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ĀŚRAMA DHARMA

In the last class I mentioned about varṅa āśrama vyavasthā, the scheme that 
our scriptures prescribe for the accomplishing human goals.  This varṅa 
āśrama scheme consists of one, varṅa vyavasthā, varṅa scheme and the other is
āśrama vyavasthā, āśrama scheme.  Of these two, in the last class I dealt with 
the varṅa scheme elaborately.  Today I propose to deal with āśrama vyavasthā.
This is a very important scheme designed by the śāstra, and more relevant 
than the varṅa vyavasthā.  Āśrama is usually translated as a stage of life and the
entire life of a vaidika, a follower who lives a life as given in the veda-s, is 
divided into four stages, or four āśrama-s.  These four stages are brahmacarya, 
student life, gṛhasthāśrama, householder life, vānaprastha, hermit life and 
saṁnyāsa, a monk's life.  

What is the meaning of the word āśrama?   The word śramaḥ means effort, a 
deliberate, willful, well-directed effort is called śrama.  Here the effort is the 
spiritual sādhana.  So śramaḥ means spiritual sādhana.  Āśramaḥ refers to a 
stage of life in which a person practices spiritual sādhana.  Āsamantāt śramaḥ 
ādhyātmika sādhana anuṣṭānaṁ yasmin saha, a stage in which a person is 
committed to spiritual sādhana.  Since the entire life is divided into four  
āśrama-s, according to our scriptures, the entire life is a spiritual journey.   
Āśramaḥ is not for the later part of life, it is not a forced retirement.  The 
entire life is a series of spiritual sādhana.  The only difference is that in each 
stage, the type of spiritual sādhana differs.  That is why according to our 
scriptures, the primary and ultimate goal of a human being is spiritual goal 
only.  Even though we temporarily accept dharma, artha and kāma as human 
goals, but in the heart of hearts, scriptures do not accept them as real goals at 
all.  At best we can say they are supportive goals or intermediate goals or goals
along the way to the ultimate goal.  Really speaking there is only one goal, 



and that is the spiritual goal.  Therefore the scriptures have designed an entire
lifestyle, full of spiritual sādhana-s for the accomplishment of spiritual goal 
called mokṣa.  The practices prescribed for dharma, artha and kāma goals have
a spiritual underpinnings in them even though it may not be apparent.  The 
spiritual goal is freedom and therefore all sādhana-s and all āśrama-s are for 
freedom struggle.  Life is a freedom struggle meant for spiritual freedom, 
otherwise called mokṣa.  

The four stages are very interesting.  Now we will see what are these four 
āśrama-s.  The first āśrama is brahmacarya āśrama, student's life or a life of 
education.  Now what is the purpose and content of education?  Today when 
we talk of education, we only mean learning certain professional skills.  The 
skills are meant for earning a living.  Learning is only for earning, not the 
yearning for knowledge.  Only money, wealth, comfort, entertainment or 
artha and kāma are only kept in mind when we talk about education these 
days.  Which particular degree will be most lucrative?  Those courses are in 
very high demand.  This is not the approach of our scriptures.  Our scriptures 
do accept that professional skills should be learned.  It is required because we 
have to earn our livelihood.  I should become a karma brāhmaṇaḥ, karma 
kṣatriyaḥ, karma vaiśyaḥ or karma śūdraḥ.  I should get the appropriate skill 
and knowledge for the profession.  Scriptures accept the education for such 
purposes also.  Scriptures say this is only one aspect of education.  In fact it is 
said that this is only a secondary aspect.  Unfortunately this secondary aspect 
has become the primary purpose of our education system.  

According to our scriptures the primary purpose of education is refinement of
a person, character building of that person, transformation of that person so 
that he will harmoniously fit in the society contributing to both the social and
individual goals.  A person should become sufficiently refined through 
education so that he will fit into the society harmoniously and contribute to 
both the social and individual growth.  A unrefined person, a corrupt person, 



a valueless person enters the society there will only be disharmony and 
problems in the society.  This refinement alone makes an animal of a man 
governed by instincts to be converted to a humane man, a man-man who is 
governed by proper way of living.  Pujya Gurudev says beautifully, an animal- 
man is reborn as a man-man.  A wild human being becomes a cultured 
human being.  Then only a man-man can become a God-man.  When metal 
ore is mined they are in a crude form and they cannot be used by anyone in 
that formed.  No doubt the metal has born from the earth, but the metal is 
only potentially useful.  If that metal has to be useful it has to be refined.  
Similarly the oil that comes out of the earth is called crude oil and before it 
can be useful as gasoline or diesel, it has to go a refinery and go through a 
distillation process.  They all go through two births, the first as they are 
extracted from the earth and second in the refinery.  Similarly when we are 
born out of our mother's womb, we are unrefined after that first birth.  We 
are crude, only potentially useful.  We have to be refined in through  
education and then with that second birth we can enter the society as refined 
human beings.  That is why it is said that we all should have two janma-s, we 
all should be dvija-s, from prākṛta janaḥ to saṁskṛta janaḥ.  Education's  job is
this conversion of a crude person to a cultured individual.  

Manusmṛti talks of two sets of parents for us.  The biological parents give 
birth to the crude human being.  Then I go to my ācārya or my guru who 
uses Gāyatri Devi as the second mother.  Gāyatri represents vidyā, education, 
śāstra jñānam, scriptural study.  Ācārya is the second father.  The teacher is 
the father and education is the mother to give me my second birth and 
convert me to an useful, refined, mature human being.  So education must 
include scriptural teaching also.  That is why this stage when the student went
to a gurukula and lived with the guru is called brahmacarya āśrama.  Brahma 
here means the scriptures or the veda-s and cāri means one who dwells upon. 
Brahmaṇi vede carati iti brahmacāri, the one who walks the path laid down in
the veda-s is a brahmacāri.  The stage of life when one goes through this 



education process is brahmacarya āśrama.

Then the next question is, what type of education should I have for the 
refinement of my personality?  What type of education does scriptures give 
me to refine me?  Three things are very important.  The first thing is I should 
clearly know what is the ultimate goal for which I am working.  In any sports,
say football, basket ball, base ball, there are so many aspects are involved and 
the players are trained in those aspects.  There is also a very specific goal like 
scoring points in football or making the basket in basket ball and hitting runs 
in base ball.  Running the football between the 20 yard lines in football for 
four quarters or dribbling the ball for 40 minutes or getting a few hits here 
and there but not getting a batter to the home plate for 9 innings, what use is 
it?  If players just do all other things but not score points or runs what is the 
point in playing for three hours?  In and through all the plays, I should keep 
my goal in my mind.  Our whole life is just like those games.  We may do so 
many things in life, getting college degrees, getting a job, making money, 
raising family and so on and so forth, but we should never loose sight of the 
ultimate goal.  That goal is mokṣa, and spiritual education teaches that to me. 
If I do not accomplish this goal, my birth and total life is a colossal waste.  So 
a student must know that the spiritual goal is the ultimate goal.  

The second thing that has to be there is knowledge of some form of religious 
worship.  It is generally known as ritual, otherwise called religious worship.  
This should be known and understood.  Many people do not understand the 
role and importance of worship or ritual.  Rituals are one of the best methods 
to develop discipline.  Wherever religious rituals are there, discipline is bound
to come.  Wherever discipline is involved, rituals will automatically come.  
Look at the military where discipline is most important.  Military has the most
set of rituals.  Greeting is ritualistic, standing, walking is ritualistic, talking is 
ritualistic, every function in that group is ritualistic.  Discipline and rituals go 
together, always!  The second purpose of rituals is to develop a dynamism in 



life.  Laziness is the most natural thing for this body.  If we do not have a 
physical routine in life, the body will be just lazy.  Rituals are physical acts 
that gets rid of this laziness.  Simple pradakṣiṇa, walking around the temple, 
nothing but a ritual has great physical and spiritual benefit.  Sūrya Namaskāra 
is the same way.  So discipline, dynamism and ultimately devotion to the Lord
can be developed only by physical expression through rituals.  Devotion is an 
inner mental feeling and it has to cultivated through physical means.  Feeling,
emotion is invisible.  It has to verbalized or expressed by a physically by an 
action.  Your love can be expressed by saying I love you or by gifts, or at least
a smile, hug or a kiss.  Giving gifts, shaking hands, saluting the flag, all these 
are physical expression of a mental emotion.  Body can communicate through
its own language.  These gestures not only express the emotions, but they 
nourish them too.  So every expression is a cause as well as consequence of an
emotion.  So when I do pūja, I am not only expressing my devotion, but I am
also strengthening the emotion.  Our relationship with the Lord is kept alive 
and nourished throughout life.  Ultimately the scriptures will teach us that the
only permanent relationship is the relationship with God.  All other human 
relationships, however much you carefully nourish, will end.  Only permanent
relationship is the one with God.  Reverence and devotion must be kept alive 
and nourish the relationship.  Stotra-s for verbal expression and pūja for 
physical action are all used for spiritual nourishment.  

So education must teach me what is the goal.  Education must teach me the 
importance of worship.  Finally education must teach me the values in life.  
Values are eternal and we should never compromise them at all.  We have to 
adjust our life according to values, values cannot be adjusted to suit our likes 
and dislikes.  Dharma is sanātana, eternal.  I should understand dharma, the 
values, so that I do not compromise them.  Ignorance of those values will 
only lead me to violate the norms of right conduct that will damage my 
physical, emotional and intellectual health.  This has to be understood.  I 
should know the goal, I should learn the importance of rituals and worship 



and I should also know the values of life.  For that purpose one goes through 
brahmacarya āśrama.  Then a refined human being is born.  

Now we will go to the second āśrama, gṛhasthāśrama, the family life.  This 
stage is extremely important.  This is very relevant and very much alive even 
now.  According to scriptures, family life is primarily a religious institution, 
sanctified through a religious ceremony and meant primarily for a religious 
life.  Materialist purposes are only incidental bye product.  This is our 
approach to family life.  If we think material goals like security, pleasure and 
comforts are the primary purposes of life, then such a family life will be either
unstable or it will soon become irrelevant.  We ourselves have seen over the 
past few decades this type of deterioration is taking place.  When you look at 
the family only from a materialistic angle, you will get a totally different 
picture.  That is what is happening now.  Each member of the family be it the
parents or children or the elders, each one is only looking for their own 
artha-kāma and the family cohesiveness is lost.  The question naturally is why 
should we live together?  Nobody is dependent on any one.  Nobody needs 
the other one.  So the very purpose of family life is questioned.  

If you say, we live together because we like each other, the problem is that 
human likes and dislikes constantly change.  The current consumerism wants 
us to constantly update everything.  Our fickle mind which constantly wants 
to be entertained also wants the same kind of entertainment from family life 
and constant updating.  How long can I keep loving you?  I need to update 
my love!  Living with one person becomes meaningless.  There is no religious 
bond either.  A family that prays together stays together.  The family that does
not stay together, how can there be any prayers there?  Watching TV brought 
people together when there was one or two channels.  Now we have so many
channels and each family member wants to watch a different channel so that 
bonding is also gone!  Nowadays each one has a cell phone and is glued to 
that and oblivious of the rest of the world, let alone other members of the 



family.  As long as only material goal is on the radar, the family will be 
unstable.  So scriptures say religion is the primary purpose of gṛhasthāśrama.  

If the family bond is looked at as a sacred bond created by God, as the saying 
goes, marriages are made in heaven, and therefore only God alone has the 
right to alter it.  Only with such an attitude, family will be stable.  Only in a 
stable family a person can develop important virtues such as tolerance, trust, 
accommodation, forgiveness and so on.  Stable family is needed for sacrifice, 
compromise, adjustment, all those traits that are needed for team work.  
Finally stable family is required for raising emotionally healthy children.  
Wherever there is an unstable family, there is disharmony and the children 
sense that discord and develop dysfunctional behavior.  So gṛhasthāśrama is 
extremely important for myself as well as the next generation.  This much is 
enough for now.  We will see gṛhasthāśrama, as the field for karma yoga and 
more, when the topics come up again.

The next āśrama is vānaprasthāśrama.  This stage is a training period to 
transition from the second stage to the fourth stage.  It is a time for gradual 
withdrawal.  Our body itself peaks into activity and as we grow older, the 
body cannot get involved in extrovert activities.  The physical body withdraws
and so should the mind.  Otherwise there will be a strain in the personality.  
Mind is highly active, and body is not able to keep up.  I want to play basket 
ball when I am 60 and the rest of the people on the court are 20 – 30 year old
men.  Naturally I will get pushed around.  You have to accept your situation 
and come up with easier, less strenuous activities.  The mind should learn 
nivṛtti, withdrawal; mind should enjoy seclusion, solitude.  Learn to turn 
inward.  This is training period for Self-knowledge.  Vānaprasthāśrama is the 
stage in life for transition, withdrawal, introversion and seclusion.  This stage 
is for learning introversion.  Vānaprastha literally means one who lives in 
forest in relative seclusion.  He or she is not out and about as a householder 
does.  He is not entangled in family activities.  Let vānaprastha āśrama be a 



preparation for saṁnyāsa āśrama.  

Saṁnyāsa āśrama is for a second education.  Saṁnyāsa āśrama is spiritual 
education.  Brahmacarya āśrama is for value education, dharma jñānam.  
Saṁnyāsa āśrama is for brahma jñānam by living in seclusion with introverted 
mind.  Saṁnyāsa literally means renunciation of everything, but primarily 
renouncing your ignorance because all our actions come from our desires, and
desire arise out of our ignorance of the Self.  With such renunciation you are 
mentally prepared to lose anything in life.  Yamaraj is going to come to take 
everything including your body.  Before Yama comes and threatens me, I am 
ready to give up everything.  This is saṁnyāsa āśrama.  Whether a person 
physically goes through all stages or not, one should go through all the four 
stages.  Saṁnyāsa in a ritualistic form is called āśrama saṁnyāsa.  Whether one
physically renounces or not, one should mentally develop detachment from 
everything so that he is ready for Self-knowledge.  These are the four stages 
that everyone should go through in life.  


