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JÑĀNA YOGA

In the previous sessions, I pointed out that scriptures first present an ideal 
infrastructure for the fulfillment of human goals or puruṣārtha.  As part of 
that, the scriptures also present a course of disciplines for the achieving these 
goals.  We classified these disciplines into three sets of practices, viz. karma 
yoga, upāsana yoga and jñāna yoga.  Upāsana yoga is also known as samādhi 
yoga.  We have already seen karma yoga and upāsana yoga and today we will 
take up jñāna yoga for discussion.  Jñāna yoga means a course of discipline 
meant for gaining knowledge.  When you talk about a course of disciplines 
meant for  jñāna or knowledge, naturally the question comes, knowledge of 
what?  A knowledge should always have an object of knowledge.  Here we 
point out that in the context of jñāna yoga, the word jñāna refers to Self-
knowledge or ātma jñāna, knowledge regarding oneself.  We already have 
some knowledge about ourselves.  Most of what we know about ourselves is 
all about our superficial personality, our physical characteristics, our emotions,
our education, the work that we do, relationships with other people and so 
on.  That is not what we discuss in jñāna yoga, but the discussion revolves 
around our essential nature, the real nature of 'I' or the higher nature of 'I'.  
You call it real 'I', essential 'I', basic 'I', higher 'I'.  In the scriptures it is called 
ātmā.  Therefore jñāna yoga means ātma jñāna yoga, a course of disciplines 
meant for gaining Self-knowledge.     

What is the purpose of gaining Self-knowledge?  Scriptures point out Self-
knowledge gives us freedom or mokṣa puruṣārtha, the highest goal that we 
call liberation.  Therefore the next logical question is what do you mean by  
mokṣa or liberation?  I have talked about mokṣa in the first of this lecture 
series when we were discussing the four human goals.  To review, mokṣa is 
freedom from bondage or dependence.  This bondage is caused by the pursuit



of the first three puruṣārtha-s of dharma, artha and kāma.  Those pursuits 
cause the  bondage, or for that matter, anything in this creation cause this 
bondage.  What type of bondage is it?  Bondage is of two types.  When the 
object is present, when the object is there for me, the presence of the object 
causes a stress or strain of handling the object or the person.  Dealing with the
person or object, dealing with the relationship itself is a very big deal!  So the 
presence of objects causes a type of problem.  Absence of objects creates 
another type of problem, an emptiness or loneliness.  You cannot live with 
them, you cannot live without them.  I am not very sure whether I want them
or I do not want them.  When I do not have them, I crave for them and when
I have them, I want to get rid of them.  I want to go away to some āśrama 
and just be there by myself.  When I get to that āśrama, after two days I say, 
what is this place, it is so lonely like a cemetery.  This is the tyranny of the 
world.  So by mokṣa, we mean freedom from this problem caused by the 
world.  Objects will not cause me any problems if I am a free person not 
disturbed either by their presence or absence.  Presence or absence of people 
will not give me any relationship problems if I am emotionally free.  If I am 
happy regardless of whether I have or do not have objects or people, I am 
free, liberated.  Śrī Kṛṣṇa (Gītā 3.18) says it beautifully, naiva tasya kṛtenārtho 
nākṛteneha kaścana, na cāsya sarvabhūteṣu kaścidartha-vypāśrayaḥ, and this 
freedom is the result of Self-knowledge.  

This inner freedom expresses in the form of three-fold virtues that are very 
useful for human life.  These virtues are expressed very nicely in a prayer 
called serenity prayer.  Serenity means calmness, quietude of mind, balance of
mind, samatvam.  In this prayer, we address the Lord to ask for three virtues.  
O Lord, grant me the serenity to accept what cannot be changed in life.  O 
Lord, grant me the courage to change what can be changed in life and finally 
O Lord, grant me the wisdom to know the difference between the two.  
Grant me the serenity, courage and discrimination.  These are the three 
virtues, acceptance, courage and discretion.  Acceptance does not mean a 



meek submission.  It is not negative feeling of inadequacy, being a victim and 
so on.  Here by acceptance we mean a balance, cheerful evaluation of the 
situation that will not lead to bitterness; it does not produce hatred; it will not
create any negative reaction from me.  It is a very healthy acceptance.  Life 
will become beautiful if I can healthily accept all the choice-less situations and
change with courage what can be transformed and I am able to discern which 
situation is what.  These are the three virtues that one gets by gaining freedom
with Self-knowledge.  

Next question is how can I get this Self-knowledge?  What is the discipline of 
jñāna yoga prescribed to follow to gain the knowledge of myself.  Any jñāna 
can be attained only by one method and that method is by using a pramāṇa, 
the instrument of knowledge.  Pramāṇa is a technical word.  The one who 
uses the pramāṇa is called the pramātā and the knowledge that is generated is 
called pramā.  The object that is known is called prameya.  Thus the pramātā 
uses the pramāṇa and acquires pramā with regard to prameya.  Without using 
an instrument of knowledge one cannot get the knowledge.  For example if I 
have to get the knowledge about the color of a flower, I have to use the eyes 
as the instrument to see the color.  If I want to know the sound of a whistle, I
have to use the ears to hear the sound.  Without eyes, I cannot the knowledge
of color, without ears, I cannot get the knowledge of sound.  

Our scriptures have made an elaborate study on this pramāṇa topic.  They 
point out there are six instruments of knowledge at our disposal.  They are 
called pauruṣeya pramāṇāni, instruments of knowledge for human beings.  I 
will just mention them briefly.  The first one is called pratyakṣa, perception.  
You use the five sense organs, eyes, ears, nose, tongue and skin to get the 
knowledge of form/color, sound, smell, taste and touch respectively.  The 
knowledge thus gained is the perceptual knowledge.  Perception is the first 
instrument.  The second is anumāna, inference.  The third is called śabda, 
verbal testimony, the fourth is arthapatti, postulate and the fifth is upamāna, 



comparison and the last one is called anupalabdhi, non-cognition.  Do not 
worry about the details, just be aware that these various means are talked 
about in our scriptures.  For all practical purposes, they can be reduced to just
two, perception and inference.  All sciences function based on these two.  
Now we should find out which instrument I should use to gain a particular 
knowledge and of course we are interest in gaining Self-knowledge.  The 
instrument that you use will depend upon the object that you want to know. 
If I have to know a color, I have to see and I should use my eyes.  So any 
knowledge is acquired by using the appropriate instrument of knowledge.  
We want to gain Self-knowledge and we need to find out which instrument is
appropriate.   In this case, we do have a problem.  Five of these instruments, 
perception, inference, comparison, postulate, non-cognition, are extrovert 
instruments capable of studying the objective world.  They are capable of 
gaining the knowledge of the external world.  None of these instruments is 
capable of studying the very subject behind the instrument.  This is the 
intrinsic deficiency of the five instruments.  In fact this is intrinsic limitation 
of science.  Science can only study the objective universe.  It can never study 
the student.  It is like the eyes can see everything outside in the creation, but 
the eye can never see itself.  A subject can never to subject to objectification.  
So I cannot study myself.  So Self-knowledge is elusive.  

How to solve this conundrum?  If I want to see my eye, I have to take the 
help of another object, an external factor, say a mirror.  Of course the eye still
does not see the eye directly.  It sees only the reflection of the eye in the 
mirror, that will still be useful.  In the same way for Self-knowledge we have 
to reach out beyond the five and go for the sixth instrument of knowledge.  
This sixth instrument is not in my hands just like the mirror is an external 
factor.  That sixth instrument is the śāstra pramāṇa or scriptural teaching or  
śabda pramāṇa.  This śāstra pramāṇa, śabda pramāṇa is not already with me.  
It has to be brought from outside and therefore it is called apauruṣeya 
pramāṇa.  Apauruṣeya pramāṇa means that instrument that is not naturally 



available to human beings, but it has to be brought from outside and this  
śāstra pramāṇa has been gifted to us and with that we can know our self.  
Using this alone we can get Self-knowledge.  

Just like how we need to know how to use the mirror to see our eyes or face, 
we need to know how to use the śāstra pramāṇa to gain Self-knowledge.  We 
have to study the scriptures properly and if you do so, you can get Self-
knowledge.  When I try to study the scriptures by myself, I get into another 
big problem.  Scriptures, unlike all other forms of literature, use an unique 
method to impart Self-knowledge because of the uniqueness of the subject 
matter, because of the uniqueness of the knowledge.  What is unique here?  
Normally whenever I read a book, what is my orientation?  All books deal 
with variety of objects in creation, places in the creation, people in the 
creation.  Therefore the orientation is that I should get the information first, 
and later I should convert that to direct experience by contacting the object.  
I read about the great wall of china and how to get there.  Then I make the 
travel plans and go there and then I have the knowledge of great wall of 
china.  This is the two stage process, information first, the direct experience 
next.  When it comes to Self-knowledge, we do not have these two stages.  
To complete the second stage, how will I come in contact with the Self?  You
are the Self!  If we approach spiritual study also in this way as other studies 
and that is a problem.  In Self-knowledge these two stages are not there.  Is 
Self-knowledge an information?  No!  Is Self-knowledge a direct experience?  
No!  Then what is it?  Self-knowledge is Self-knowledge!  What?  If you want 
to put differently, Self-knowledge is freedom from ignorance of the Self!  So 
the scriptural study is different from other studies and requires a different type
of operation.  This different method is called  jñāna yoga.  

Jñāna yoga consists of three-fold exercise known as śravaṇa, manana and 
nididhyāsana.  What are they?  Śravaṇa means exposing myself to scriptural 
teaching taught by a competent teacher.  It is unlike the study of any other 



objective literature.  The study of any other literature leads you down the 
information-direct experience path, either you are drowned in information or 
eternally trapped in the search of experience, wild goose chase.  If you do not 
want to fall into such a trap, it should be taught by someone who knows how 
to expertly to handle and give Self-knowledge removing the ignorance of the 
Self.  Śravaṇa is opening myself to the systematic teaching by an expert guru 
and for a length of time.  This śravaṇa has to continue for a length of time 
during which time no questions are allowed.  You have to only get the 
comprehensive teaching from all angles, in all aspects, in its totality.  This 
process is called śravaṇa.  Even if you are not able to accept a part of the 
teaching, even if you have a doubt about a particular aspect of the teaching, 
please keep aside the questions and doubts and listen with an open mind.  
There will be an opportunity to ask those questions later.  You can even 
disagree with the teacher and voice your opinions, but not at the time of 
śravaṇa.  Śravaṇa requires lot of patience.  Never come with preconceived 
notions.  Don't be judgmental.  Never be critical.  Have an open mind.  
Śravaṇa removes ignorance about your essential nature.

Next comes the second exercise called manana.  After comprehensively 
listening, after opening up to the teachings for an extended period of time, I 
bring out all my questions.  Generally the beauty of this teaching is, by the 
time the systematic śravaṇa is completed, most questions and doubts have 
been answered.  Scriptures themselves anticipate these questions and answer 
them along the way.  For those questions and doubts that still linger, you are 
given full freedom to raise them.  The teacher is available to answer or help 
the student in removing all doubts.  Doubts are obstacles to knowledge and 
should be removed.  Manana removes all obstacles in the intellect and makes 
the knowledge into conviction about your essential nature.  

Then comes nididhyāsana, the process of internalization of this knowledge 
and removal of habitual behavior.  I have developed my current behavior very



very gradually.  It is a habit, it is a conditioning that I have.  I have to get rid 
of that conditioning.  I have to deprogram myself.  This process is called  
nididhyāsana or assimilation because only when the habitual behavior goes 
away, will I be able to get the full benefit of this knowledge.  We have been 
saṁsāri, petty, miserable people and that personality has influenced our life, 
our goal in life, everything has been by our idea about ourselves.  How you 
behave depends on how you look at yourself.  Every behavior depends on 
your self-image.  As long as you have a miserable self-image, your behavior 
will be miserable.  Even if the guru has taught you who you truly are, the old 
self-image lingers on for a length of time.  That self-image has to be changed 
and some time should be give for the inner transformation to take place.  The
that brings about the transformation is nididhyāsana.  Assimilation of the now 
acquired knowledge is nididhyāsana.  Assimilated knowledge alone nourishes 
me.  

Śravaṇa, manana and nididhyāsana put together is jñāna yoga.  Jñāna yoga will
give Self-knowledge, Self-knowledge will give mokṣa which means I am free 
in the presence of things, in the absence of things, in the presence of people, 
in the absence of people, in the presence of life and even in death.  This is 
jñāna yoga, the subtlest form of sādhana.  You should remember that all three
yoga-s, karma yoga, upāsana yoga and jñāna yoga are required of all people.  
There are not optional parallel paths.  All three must be practiced and the 
culmination is in Self-knowledge which is mokṣa.  The four āśrama-s have 
been designed for the pursuit of these three yoga-s.  Brahmacarya āśrama is to 
study the schemes, gṛhasthāśrama is karma yoga pradhāna, vānaprastha
 āśrama is upāsana yoga pradhāna and saṁnyāsa āśrama is jñāna yoga 
pradhāna.  One should follow this path to gain knowledge and to be free!  
Then yogarato vā bhogarato vā saṅgarato vā saṅgavihīnaḥ, nandati nandati 
nandatyeva!  Joy, joy and joy alone!


