to determine whether 
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we do indeed meet the prerequisites or whether we need to take a step back and work on 

strengthening foundations before embarking on the practice we have just learnt about. Doing so 

makes it more likely that our progress will be steady and provide the benefits we expect from it. 

When we do start a practice, it is a common mistake to overdo it on day 1 and then stop to nurse 

our bruises -- physical or otherwise. When we do pick up the practice again, our minds have not 

fully recovered from the earlier experience and we fear another setback. This is unhealthy and 

happens because we have initially overestimated our capacity. Starting small, scoring early 

successes and gradually building confidence is a better recipe for sustained progress toward a 

distant goal. In the early stages of our sādhanā it is better to underestimate our spiritual maturity, 

ensure that our foundations are sound and then proceed more rapidly through practices that we 

can more easily cope with. Overestimating our prowess based on exaggerated self-image can 

slow us down, cause us to stumble and may even make it harder for us to stay on the spiritual 

path. 

 

C2. Simplify our lives 

That our lives have become overly busy, stressed and unfulfilling is widely recognised by anyone 

who stops to reflect on such things. Much advice is available on how to go about simplifying our 

lives -- from shedding possessions to digital detoxing. What remains to be said is how important 

it is for spiritual progress.  

 

There are multiple dimensions to simplifying our lives. One aspect is to reduce the clutter of things 

around us. Clutter in our surroundings is a sign of a cluttered mind -- not a promising way to 

conduct sādhanā. Another aspect is to cut back on the pressure of multitude of activities. Flitting 

from one thing to the other scatters our energies, making it harder to cultivate a clear and calm 

mind. Another impediment to sādhanā is if we commit too much of our energy to a pursuit that is 

not related to spiritual growth. Our efforts to deepen our spiritual understanding cannot possibly 

succeed until we allow adequate time and space in our minds for self-study and reflection. 

Attempts to graft spiritual practice onto a life that is already overstressed will only increase our 

frustration and may lead us to lose faith in the value of spiritual practice itself. It is only when 

spiritual goals are at the center of our lives that serious sādhanā begins. How to manage the 

difficult relationship between spiritual aspirations and worldly obligations is the subject of note B6. 

 

C3. Practice Regularly 

Tending to our spiritual growth is really a 24x7 task. Without years of practice, it is hard to maintain 

the right awareness of our body, mind and spirit on a continuing basis all day. We build this 

capacity slowly, working to remove impediments one by one. As with any other skill in life such 

as sports or music, regular practice pays rich dividends in spiritual growth. It helps to build our 

sādhanā into our regular daily or weekly routines, preferably allotting a fixed time and place for 

each of them. Such a habit enlists the cooperation of our mind and tends to make it easier to 

maintain regular practice. This applies across the board to all sādhanā -- from external practices 

such as āsanās, pūjā or chanting, to internal practices such as japa or meditation. It is only through 



26 
 

regular practice that we can mobilize our inner strength and gradually erase old habits that create 

agitation and confusion, replacing them with spiritually conducive ways of thinking based on 

having a clear and calm mind.  

 

How to deal with lapses in regularity is a common issue for sādhakas. With the best of intentions, 

there will be days when we are unable to do the planned practice. Stuff happens. And when it 

does, we should not condemn ourselves for lacking commitment and wallow in our 

disappointment. That further destroys our peace of mind. A more constructive approach is to 

simply learn what lesson there is in this episode and move on. If the interruption was due to our 

negligence, resolve to do better in the future. If the cause of the interruption was entirely outside 

our control, we need to humbly accept that such things happen. Perhaps the interruption forced 

us to learn something else that has value in our spiritual life too. What is important is that we 

remain sincere in our efforts and can rededicate ourselves to maintaining the regular practice with 

a positive frame of mind. 

 

C4. Enjoy the Sādhanā 

Being regular with our practice is definitely easier if we enjoy and respect what we are doing. If 

we think of the practice as a chore, as a burden on our time or as yielding uncertain benefits, our 

minds will find reasons why we should really be doing something else. Recognising the 

importance of the practice in meeting our spiritual goals, and respecting the teachers who guided 

us to this practice are helpful in inspiring a commitment to the practice, but it also helps to feel 

good about doing the practice itself. Maybe we feel uplifted and energized by it; maybe we learn 

something useful about ourselves; maybe it helps us better manage our interactions with others. 

 

In designing our spiritual practice it helps initially to select those specific practices that do make 

us feel good about doing them. As we proceed along the path, and become clearer about the 

goals and methodology of sādhanā, we would come to recognise the value of practices that we 

did not find attractive earlier, and be happy about including them and expanding our practice. 

Being overambitious at the start and embarking on a wide range of new practices can be 

counterproductive. We may get overwhelmed and become unable to maintain the necessary 

enthusiasm for some of the practices. As our initial enthusiasm wanes we lose momentum and 

come to see our efforts at sādhanā as having failed. So starting small, developing confidence and 

savoring positive experiences early give us better long-term gains. 

 

Some people are comfortable repeating the same practice daily, and some would be utterly bored 

by doing so. If we are in the latter group, knowing ourselves and finding the right balance between 

consistency and stimulation is a useful art. Some practices such as japa may not be interrupted; 

some others may be, without much loss. Possible tricks are to shuffle various practices over time 

to preserve some sense of novelty; creating a program mixing diverse practices to prevent 

boredom; giving ourselves brief ‘holidays’ to regain enthusiasm. 

 

It may be that we do indeed enjoy our sādhanā, but only when we are in the company of like-

minded people. This is productive in the early stages when we are exploring what sādhanā 
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means, but can soon become a trap. If we participate in spiritual activities mainly as social events, 

we lose sight of the goals of sādhanā. Transforming our minds requires that we do the heavy 

lifting of introspection and concentrated practice of focusing our attention inward. In important 

ways, sādhanā is a lonely task and we need to cultivate our interest in being with ourselves and 

enjoying our own company. 

 

Finally, we must recognise that there can be a very subtle bondage even in joy [see BG 14.6 on 

sāttvic bondage]. When we find joy in a spiritual practice, we are tempted to stay with it. That is 

wonderful -- for a while. But beyond a point, enjoying a practice can also become a trap if it means 

we get stuck there and fail to explore ways to expand and deepen our spirituality. Performing 

regular pūjā, singing bhajans, practicing āsanās and prāṇāyāma are all commendable practices 

bringing spiritual benefits. But for a sādhaka to enjoy them so much and be unwilling to curtail 

them and make room for other important practices such as introspection, service or japa would 

stifle spiritual growth. 

 

The key point is to enjoy the seeking and not get complacent about where we have reached. The 

inner quest is infinitely profound. The Truth cannot ever be fully comprehended. Even as we feel 

joy in what we have experienced, we must keep alive the curiosity and enthusiasm to delve 

deeper. In the end, when we have shed all the misconceptions of who we truly are, we transcend 

both joy and sorrow. 

C5. Be Patient 

Transforming our minds is an arduous task. We are who we are because of how we have lived 

countless lives in our past. Because we have forgotten our eternal and blissful nature, we have 

come to view ourselves as limited human beings -- mortal, flawed and weak, experiencing waves 

of joy and sorrow over which we have little control. These habits of thinking have created deep 

grooves in our minds -- vāsanās that drive all our desires, thoughts, speech and actions. 

Embarking on spiritual practice to remedy this painful situation, we may not even be aware of how 

deep and pervasive these vāsanās are and how they affect our behavior. It is only in the course 

of practice that vāsanās will gradually reveal themselves to us. And when we do become aware 

of them, our first response might well be to justify them rather than recognise them as obstacles 

to our spiritual growth.  

 

When we finally begin an attempt to shed our unhelpful vāsanās, the process is challenging. The 

changes required of us in our thought processes and behavior might seem impossible to achieve. 

Progress is halting and setbacks come often. We think we have made a lot of progress, only to 

be met by a situation in which we fail miserably. Picking ourselves up and returning to the task 

requires strong faith in our spiritual practice, buttressed by sincere prayer and patience. 

Depending on the saṃskāras we carry from previous births, some practices yield results swiftly 

but others are hard to sustain. Sometimes progress might be visible to us; sometimes it may be 

so gradual as to escape our notice until we happen to look back over time or hear from others; or 

it may be happening at a deep level without being discernible at the surface, only to burst forth 

much later. We must be ready to keep at bay our habits of continually monitoring outcomes, while 

retaining our faith in the practice and resolutely pressing forward with patience.  
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It may also help to take the long view: we have been on this journey over countless past lives and 

we must have done pretty well so far to have been granted a human birth in this life. The very fact 

that we are interested in spiritual growth is further evidence that we have built helpful saṃskāras 

in our past lives. As long as we are sincere in our efforts to evolve spiritually in this life, Ishwara 

will help us in more ways than we can imagine. So why not keep at it! If the process takes many 

more lives, so be it. We are promised [BG 6.41] that the gains we make in this life will carry 

forward into future lives. So it does not hurt to remain dedicated to our sādhanā and allow it to 

fructify in a future life. Perhaps we will be surprised by how much we can accomplish in this life 

alone. It does not matter. What matters is our honesty of purpose, unfailing devotion and 

relentless practice. We are assured by the shastras [BG 6.45] that in the end, we will realise our 

goal of uniting with our own nature. 

 

C6. Lay Strong Foundations 

The spiritual journey is essentially a journey of the mind – from being agitated in the pursuit of 

material goals (artha) and sense pleasures (kāma) to a state of perfect tranquility when we have 

established an inner connection with our own blissful nature. Seeking material goals and 

pleasures necessarily involves an outward orientation. We may or may not succeed in achieving 

these goals, but in either case, our minds are agitated -- whether by elation at success or dejection 

at failure. Agitation takes many forms. We get depressed or angry when we feel the world has 

been unfair to us. When selfish desires are intense we press hard to satisfy them even at the cost 

of hurting others. That intensifies the agitation and sows seeds of conflict in our community, 

disturbing our peace further. Such a state of mind is not at all conducive to sādhanā. Yoga and 

Vedānta are emphatic that spiritual practices do not bring about any meaningful transformation in 

us unless they are based on strong foundations of ethical and selfless action in society. A sādhaka 

must endeavor to build the right foundations no matter what the spiritual path is chosen. 

Understand the Laws of Karma 

The starting point is an understanding that the laws of Karma specify a causal connection between 

our actions and our experiences in life [cf. UH-C chapter 9.] When we suffer setbacks or even 

calamities in life, they are less painful when we can accept them as prārabdha karma, the 

unavoidable consequences of our past actions, perhaps in a previous life. At the same time, we 

focus on doing the right thing now, thereby creating a better destiny for our future. 

 

It is extremely important to think of the application of the laws of Karma only to ourselves, not use 

them to explain away the suffering of others. It is logical that if someone else suffers it must be 

due to their bad Karma. But for a sādhaka, such an attitude is highly detrimental. It promotes an 

attitude of indifference and even contempt at the suffering of those around us and a pitiful lack of 

compassion for others. Such an attitude itself creates bad karma for ourselves! Our own spiritual 

health demands that we cultivate a spirit of loving compassion for anyone less fortunate than 

ourselves [YS 1.33] 
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Adhere to Dharma 

An essential step in building a foundation for sādhanā is to ensure that our desire for material 

possessions and sense pleasures is consistent with ethical principles. This is done by firm 

adherence to dharma, the ethical foundation that should guide all our actions in the world [cf. UH-

C chapter 6]. By performing one’s duty diligently and lovingly, and cultivating qualities such as 

honesty, self-discipline, love and compassion, the mind becomes less agitated by base emotions 

such as greed, anger and lust. At a minimum, following the teachings of Dharma keeps us from 

deceit, violence and other anti-social practices that agitate and pollute the mind. Only then is the 

mind available to engage in practices that bring spiritual evolution. 

A mature sādhaka knows to do the right thing simply because it is the right thing to do, not because 

it will create good karma for the future. Sāttvic action is that which is undertaken because it is 

appropriate, not in expectation of a desirable result. Adherence to this principle creates a mindset 

that is free of cravings and helps the sādhaka take the next step of performing selfless actions for 

the good of society. 

Practice Karma Yoga 

Another component of a sound foundation is for the sādhaka to become less self-centered. Our 

actions commonly reflect personal likes or dislikes, and are undertaken seeking personal gain or 

the benefit of those to whom we are attached. Spiritual evolution requires that our actions, 

including speech and the thoughts that lead to actions, are unselfish and derive from a dedication 

to the common good. The path of Karma Yoga transforms our natural tendency to be active into 

a spiritual practice when we engage in purposeful action without any expectation of personal 

reward, here or in the after-life. We fulfill our duties willingly, cheerfully and lovingly. We engage 

in actions when they are the right things to do and we offer all actions as humble contributions to 

nature’s cosmic flow presided over by God. Infusing a new sense of purpose to our lives, Karma 

Yoga gradually erodes our vāsanās and softens our personal ego by revealing the joy to be found 

in serving others and working as an instrument of God. This reduces the power of rāga/dveṣa in 

us, and prepares us for deeper sādhanā -- surrendering our hearts and minds to God in the path 

of devotion, cultivating the discipline for the path of meditation and contemplating deeply 

scriptures’ subtle teachings in the path of knowledge. 

These foundations are emphasized in the early rungs of practices in the path described in 

Patañjali’s Yoga Sūtras but tend not to be mentioned in Vedānta texts. That is because these 

foundations are taken as prerequisites in the path of Vedānta. A sādhaka embarking on the study 

of Vedānta is assumed to have already achieved a high degree of purity of mind. For a mind that 

is not adequately prepared in this way, the propositions of Vedānta are very hard to grasp and 

simply impossible to implement. Vedānta requires clarity of mind and a razor sharp intellect to 

comprehend concepts that are counterintuitive and directly contradict commonly established 

understanding of reality. Even after comprehension of concepts, a sādhaka cannot recognise the 

validity of these revolutionary propositions unless they have entered daily experience. None of 

these advances are possible for a sādhaka who is still ethically challenged and prone to selfish 
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actions.  

 

C7. Grasp key concepts  

The philosophies of Yoga and Vedānta are usefully viewed as scientific conclusions based on 

long-term empirical observation and deep reflection by sages endowed with keen perception and 

highly developed intuition. Centuries of vigorous debate have refined the definitions of concepts 

and analysis of how a multitude of factors interact to form our view of the world and influence our 

behavior. We would not expect to be proficient in modern science without a clear understanding 

of the relevant concepts; the same is true of Yoga and Vedānta. A clear understanding of basic 

concepts such as Dharma, Karma, Buddhi, Guṇas etc. is vital. Yoga and Vedānta were developed 

using the Sanskrit language, so key concepts are more precisely defined and best studied in the 

original language. Translations into another language are inherently imperfect, and can lead to 

ambiguity or flawed understanding [cf. C8: Helps to learn Sanskrit.]  

 

The methodology of Yoga and Vedānta is to encourage questioning, debate and self-enquiry -- 

very different from conveying dogmas or adherence to religious laws. Shaky understanding of key 

concepts and how they relate to the conduct of our daily lives has definite repercussions on the 

quality of self-enquiry and all aspects of our sādhanā. Furthermore, there is a strong emphasis 

on experiential knowledge, which is ultimately the only true way of knowing the fundamentals of 

life -- a prerequisite for joyful living. This too requires sharp intellectual enquiry and deep reflection.  

 

Without a good grasp of the basic concepts of Yoga and Vedānta, attempts to apply their 

principles in our lives remain haphazard and fragile. The effectiveness of our sādhanā is greatly 

enhanced by diligent study of basic texts, careful attention to the teachings of the spiritual tradition 

we practice, and being active in resolving our doubts about concepts and how they are to be 

applied in our lives. 

 

C8. Helps to learn Sanskrit 

The advantage of knowing Sanskrit is the capacity to read key texts in their original language, but 

there are some caveats.  

● Even those who know Sanskrit relatively well would still need the aid of translations for the 

more difficult texts [such as commentaries].  

● Sanskrit of the Vedas and Upanishads predates classical Sanskrit and requires special 

training to understand directly. 

● Learning Sanskrit grammar is a complex, difficult and time consuming task, especially for 

those who are not familiar with the Devanāgarī script and an Indian language. 

 

Nonetheless, a modest effort in gaining some familiarity with Sanskrit can yield good dividends: 

● At the most basic level, it is useful to know certain important concepts in the original 

Sanskrit because they are untranslatable, such as, dharma, karma, sat, cit, upāsanā, 

bhāvanā, shraddhā.  
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● Some Sanskrit words are translated differently by different authors, leading the 

unsuspecting reader to think they are dealing with different concepts. Knowing enough 

Sanskrit to consult original texts would eliminate such a problem. For example, Dharma 

may be translated as duty, obligation, code of conduct and essential nature; Brahman may 

be translated as Consciousness, Awareness, Existence, etc. 

● Some important texts such as the Bhagavad Gita use language that is remarkably 

accessible even to those with only a moderate proficiency in Sanskrit. This, in itself, makes 

some investment in learning Sanskrit worthwhile. Being able to study the verses in 

Sanskrit makes the study itself more joyful and enhances the ability to retain key concepts. 

● Familiarity with Sanskrit vocabulary brings added joy in reading and recitation of prayers 

and makes it a lot easier to memorize Vedic hymns and traditional prayers, facilitating their 

use in daily spiritual practice. 

● Knowing the Sanskrit words enables us to recall associated concepts in other texts, 

enriching our understanding of them. 

● Gaining some access to the etymology of the Sanskrit words deepens our understanding 

of their philosophical significance. For example the Sanskrit word for body is sharīra i.e. 

that which decays. 

 

The barriers to accessing Sanskrit texts have been greatly eased by modern teaching techniques. 

Unlike traditional teaching methodologies that insisted on building a strong foundation of grammar 

before embarking on study of texts, modern teachers are streamlining the learning process greatly 

to improve its effectiveness in meeting the needs of the spiritual seeker. Institutions such as 

Samskrita Bharati and Chinmaya International Foundation offer excellent online courses in 

Sanskrit for beginners. 

 

C9. Benefit of memorizing shlokas/sūktas 

Regular reading and recitation of hymns from sacred texts is of great value in our sādhanā. It 

reminds us of the teachings and has an energetic value of its own in calming and uplifting the 

mind, preparing us for higher scriptural studies and meditation. Knowing the meaning, or at least 

the purport, of these texts is of primary importance. Is there a further benefit in memorizing some 

of them as well? Yes, there is merit in memorizing texts that we use in our regular worship. A key 

element in any sādhanā is focusing the mind fully on the activity itself. Having to read from a text 

adds a layer of activity that can distract the mind from the inward journey. When we are engaged 

in a pūjā or havan that involves making ritual offerings, it is hard to create the desired bhāvanā 

[synthesis of feeling and understanding, sentiment] in our minds while simultaneously reading a 

text because we have not memorized it. When settling our minds for meditation, recitation of 

dhyāna shlokas are of great help; but having to read them from a text makes them less effective 

in achieving their purpose.  

 

Memorizing basic prayers helps us in our struggle to find adequate time for sādhanā in the midst 

of other daily activities. Memorizing short prayers that can be recited through the day also helps 
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us remember the Divine as we engage in routine activities. When time is a constraint, it is helpful 

to be able to review selected prayers and texts mentally while engaged in other required activities 

that do not tax the mind e.g. driving, bathing, walking, cooking, getting ready for bed, getting 

dressed, waiting in grocery line, picking up your children, riding the metro, [maybe even while 

sitting through boring meetings at work!] Of course, this requires committing the texts to memory. 

 

When we have memorized selected prayers and periodically recall them during the day, they tend 

to penetrate to deeper levels of our consciousness and play an important role in making our minds 

clear and calm. This is a subtle but powerful aid to our sādhanā. 

 

Memorizing comes more easily to some than to others, especially as one ages. A time-tested 

technique of memorizing is to read and repeat the text aloud every day. After doing this regularly 

for some time, memory kicks in gradually. Thereafter, periodic repetition is enough to retain the 

text in our memory. 

 

C10. Manage Questions and Doubts  

When we embark on study in any new area, it is natural that our mind encounters questions and 

doubts. For many reasons, this is even more the case for spiritual enquiry. In objective sciences, 

phenomena are measurable and conclusions are reached based on quantitative comparisons. 

Spiritual enquiry being essentially subjective, we are unable to corroborate conclusions 

objectively. Furthermore, spiritual understanding is not the outcome of the use of our sensory 

perceptions or even our normal cognitive processes. There are no independent ways for us to 

verify statements about heaven, rebirth or samādhi. Spiritual experience is essentially inexplicable 

even to oneself. It simply is what it is. There is often no logical or evidence-based proof that can 

be offered. 

 

This is cold comfort for the sādhaka who is trying to navigate a mine-field of dubious promises 

and tall claims made in the name of spirituality. We need to find a way to manage such doubts 

and questions sensibly, enhancing our spiritual progress without offending our sense of logic and 

common-sense. Teachers of Yoga and Vedānta are emphatic that the sādhaka should not accept 

statements with blind faith, but apply the test of logic and personal experience. But given the 

essential subjectivity of spirituality, the process is more complex than in other areas. 

 

This process begins with shraddhā i.e. strong conviction based on understanding and reverence 

in the validity of scriptures and in the teachings of a Guru who is learned in the scriptures and has 

a well-established experiential understanding of them. In his commentary on Patañjali’s Yoga 

Sūtras 1.20 the sage Vyasa points out that for a yogi, shraddhā is like a mother who protects and 

nourishes her child. This shraddhā, which is a term broader than faith, arises because we have 

recognised that ancient sages have studied spirituality with extraordinary clarity and intuitive 

depth and that their conclusions have stood the test of time. Others before us have experienced 

these conclusions to be true, so we are in no position to dismiss them until we have gone through 

a similarly deep process of self-enquiry. If scriptural assertions fly in the face of logic as we see 

it, we must neither accept them nor dismiss them; simply set them aside for further study and 
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reflection. Perhaps there are aspects of this issue that we are unfamiliar with which will reveal 

themselves in the course of further study and reflection. We are encouraged to finally accept 

propositions only when they accord with reason and our own experience. 

 

Scriptural discussions themselves aid this process of examination by providing numerous 

illustrations of key propositions; they also pose and rebut arguments that cast doubt on specific 

teachings. By careful analysis and reflection on such argumentation, the aspirant gains a bulwark 

against a wide range of possible doubts and develops greater faith in the scriptures. By applying 

teachings in daily life, cultivating a clear and calm mind and engaging in deep meditation on 

scriptures, the sādhaka will gain a personal understanding that leads to a realization of 

transcendental reality that lies beyond the logical human mind. 

C11. Review what Liberation means 

Most people do not distinguish between the goals of spiritual practice and of religious 

observances. Seeking personal gain in the form of good health, harmonious family, or worldly 

success motivates people to pray, visit temples and make ritual offerings. This is a transactional 

approach that does not merit being called spiritual practice. Somewhat more refined is the belief 

that by compliance with the laws of Dharma and by helping rather than hurting others, we gain 

God’s favor and a place in heaven. But Vedic scriptures warn us that our sojourn in heaven lasts 

only as long as is warranted by the stock of merit earned by our good actions on earth. When this 

stock is exhausted we return to earth and are back in the cycle of birth and death. A temporary 

stay in heaven cannot count as liberation. 

 

Liberation must be eternal and infinite in scope and, therefore, cannot be earned by finite practices 

such as ‘good deeds’. Intense devotion to God and being established in the knowledge of our true 

nature are the paths to liberation. Some schools of thought posit that an individual is liberated 

only after death; some others posit that a person who gains knowledge can be liberated in this 

very life [cf. UH-C chapter 5]. One of the most potent implications of gaining knowledge is the 

erosion of all forms of division affecting our view of the world around us. This can usefully be seen 

as happening in stages: 

● Seeing the Divine as present within us as the Life-force, sustainer and inner controller. 

● Seeing the presence of divinity in all living beings. We treat all living beings with love and 

respect. Serving other beings is seen as equivalent to serving God. 

● Seeing the One Divine principle as being the essence of all living beings. Recognising that 

we are all essentially the same means that hurting others would be tantamount to hurting 

ourselves.  

● Seeing the whole of creation, both sentient and inert, as being nothing other than Divinity 

itself, One and Non-dual. The multiplicity of forms and the dynamics of change in the world 

become no more than the play of Pure Consciousness. Such a person is unperturbed by 

desire, transcends all dualities such as joy and sorrow and remains completely free of 

fear. 

 

From praying for personal gain to seeing the whole world as nothing but Divine is a wide spectrum. 

As sādhakas, we need to be aware of our own motivations and attitudes, to see where they 
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calibrate on this spectrum of world-views. Knowing where we are helps direct our sādhanā to 

taking the next step in our spiritual evolution. 

 

C12. Engage in Satsang  

Humans are social animals and we are known by the company we keep. This is true in all walks 

of life, both professional and recreational. A sādhaka benefits a great deal by being in the 

company of the wise, which helps us connect with our own true nature that is blissful. This is the 

true meaning of the word satsang. The term is also used commonly to mean association with like-

minded individuals who are engaged in the practice of Yoga or Vedānta and share their 

knowledge and experience with each other.  

Group practices of prayer, worship, scriptural study, āsanās and community service provide the 

opportunity for sharing and for spiritual growth. We tend to draw from others what we need at the 

time, which depends on our individual personalities and what we are going through in our sādhanā 

and in our lives. Initially we are comforted by being with persons who encourage rather than 

question our interest in spiritual progress and offer loving support when we stumble on the path. 

We value this safe space and reinforcement that may not always be offered by our family or 

friends. When satsang is a regular engagement, it helps keep us regular in our practice, without 

which we may have dropped relevant practices in our sādhanā. As we progress on the path, it 

helps to know that others have questions similar to the ones that have troubled us; including some 

that we may not have clearly articulated to ourselves as yet2. Active participation in discussions 

on such issues helps refine our own understanding and illuminates gaps in our knowledge. 

Learning from those who are more advanced on our path can be more effective than accessing 

impersonal resources. These are some of the reasons why spiritual texts place great emphasis 

on satsang.  

Satsang adds joy to sādhanā, especially in the early stages of practice. In the later stages of 

sādhanā, more intensive practice is best done alone and progress may be better in isolation. And 

even in early stages, there is a possibility that group activities degenerate into purely social 

events, not really qualifying as satsang anymore. 

 

C13. Finding time for Sādhanā 

One of the most common reasons advanced for not starting systematic spiritual practice is lack 

of time. For now, let us set aside the truism that we always find time to do what we consider truly 

important to us. It is indeed a reality that our lives are busy, that we are horribly pressed for time, 

and the prospect of devoting a chunk of time to an endeavor we are approaching experimentally 

is not easy to swallow. So how do we square this circle? 

 

                                                
2 For a large range of questions and their answers, see “Understanding Hinduism: basic questions 
answered” 

https://cmwrc2.s3.us-west-2.amazonaws.com/dev108/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/13210722/UnderstandingHinduismBasicQuestionsAnswered_DrRao.pdf
https://cmwrc2.s3.us-west-2.amazonaws.com/dev108/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/13210722/UnderstandingHinduismBasicQuestionsAnswered_DrRao.pdf
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As a start, we figure out how much time we can afford to carve out of our day on a regular basis 

to get going. It does not have to be much; even 15 minutes will do, provided it is not eroded by 

other time pressures. This daily practice will remind us that we have embarked on a serious 

journey to transform our minds and leave open the possibility that we will expand the time 

allocated for sādhanā when we experience its benefits for ourselves. 

 

Having dedicated a regular time for a backbone of daily practice, let us explore how we can 

squeeze other sādhanā into our day without adding to the pressures on our time. The basic 

approach used here is to identify practices that can be done in parallel with routine activities that 

we must engage in anyway. We are already familiar with multi-tasking while driving, cooking, 

bathing, doing dishes, walking, waiting in grocery lines, etc. Instead of using every such 

opportunity to check our phones, we can dedicate some of these opportunities to sādhanā.  

 

 Here are some suggestions to experiment with and build on as we get better at these practices: 

● Listen to audio talks on Yoga and Vedānta while engaged in routine tasks.  

● Chant familiar prayers or excerpts from sacred texts. These can be tied to specific times 

of day or activities. Prayers can be chanted while we bathe, bathe our children, cook, walk 

or drive. 

● Maintain silence for some time each day [cf. C15: Being Silent] 

● Develop a habit of watching ourselves minutely as we go through the day [cf. C16: Watch 

Ourselves]  

● Target a specific habit that is particularly injurious to our spiritual progress and reflect on 

it: 

a. How exactly does it hurt our spiritual progress? 

b. What is its source? 

c. Where can we begin to overcome it? 

● Select a value or quality important for progress in Yoga or Vedānta and reflect deeply on 

it; monitor our application of this quality for a week or so. Some lists to consult: 

a. One of the Yamas or Niyamas [cf. YS 2.30-34; SB 11.19.33-39; The Royal Path: 

Practical Lessons on Yoga by Swami Rama] 

b. One of the qualities listed as Daivi Sampatti in BG 16.1-3 [cf. Vision of the 

Bhagavad Gita by Swami Tejomayananda] 

c. One of the qualities listed as Jñāna in BG 13.8-12 [cf. commentary on these verses 

in The Holy Geeta by Swami Chinmayananda] 

d. Degree of vairāgya of one of the 5 senses of perception [cf. YS 1.15,16] 

 

For each value, reflect on four questions: 

1. What exactly does this value mean in my daily life? Read and contemplate about 

this value from a variety of sources to get different perspectives. 

2. Why is it important in the context of sādhanā? How does its presence or absence 

affect the clarity and calmness of my mind? 

3. What are the obstacles that hinder my practice of this value? Are there habits, 

attitudes or fears hidden in my mind that come in the way? 

4. How can I overcome those obstacles?  
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● Pick a text to reflect on when we have a moment to ourselves. Select one verse or a few 

lines from a text we are studying; copy it onto our phone or a card that we can carry around 

with us; look at it during the day whenever we have an opportunity and reflect on its 

meaning. 

● Practicing mindfulness when engaged in routine daily activities is an excellent way to 

cultivate one-pointedness of the mind, another essential aspect of spiritual practice.  

 

C14. Practicing Mantra Japa 

Spiritual practice enables one to overcome the agitations and sorrows that are an inevitable part 

of life and mantra japa, the regular practice of intensive repetition of a mantra, is one of the most 

powerful and most accessible forms of spiritual practice [cf. BG 10.25; Meditation and Life by 

Swami Chinmayananda chapter 16.] 

Mantras used in spiritual practice are sacred sounds that have been revealed to sages in their 

meditation on the Divine. They are auditory representations of Divine energy whose vibrations 

carry esoteric significance. Mantra Japa involves repeating the mantra with full attention while 

bringing to mind the Divinity represented by the mantra. Yogis affirm that when the mind focuses 

on a thought, the mind becomes the thought. If the mind contemplates revenge, the mind itself 

burns with the thought of revenge. Similarly, when the mind contemplates the Divine, the mind is 

infused with the qualities of infinite knowledge and compassion that characterize the Divine. With 

sustained contemplation on the Divine, the mind gets increasingly single pointed in its devotion 

and faith.  

The goal of spiritual practice is to make the mind clear and calm so that we become aware of the 

Divine presence at all times. The primary impediment to spiritual evolution is the deep reservoir 

of habits and misconceptions in our minds that prevent us from realizing the truth about our own 

blissful nature and seeing Divine glory in the world around us. Because we see ourselves as weak 

and flawed human beings, driven by our desires, aversions, anxieties and fears, we fail to 

recognise the Divinity in us. Mantra Japa helps us regain our knowledge of who we really are by 

reconnecting with the Divine Being who dwells in all of us. 

How to practice Japa 

The first step in establishing a mantra japa practice is to settle on a single mantra to be used. The 

ideal way to do this is to rely on a Guru, a spiritual teacher, to guide us on which mantra to practice. 

The Guru’s intuition, aided by his or her connection with a lineage of teachers, assures the choice 

of a mantra that would be most effective in activating the subtle energies that speed spiritual 

development. The Guru would also guide the seeker through all aspects of the practice [cf. The 

Power of mantra and the Mystery of Initiation by Pandit Rajmani Tigunait.] 

Hindu tradition asserts that a sincere spiritual seeker will meet the right Guru, but until that 

happens, the seeker must make his or her own way. So in the absence of a Guru mantra, the 

seeker might choose a mantra associated with an Iṣṭa Deva, the chosen form of the Divine that 
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appeals to the seeker’s heart. Alternatively, the seeker could start with the Gāyatrī mantra that is 

widely praised in the scriptures as being the essence of the Vedas and is traditionally used at the 

beginning of a program of spiritual studies. 

Mantras could be as short as one syllable, as in OM, or longer. Popular mantras have 2, 5, 8 or 

12 syllables; the Gāyatrī mantra has 24 syllables; and there are mantras that are much longer 

too. Complete fluency in being able to pronounce the mantra correctly and easily is a prerequisite 

for mantra japa. Without this fluency, the mind is engaged in simply articulating the mantra and it 

is hard to reach the intensity of practice that is required for spiritual progress. 

It is very helpful to know the meaning and deeper significance of the mantra too. Mantra japa 

must not be a mere mechanical practice, for that does not yield the desired result. Repetition of 

the mantra needs to be accompanied by creating in the mind the corresponding bhāvanā -- the 

synthesis of understanding and feeling [YS 1.28.] It is this bhāvanā that purifies the mind by 

attenuating the deeply buried modes of thought that impede spiritual progress. Without this 

understanding, repetition of a mantra can become boring and distasteful. 

A beginner does the japa aloud, because the mantra is unfamiliar and it is easier to maintain 

concentration. With a little practice, the mantra is repeated very softly, so it can be heard only by 

the practitioner. At the next level, the lips are shut and the mantra is repeated in silence. At this 

stage, it is still possible that the tongue moves to pronounce the mantra within the mouth. With 

growing experience, this too stops and the mantra is repeated only in the mind. With intensive 

practice of the mantra, the mind begins to see the mantra as a whole rather than as a string of 

syllables. With right bhāvanā the mind has now become the mantra, taking on the attributes of 

the Divinity invoked by the mantra. This is when the mantra does its work best, transforming and 

uplifting the mind to a higher level of spiritual understanding. 

A common problem faced by seekers is falling asleep doing mantra japa. This is less likely when 

using a japa mālā, a set of beads. The standard mālā has 108 beads strung on thread, secured 

by knots at each bead and with an extra bead known as the meru that is separately knotted. The 

mālā is held in one hand, supported by the third finger. With each mantra repetition the mālā is 

advanced by one bead using the middle finger and thumb. Tradition dictates that the index finger 

is not used at all in manipulating the mālā. The practice begins from the meru and, when one 

reaches the meru bead again after completing one round of the mālā, the mālā is flipped so as to 

avoid crossing over the meru bead in continuing the japa. The physical effort and attention 

involved in correctly manipulating the mālā discourages sleep during the practice of japa.  

It is in the nature of the mind to wander from one thought to another, so staying with the mantra 

for an extended period of time can be a challenge. When the mind wanders, one simply brings 

the mind back to the mantra and continues the japa [BG 6.26.] When the mind becomes 

completely calm, one might stop repeating the mantra and rest in the silence. When the mind 

becomes restless again, one picks up the mālā and resumes the japa. 

An effective practice of mantra japa needs to be very regular, at least once a day, and may span 

several years. Only then does the seeker overcome the numerous obstacles on the spiritual path 

[YS 1.30-31.] The practice may consist initially of only one mālā a day but should gradually expand 
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to much more. At the same time, the seeker needs to practice in a spirit of surrender to the Guru 

and the transcendent Divine rather than with a sense of personal accomplishment. With sustained 

intensive practice, the mantra penetrates deeper levels of the mind until the vibrations of our 

thought flow match the vibrations inherent in the mantra. Suffused with the mantra, the mind 

dwells on the mantra even when the seeker is not consciously practicing mantra japa. This is 

known as ajapa japa, i.e. the japa that happens automatically even when we are not practicing it 

explicitly. For such a person, the Divine is ever-present in the midst of all the ups and downs of 

life, which is the aim of spiritual practice.  

 

C15. Being Silent  

Turning inward is a critical element in spiritual evolution, which means reduced emphasis on 

interactions with others. Being silent is a powerful supportive practice in turning the mind inward 

i.e. making the mind more aware of its own internal processes. For beginners, this practice might 

be as simple as not talking at all for a specified period of time. Gradually the practice can be more 

intensive: not talking to anyone at a fixed period of time each day; extending the daily duration of 

silence; expanding the practice of silence to cover all forms of communication including gestures, 

vocal signals, body language, written messages, digital media; practicing silence for a number of 

days at a stretch. The aim of such intensive practice is to make the mind completely quiet, being 

able to observe the mind as we progress through the day’s activities and identify the deeper 

sources of mental agitation. With practice, we would be able to return to normal communication 

without losing the ability to observe the mind and maintain inner calm in the midst of social 

interaction. 

C16. Watch Ourselves 

An essential element of spiritual practice is a radical shift of our attention away from outside 

experiences of objects, relationships and events toward getting to know ourselves at every level. 

At the most abstract level, it means a deeper understanding of our own nature, examining the 

true source of our awareness and joy. At preliminary stages, however, it means watching our own 

behavior closely in real time to gain insights into the way our minds work and cultivating a more 

one-pointed mind. Some examples of how this can be put into practice in our daily lives are:  

● At the physical level, we could watch what we are doing with our limbs. At the very least 

we will know where we put our keys or glasses or phone. Unnecessary movements of our 

hands or legs may signify a restless mind. Incomplete actions may signify an agitated 

mind that is easily distracted. 

● Watching where our eyes go would show us what really attracts our attention, which gives 

us a clue as to deeper desires in our own mind. 

● Being aware of the tone of our voice reveals our emotional reactions to diverse situations. 

● Monitoring our breath reveals when our minds are agitated by fear or excitement. 

● Listening to what we say indicates whether our responses are appropriate, and how often 

we express our gratitude or appreciation of others. 
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● Cultivating the capacity to watch our thoughts would help us understand much about our 

minds. For example: 

a. Do we feel jealous or happy about someone who is more successful than us? 

b. Do we feel disdain or compassion toward someone who is less successful than 

us? 

c. What sparks our enthusiasm to do something? 

d. Which of our sensory cravings derail us? 

e. Are we comfortable being quiet or alone? 

 

The knowledge we gain about ourselves helps us identify the inner obstacles to our spiritual 

growth, an antidote to a human tendency to blame external causes for our lack of success. For a 

beginner, some of these practices might be considerably more difficult than they appear. Training 

in mindfulness would help. There are many such resources available at various levels of 

proficiency. Rigorous programs such as Vipassanā meditation, can deepen understanding of 

philosophical truths such as the inherent transitoriness of physical sensations of pain and 

pleasure. This helps a sādhaka maintain mental equipoise in the face of external disturbances, 

an essential basis for transforming our minds.  

C17. Monitoring Guṇas  

[Prerequisite: need to be familiar with the meaning of Guṇas and their application as presented 

in UH-C chapter 16 and Self Unfoldment by Swami Chinmayananda chapter 12] 

 

Guṇas are an excellent analytical tool for the sādhaka working towards transforming the mind. 

Shastras are clear that everything in creation, including all objects, emotions and thoughts, 

without exception, is composed of guṇas, combining Sattva, Rajas and Tamas in different 

proportions. This means that all our vāsanās, desires, thoughts, speech and actions exhibit some 

combination of these guṇas. As our environment changes constantly, so do our moods and 

actions. The combination of guṇas we exhibit is thus volatile too, but also continues to reflect the 

underlying tendencies that constitute our personality. Close observation of the play of guṇas in 

the activities of our daily lives yields a treasure of information about our minds, identifying exactly 

where we need to focus our efforts at transformation. 

 

Spiritual practice thrives on the calm and clear focus of a Sāttvic attitude; is derailed by the 

agitation of Rajas; and is brought to a complete halt by the ignorant lethargy of Tamas. Therefore, 

as sādhakas we should strive to maintain a Sāttvic attitude at all times. When we find Rajasic 

tendencies are making us agitated, angry, competitive or greedy, we need to rein them in by 

reflecting on their drawbacks and calming the mind. When Tamas dominates our thoughts and 

actions, making us slothful, negligent, stubborn or fearful, we need to whip our mind back into 

shape, making it alert and mindful of our duties. To combat Tamas it is usually necessary to raise 

it to a Rajasic state before attempting to take the next step to Sattva. 

 

Cultivating Sattva in our daily lives requires a high degree of attention to our thoughts, speech 

and actions, constantly identifying which guṇas have gained dominance. Our shastras provide 

abundant examples of how Sattva, Rajas and Tamas are visible in various aspects of our lives 
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[see Appendix to Chapter 16 of UH-C for a tabulation of these teachings from the Bhagavad Gita.] 

To drive home the point that even our most mundane activities display the influence of the 

dominant guṇas, the following table applies this tool to analyze driving behavior. When our own 

driving displays any of the characteristics shown in this table, we can infer which guṇa is dominant 

in us at the time. From the frequency of these behaviors, we can identify whether there is a need 

to reform our driving habits as a part of our program to make our minds ready for spiritual 

advancement. 

 

 

GUṆAS: DRIVING 

 SATTVA RAJAS TAMAS 

SPEED Mindful of speed 

limit; go with the flow 

of traffic 

Mostly exceeds speed 

limit; likes to overtake 

others 

Erratic; oblivious of 

effect on others 

LANE CHANGING Considerate to others; 

signals lane changes 

Aggressive lane 

changes to get ahead; 

signals at last moment 

Careless; changes 

whimsically, without 

signals 

STOP SIGNS Stops and looks for 

oncoming traffic 

Stops briefly but 

barely looks; rushes 

through when in a 

hurry 

Erratic practice at 

stops 

USE OF CELL 

PHONES 

Does not use cell 

phones when driving 

Uses cell phones 

handsfree; stops when 

necessary  

Routinely uses cell 

phones, even texting 

in traffic 

ATTITUDE TO 

OTHER DRIVERS 

Courteous; ignores 

others’ infractions 

Honks, gestures or 

worse at other drivers 

Hardly notices such 

problems 

 

 A diligent sādhaka could apply this approach to numerous other daily activities, maybe without 

exception. The goal here is to reform our thinking comprehensively, for such is the transformation 

that spiritual growth demands. Regular introspection, with a part of our mind routinely observing 

our thoughts, speech and actions, creates a habit of monitoring our guṇas. The findings of such 

observations and analysis provide the basis for designing remedies, on which there is a lot of 

advice available from a variety of sources. 

 

Clear understanding and application of the knowledge of Guṇas can take the sādhaka to the peak 

of Vedānta. This is the essence of Narayana’s teaching to the Rishi Sanatkumāra [Haṃsa Gita 

SB 11.13] that has also been cryptically conveyed in BG 3.28. 
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D. CONCEPTS AND DEFINITIONS 

In lieu of Glossary 

 

Note: the purpose of this section on “Concepts and Definitions” is to provide brief explanations 

of terms that the sādhaka is likely to encounter in reading about Yoga and Vedānta. Given the 

complexity of these topics, these brief explanations are neither comprehensive nor entirely 

precise. It is only a beginner-friendly presentation that starts the process toward an 

understanding. 

 

The conventional format of an alphabetic glossary has been deliberately avoided because 

alphabetising is needlessly rigid in dealing with related words and concepts and explaining them 

in context. Even without alphabetic ordering, words can easily be located using the “search” 

function in digital formats. 

 

The explanations below draw heavily on two excellent and extensive glossaries that are 

available: Vedānta Glossary published online by the Arsha Vidya UK and the glossary of yoga 

terms published in The Royal Path by Swami Rama, Himalayan Institute, USA 

 

New terms are shown in bold when they are first explained in this text. 

 

Sādhaka 

A sādhaka is any jīva who has begun to make a serious effort to find liberation from bondage 

and realise his true nature by study and contemplation of scriptural teachings, preferably with 

guidance from a qualified Guru.  Spiritual techniques and practices used by a sādhaka are known 

as sādhanā.  

      

Ātman  

A key principle in the practice of Yoga and Vedānta is the importance of knowing who we are, at 

all levels of our being. Each of us can recognise intuitively that there is a core reality within us 

that is changeless although our bodies and minds change as we progress from child to adult to 

old age. That core reality which is our intrinsic nature is called ātman or ātmā. It is our true Self. 

A central task of Vedānta texts is to help us distinguish between what is ātmā and what is not. 

The word ātmā is often used to indicate the individual body or mind as well. This usage is 

recognisable in context. Ātman is all-pervasive and not limited by the boundaries of individual 

identity. It is identical with Brahman, cosmic pure consciousness. 

 

Jīva 

Although our true Self is the eternal, all-pervasive ātmā, we generally think of ourselves as 

separate individuals, known as jīva, subject to mortality, with limited intelligence and capacities. 

The jīva is unaware of his true identity as ātman and this ignorance causes him to identify with a 

limited body and mind. Thus, ātman [or Brahman] conditioned by ignorance is known as jīva. 

https://arshavidya.org.uk/glossary.php
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Such conditioning is known in Vedānta as upādhi. Thus, ātman seen through the upādhi of the 

individual body is known as jīva. It is the jīva who considers himself to be the doer of actions, 

kartā, the experiencer of all experiences, bhoktā, and the knower of all that he knows, pramātā.  

 

Adhyāsa 

Another word used to describe the process of conditioning is adhyāsa, or superimposition i.e. 

the qualities of one entity are superimposed on a different entity. Ātman is sentient, being Pure 

Consciousness, and is eternal; and the body/mind is actually insentient, being composed of inert 

matter, and is subject to decay and death. Through adhyāsa, the sentience of ātman is 

superimposed on the insentient body/mind and we begin to regard our body/mind as being 

sentient; and the mortality of the body/mind is superimposed on ātman, so we regard ourselves 

as subject to decay and death. This process is called anyonya-adhyāsa. In reality, we are ātman, 

eternal, all-pervasive pure consciousness but we come to regard ourselves as jīva.  

What we regard as ‘me’ is actually a conglomeration of many analytically separate entities. These 

are described in many ways in the scriptures as outlined below. 

 

Three bodies: [as outlined in Tattva Bodha] 

● The gross body, known as sthūla śarīra is our physical body and is no more than a 

collection of seven physical components -- marrow, bones, fat, flesh, blood, dermis and 

epidermis [Vivekachudamani 72]. It is composed of the 5 basic elements of the physical 

universe -- earth, water, fire, air and space. 

● The subtle body known as sūkṣma śarīra and also as liṅga śarīra, is a collection of 17 

entities made up of the subtle forms of the 5 elements that comprise the gross body. The 

17 entities are: 5 sense organs of perception known as jñānendriyās; 5 sense organs of 

action, known as karmendriyās; 5 vital energies known as prāṇas; mind, known as 

manas, where the inputs from the sense organs of perception are gathered and 

processed and which is the seat of emotion and doubt; and intellect, known as buddhi, 

where alternatives are weighed and decisions are made. Buddhi has the power to 

determine, reason, recognise, deliberate, discriminate, decide, and will. The 5 

jñānendriyās are the organs by which we perceive objects outside us: ear, skin, eye, 

tongue and nose. The 5 karmendriyās are the organs by which we act physically: speech, 

hands, legs, anus, and genitals. The 5 prāṇas are defined below. 

● The third body is the “causal body” known as the kāraṇa śarīra, so called because it is 

the home of our ignorance of who we are, because of which the other two bodies take 

form. 

 

Prāṇas are the life force or vital energies that function in our body to regulate various bodily and 

mental functions. Since breath is the vehicle for the flow of prāṇa, prāṇas are closely associated 

with breath, vāyu. There are five main prāṇas and 5 subsidiary prāṇas. The main prāṇas are: 

prāṇa: the same word prāṇa is used to indicate the collective of all vital energies as well as the 

primary vital energy responsible for respiration; apāna: the downward flowing vital energy 

responsible for excretion; vyāna: pervades the body and is responsible for circulation; udāna: 

the upward flowing vital energy that is mobilized during meditation; samāna is the vital energy 
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responsible for digestion, whose abode is in the center of the body. The subsidiary prāṇas are 

responsible for other bodily functions such as vomiting, winking, sneezing and yawning. 

 

Mind 

Separate from the physical body and prāṇas, is the inner equipment of the jīva which is known 

as antaḥkaraṇa. It has four components consisting of manas, buddhi, citta and ahaṅkāra. Manas 

is the mind; buddhi is the intellect; citta is the repository of saṃskāras and vāsanās which are 

the subtle impressions and habits from our previous lives that drive our thinking and actions in 

this life; and ahaṅkāra is the idea that I am separate from all other beings and things. Ahaṅkāra, 

literally means the “I-maker”, which expresses as “I” and “mine” and is the source of the idea that 

I am a jīva. It is the seat of primordial ignorance of the nature of our true Self. For this reason, 

ahamkara is also referred to as cid-ābhāsa, the reflection of cit, pure consciousness or 

Brahman. Sometimes all four of the components of antahkāraṇa are referred to as manas, 

leading to the definition of manas as a flow of thoughts, not a physical entity as such.  

 

Viveka 

Viveka means the power of discrimination or being able to discern one thing from another. A 

fundamental technique in Vedānta is to distinguish between ātman and everything else, noting 

that only ātman is eternal and changeless, all else is subject to change from an absolute 

standpoint. This is known as nitya-anitya vastu viveka where nitya means eternal, changeless; 

and anitya means ephemeral, subject to change. Ātman is infinite, all-pervasive and without 

attributes or form. Worldly objects have nama-rupa, name and form, and are subject to change. 

This makes them other than ātmā. The systematic rejection of all external objects or concepts of 

the mind, known as the Vedānta practice of neti-neti, leads us to a realization of our true nature 

as ātmā. 

 

Kośa 

Another analytical approach to understanding the human body is distinguishing the 5 outer layers 

that constitute “sheaths” surrounding the central reality of ātman, the in-dweller in each being. 

This technique is known as pañca-kośa viveka. The outermost layer, corresponding to the 

physical body is the “food sheath” or annamaya-kośa. The next layer is the energy sheath which 

includes the sense organs, and is known as prāṇamaya-kośa. The third layer corresponds to 

the mind and is known as manomaya kośa. The fourth layer corresponds to the intellect and is 

known as vijñānamaya kośa. The innermost layer, corresponding to the kāraṇa-sharīra is known 

as the “bliss sheath”, ānandamaya kośa. Although the successive sheaths are commonly 

described as being outer/inner, this is a misnomer. Each inner sheath is successively more 

subtle, which means it pervades all the less subtle, outer sheaths in the hierarchy. At the core is 

the most subtle and pervasive of all, ātman. This technique is used by sādhakas to shift their 

identification systematically to the more subtle layers of their identity until the identity with ātman 

is fully realized.  
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Avasthā 

Another analytical technique that focuses sharply on the relation of individual consciousness with 

ātman is avasthātraya viveka i.e. distinguishing the 3 states of human consciousness. Each 

human being experiences the three states of waking, dream and dreamless sleep. These are 

known as jāgrat-avasthā, svapna-avasthā and suṣupti-avasthā. The sleep state is also known 

as nidrā. But pervading all these three states of consciousness is a fourth that serves as a 

substratum for all experience, turīya, which corresponds to ātman. 

 

A technique applied in meditation is the analytical distinction between the seer, who perceives 

all objects, and the objects that are seen. This is known as dṛg-dṛśya viveka. This technique 

reveals that there is finally only one seer, the ātman; all else belongs to the set of objects that 

are seen. Ātman itself is never seen as an object, it is ever the subject of all perception and 

knowledge. 

 

Guṇa 

A powerful way to understand our constitution and behavior is analysis in terms of guṇa, the 

building blocks of prakṛti. Everything other than ātman is composed of guṇas. There are three 

guṇas -- sattva, rajas and tamas -- that appear as our personality in an infinite variety of 

combinations. Their dominant characteristics are: sattva, purity and knowledge; rajas, agitation 

and restlessness; tamas, inertia and ignorance. All three guṇas are present in each human being 

at any time, but their proportions vary from one person to another. Further, within each being, 

their strength may vary over time, depending on the situation. Their impact is evident to us in our 

actions, feelings and thoughts. The concept of guṇa thus enables us to understand the similarities 

and differences between us and others in our behavior. 

 

Learning Vedānta  

The fundamental practice in Vedānta is vicāra, deep, relentless enquiry into the mysteries of life, 

guided by scriptural teachings. The first stage of this process is śravaṇa, listening to, 

understanding and appreciating the significance of the teachings. The second stage is manana, 

reflecting on the teachings, identifying the doubts rising in our mind and seeking to resolve these 

doubts. The third stage is nididhyāsana, continuous reflection and meditation on the key 

teachings, putting them into practice in our lives. This is not a linear but a repetitive process and 

continues until the teachings are fully absorbed and we become one with the goal of Vedānta. 

 

Prerequisites for Vedānta 

Study and reflection on Vedānta requires a mind that is adequately prepared for such inquiry. 

Vedānta texts identify four requirements that a student must cultivate in order to progress 

satisfactorily in the study of Vedānta. The first is viveka, the ability to separately recognise ātmā 

from non-ātmā, the eternal from the perishable. The second is vairāgya, free from the pressures 

of likes and dislikes, free from desire for pleasurable objects in this world or in after-life. The third 

requirement of a qualified student is a set of six qualities: sama, a mind that is not disturbed by 

agitations; dama, a mind that is capable of restraining the sense organs from seeking the objects 

of desire; uparati, withdrawal from the temptations of the world; titikṣā, a mind capable of 
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bearing the pinpricks of life without complaint; shraddhā, strong commitment, deep conviction, 

faith buttressed by understanding; and the last of the set of six is samādhāna, a tranquil mind 

engaged in the contemplation of the Supreme. The fourth requirement of a qualified student is 

mumukṣutva, the ardent desire for liberation from the sorrows of saṃsāra. 

 

Goals of Sādhanā 

Both Yoga and Vedānta are emphatic that the goal of sādhanā is liberation, not merely to attain 

svarga, heaven, that is only a temporary sojourn between lives on earth. Liberation is a 

comprehensive and permanent freedom from the sorrows of saṃsāra but different sources use 

a variety of terms in describing what liberation is. The most general term for liberation is moksha 

or mukti. When liberation is achieved only after death of the physical body, it is known as 

videhamukti or krama-mukti. When liberation is achieved by gaining knowledge while still living, 

it is known as jīvanmukti or sadyo-mukti. A person who has attained jīvanmukti is also known 

as a jñāni, a Realised person, established in experiential knowledge of the Self or a sthitaprajña, 

person of steady wisdom. This knowledge is direct and immediate, of the nature of self-

awareness, known as aparokṣa jñāna. In Yoga philosophy, the term used is kaivalya, which 

means oneness, i.e. when the Puruṣa realises that he is no longer entangled with Prakṛti. Another 

term used for liberation is nirvāṇa, the stillness that comes with abidance in perfect Self-

knowledge. 

 

Diagnosing the problem 

The goals of Yoga and Vedānta may also be described as duḥkha nivṛtti and sukha prāpti i.e. 

the avoidance of sorrow and gaining happiness. Short of liberation, the human mind is subject to 

the ups and downs of joys and sorrows. The sources of our agitation are many and varied. 

Scriptures characterize them in a variety of ways. Sorrows are categorized as arising from three 

possible sources: ādhibhautika, the world around us; ādhidaivika, the unknown and unseen 

forces that may be viewed as the play of divine forces; and ādhyātmika, our own minds. An 

underlying reason why we become agitated is that worldly phenomena appear in pairs of 

opposites, known as dvandva, such as hot and cold, gain and loss. Because we are driven by 

our likes and dislikes, known as rāga/dveṣa, we are happy or unhappy depending on whether 

we find the external circumstances as being conducive or unconducive to our preferences. These 

preferences arise from our vāsanās that drive our behavior in the absence of Self-knowledge. 

Another result of our vāsanās are the negative emotional tendencies in our minds that are often 

cited as the ṣaṭ-ripu i.e. six enemies. These six emotions are kāma, uncontrollable desire; 

krodha, anger; lobha, greed; moha, delusion, or inability to see worldly phenomena as they 

really are; mada, the intoxication of pride; mātsarya, jealousy at those who are ahead of us in 

any way. 

In Yoga philosophy, the root causes of pain are known as kleśas. The most fundamental root of 

pain is avidyā, ignorance of our true nature. This leads in turn to four more kleśas: asmitā, rāga, 

dveṣa and abhiniveśa. Asmitā is the mistaken idea that I am an individual personality; rāga and 

dveṣa are the likes and dislikes that characterize my personality; and abhiniveśa is the fear of 

threats to my identity and individual existence.  
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Techniques of Yoga 

To overcome the kleśas, Yoga philosophy prescribes gaining mastery over the modifications of 

the mind, citta-vṛtti-nirodha. The basic method of doing so is abhyāsa and vairāgya. Abhyāsa 

is systematic, uninterrupted and dedicated practice of yoga techniques for a long time; and 

vairāgya is seeing things as they are, without the coloration of our likes/dislikes. So vairāgya is 

also translated as non-attachment, or detachment from sensory pleasures. Another technique 

outlined in Patañjali’s Yoga Sūtras is known as kriyā yoga which is composed of three 

components: tapas, svādhyāya and īśvara praṇidhāna. Tapas is the practice of austerities to 

bring about perfection of body and senses; svādhyāya is study of the self or study of the 

scriptures by oneself; and īśvara praṇidhāna is surrender to Ishwara.  

 

Aṣṭāṅga Yoga 

Patañjali’s Yoga Sūtras are best known for the presentation of aṣṭāṅga yoga, the yoga of eight 

limbs. This is a set of systematic practices proceeding from ethical foundations all the way to 

complete absorption in pure consciousness. The first four steps are classified as bahiraṅga 

sādhanā, external practices and the next four are classified as antaraṅga sādhanā, internal 

practices. 

The first four steps of aṣṭāṅga yoga are yama, niyama, āsanā and prāṇāyāma. Yama is the name 

given to the set of ethical prescriptions that restrain us from undesirable behaviors. There are 

five yama: ahiṃsā, satya, asteya, brahmacharya and aparigraha. Ahiṃsā is non-injury in 

thought, word or deed; satya is truth, not lying; asteya is abstaining from stealing; 

brahmacharya is non-indulgence of the senses, often translated as celibacy; aparigraha is non-

acquisitiveness, not accumulating more than we need. Niyama is the name given to the set of 

five prescriptions of desirable behavior. The five niyama are śauca, santoṣa, and three more that 

also comprise kriyā yoga: tapas, svādhyāya and īśvara praṇidhāna. Śauca is cleanliness, both 

external and internal; santoṣa is contentment; tapas is the practice of austerities; svādhyāya is 

self-study; and īśvara praṇidhāna is surrender to Ishwara. Āsanā is the practice of physical 

postures that promote physical, energetic and mental health. Prāṇāyāma is the use of breathing 

techniques to gain control of prāṇa, the vital energies that sustain life. 

The second set of four steps of aṣṭāṅga yoga are pratyāhāra, dhāraṇā, dhyāna and samādhi. 

Pratyāhāra is the withdrawal and control of the senses in order to help the mind concentrate; 

dhāraṇā is mental concentration, swiftly bringing the mind back to a single focus of 

concentration; dhyāna is prolonged unbroken concentration on a single mental focus; and the 

final step, samādhi is complete absorption in pure consciousness, with no separation between 

the meditator and the object of meditation.  

 

Samādhi 

There are two broad categories of samādhi: nirvikalpa and savikalpa. Nirvikalpa samādhi is 

when the absorption of individual consciousness is so complete that there are absolutely no 

distinctions left. All is one, with no separations of any kind even at the most subtle levels of 

consciousness. The lower stages of samādhi are known as savikalpa samādhi, where the 

meditator gains direct knowledge of the essence of the specific object of meditation but the subtle 

seeds of separateness remain. 
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Nāḍī and Chakra 

A central aspect of the practice of yoga is gaining mastery over the flows of prāṇa. The channels 

in the body that carry prāṇa are known as nāḍī. Yogis have mapped 72000 nāḍī in the human 

body. Of them there are three of particular importance for gaining the experience of samādhi: 

ida, pingala and suṣumṇā. All three of these nāḍī flow along the spinal column. The prāṇa energy 

in the ida is relatively passive, known as feminine and lunar in nature. The prāṇa energy in the 

pingala is relatively active, known as masculine and solar in nature. Ida channel flows into the 

left nostril and pingala into the right nostril. When these flows are perfectly balanced, energy 

enters and flows through the central channel, known as suṣumṇā nāḍī. These three nāḍī extend 

from the base of the spine to the crown of the head through energy centers along the spine 

known as chakras. Each chakra represents the intersection of at least three nāḍīs. The chakras 

traversed by the ida, pingala and suṣumṇā are: mūlādhāra chakra at the base of the spine; 

svādhiṣṭhāna chakra known as the pubic center; maṇipūra chakra known as the navel center; 

anāhata chakra known as the heart center; viśuddhi chakra known as the throat center; and 

the ajña chakra at the center of the eyebrows. Only the suṣumṇā nāḍī travels further into the 

sahasrāra chakra in the crown of the head, which is also known as brahmarandhra. 

 

World View:  

Creation  

It is self-evident that the universe we experience, known as jagat, must have a prior cause for 

existence. One needs to identify two kinds of causes: the material from which the universe is 

made -- the upādāna-kāraṇa; and the one responsible for the creation -- the nimitta kāraṇa. 

The process of creation is known as sṛṣṭi which is a broad term that indicates the creation of 

something new as well as a manifestation of something that previously existed in an unmanifest 

form. The scriptures contain numerous versions explaining sṛṣṭi -- the origins of the world we 

experience around us. The most ancient scriptures, the Vedas also known as śruti or revealed 

scripture, state that jagat manifested from a Cosmic Person, known as Puruṣa, and use 

metaphorical language to describe the process of manifestation. The more popular scriptures, 

the Purāṇas, state that the jagat was born from the mind of Brahmā, the Creator, who in turn 

emerged from the navel of Nārāyaṇa, the Supreme Being who guided Brahmā in the process of 

sṛṣṭi -- manifesting the universe. 

 

Theories of creation 

Philosophical schools in the Vedic tradition explain sṛṣṭi in diverse ways. The Sāṅkhya 

philosophy has all of creation evolving systematically from Prakṛti. The first evolute is the cosmic 

intellect, mahat; followed in successive stages by the emergence of all the cosmic elements of 

jagat: ahaṅkāra, the principle of individuation; manas, the mind; the 10 organs of perception and 

action; tanmātras, the subtle form of the 5 elements from which matter is created -- space, air, 

fire, water and earth; and mahābhūtas, the gross versions of these 5 elements. The multiplicity 

of the created universe emerges as combinations of these elements. 

Sāṅkhya posits the independent existence of numerous Puruṣas, roughly corresponding to 

individual conscious beings. Vedānta rejects the idea of numerous Puruṣas. In Vedānta, the 

single source of jagat is Brahman, Pure Consciousness. Vedānta describes Brahman as being 
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infinite, eternal, changeless, partless and all pervasive [and certainly not to be confused with 

Brahmā, the creator].  

In what sense is Brahman the source of the universe? There are many versions of that within 

Vedānta. The simplest version is that Brahman simply created jagat much as a potter creates a 

pot made of clay. This is known as ārambha-vāda. This begs the question: who created the clay 

that was used to create the pot? Another version of creation is that the universe is not separate 

from Brahman but is actually a part of Brahman i.e. Brahman is partially transformed into the 

universe. This version is known as pariṇāma-vāda. The objection now is that transformation 

implies the possibility of decay and death; hence this version is not consistent with Brahman 

being eternal and changeless. Another version, dṛṣṭi-sṛṣṭi-vāda, states that the world is created 

by seeing. Perception is creation. There is no creation other than perception. A refined version 

of this view is known as vivarta-vāda i.e. the universe merely appears to exist, and does not 

have any underlying reality. Further refinement leads to the theory of ajāti-vāda which 

emphasizes that the world is birthless i.e. cannot be said to really exist at all. Only Brahman 

exists, nothing else. In technical terms, only Brahman/Ātman are known as sat i.e. Real; all else 

is asat i.e. completely unreal. The typical example of asat is the horns of a hare. An important 

additional concept in Vedānta is mithyā, that which appears to be real but, on closer examination, 

is recognised to be unreal, non-existent. 

 

Brahman 

In Vedānta, Brahman is unique and non-dual, without any attributes that would, by definition, limit 

Brahman in some way. However, for the purpose of promoting better understanding of Brahman, 

it is commonly described as sat-cit-ānanda. Sat is pure existence, the essence behind 

observable name and form of objects, that is invariant in the past, present and future. Cit is pure 

consciousness, the power by which we become aware of things and that which is never the object 

of awareness. Ānanda is pure bliss which is not dependent on access to any object but simply 

arises in our own nature. Sat, cit and ānanda are inseparable from each other and constitute the 

non-dual substratum for all objects, experiences and thoughts in the universe. 

 

Reality 

It is hard to accept that nothing exists except Brahman when we vividly experience the multiplicity 

of the universe in every possible way. Vedānta explains this phenomenon by positing three levels 

of reality: The highest philosophical reality, where only Brahman exists is known as paramārtha-

satta; the practical reality that we routinely experience at the level of our transactions is known 

as vyāvahārika-satta; the perception of something that does not really exist at all is known as 

prātibhāsika-satta. The multiplicity of the universe appears to be real, but it is only a 

superimposition and it is not real from an absolute perspective. 

 

Māyā 

For any superimposition, a logical prerequisite is the substratum on which the superimposition 

takes place. When all of jagat is a superimposition, the substratum, adhiṣṭhāna, is Brahman, 

pure consciousness. Who superimposes jagat on Brahman? We do, because we ignorantly think 

of ourselves as jīva and jagat is projected by jīva. There can be no explanation of our ignorance, 

avidyā which is therefore regarded as beginningless, anāḍī. At the cosmic level, the equivalent 
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of avidyā is known as māyā which is equally mysterious. Strictly speaking, neither avidyā nor 

māyā really exist; but their effects are clearly perceived. Hence māyā is known as anirvacanīya 

or indescribable.  

Māyā is said to operate through two main forces: āvaraṇa shakti, the veiling force by which we 

fail to recognise our true nature as ātman; and vikṣepa shakti, the projection force by which we 

regard our false perceptions as having reality. In the classic example used in Vedānta, we fail to 

recognise the rope as being a rope due to āvarṇa shakti; and due to vikṣepa shakti we falsely 

identify it as being a snake or a garland etc. In this analogy the rope is the adhiṣṭhāna and the 

snake etc. is the adhyāsa; our reactions are governed by our mistaken perception. This analogy 

applies to all our transactions in vyāvahārika-satta. By acting on our ignorance, we generate our 

joys and sorrows that are known as saṃsāra. Saṃsāra is also defined as the cycle of birth and 

death, wherein we experience our joys and sorrows. 

 

Ishwara 

At the level of the individual, vyaṣṭi, Brahman conditioned by avidyā is jīva; and at the cosmic 

level, samaṣṭi, Brahman conditioned by māyā is known as Ishwara. Ishwara is himself not 

controlled by māyā and is defined in Vedānta as the sum total of the vāsanās of all the jīvas in 

creation. In yoga philosophy, Ishwara is defined as a “special Puruṣa” who is all-knowing and 

beyond the reach of karma.  

 

Karma  

Karma literally means action and, in the philosophical context also signifies the fruit of action. 

Each action is unavoidably accompanied by consequences that accrue to the kartā, i.e. the one 

who performed the action. The cumulative total of all the karma performed by an individual over 

all past lives is known as sañcita karma. That portion of sañcita karma that represents 

consequences to be experienced in the current life is known as prārabdha karma. 

Consequences that will accrue to actions yet to be performed are known as āgāmi karma. The 

processes of karma are under the control of Ishwara, which is why Ishwara is known as the giver 

of the fruit of karma, karma-phala-dātā. 

 


