
VEDĀNTA 20/20
INTRODUCTION TO VEDĀNTA

LAW OF KARMA

Last class we saw that the central theme of vedānta is jīvātma paramātma 
aikyam.  I am not the reflected consciousness that is distorted through the 
medium of body, mind and the intellect, but I am the pure consciousness that
is none other than Brahman.  The distortion will be there as long as the 
medium continues to distort.  Whether the medium distorts or not, in my 
original nature, I am the pure consciousness.  This is not only true with regard
to me, but with regard to every individual.  Therefore everyone of us is the 
pure consciousness and not the reflected consciousness.  This is true not only 
with respect to jīva-s, but is true with Īśvara also.  Īśvara also is a form of 
distorted consciousness only.  He has certain superior guṇa-s but presence of 
guṇa-s is still a distortion.  The pure consciousness does not have any guṇa-s.  
In the case of Īśvara, superior guṇa-s are the distortions.  In the case of jīva-s, 
inferior guṇa-s are the distortions.  The distortions are caused by the reflected 
media, viz. the individual body, mind and intellect and the total body, mind 
and intellect.  Disregarding the media and the reflected consciousness, the 
jīva-s and Īśvara are both pure consciousness and therefore identical.  This is 
jīvātma paramātma aikya jñāna, knowledge given by vedānta.

Having seen this, today we will see what is the jñāna phalam, benefit of this 
knowledge.  What are the practical benefits of gaining this knowledge?  In the
scriptures and in Tattva Bodha also, the benefit is presented as two-fold.  One 
is called jīvanmuktiḥ and the other is videhamuktiḥ.  The knowledge is that I 
am not the reflected, distorted consciousness, the ego, but I am the pure 
consciousness which is unlimited, not distorted.  The phalam is two-fold 
jīvan-muktiḥ and videhamuktiḥ.  Jīvanmuktiḥ is freedom from all emotional, 
psychological problems like insecurity, fear, sense of inadequacy, jealousy, 
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anger.  All these are emotional problems called saṁsāra.  Jīvanmuktiḥ means I
continue to live in the world, I continue to face the challenges of life, but at 
the same time, I am free from the unhealthy responses.  All emotional 
problems are unhealthy reactions.  Freedom from all these sickening responses
is jīvanmuktiḥ.  

What is the mechanism behind this freedom?  How do I accomplish that?  
The logic is this.  All the problems and challenges of life belong to the ego, 
the reflected consciousness alone.  The jīvā alone has all these challenges.  
They belong to the ego alone.  Every situation in life affects the physical body 
or the mind or the intellect of the individual.  When they get affected, the 
ego gets affected.  None of these affects the pure consciousness.  All problems
belong to the reflected consciousness and none to the pure consciousness.  
The reflected consciousness is an incidental aspect of mine.  So when I go on 
invoking my higher nature, the pure consciousness, the problems as jīvā are 
insignificant.  Not that they go away, but from a higher perspective, they are 
minimal.  By the discovery of the higher nature, the problem of the lower 
individual are as good as not being there.  This inner freedom, this immunity 
is gained by the discovery of the higher identity.  This freedom is called 
jīvanmuktiḥ.  Jñāna serves as an armor against unhealthy responses.  

The second benefit is videhamuktiḥ.  Jīvanmuktiḥ means freedom while 
living.  This is very important because vedānta does not offer a posthumous 
benefit.  I want to enjoy the benefit while I am living.  While living I enjoy 
freedom from all individual problems, but what happens after death?  Videha-
muktiḥ means freedom from punarjanma, rebirth.  Punarapi jananam, purnar-
api maraṇam, I get out of this cycle of birth and death.  To understand what 
is freedom from rebirth and how jñāni-s gain this freedom, we should know 
the law of karma.  Law of karma is the principle behind rebirth and therefore 
freedom from rebirth.  So videhamuktiḥ can be understood only when the 
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law of karma is understood.  Therefore we will study the law of karma in this 
context.  

The law of karma is one of the important principles in vedic teaching.  It is 
quite unique.  The first principle we should remember in understanding the 
law of karma is that every action that we do produces two forms of results.  
One is called the dṛṣṭa phalam, visible result and the other result is the adṛṣṭa 
phalam, invisible result.  If the action is good, there will be a good visible and
good invisible result.  If the action is a bad action, there will be a bad visible 
and bad invisible result.  For example, I feed the hungry or do some other 
charitable work.  The visible result is known to all.  For me, the visible result 
is the reduction in my bank balance.  On the recipient's side, his hunger is 
satisfied or he may get some money or she is clothed or sheltered and so on.  
These are visible results and everybody can see that.  The second result comes 
because I have done a noble action of helping others and this result is invisible
or adṛṣṭam.  Since the action is good, the invisible result will be su adṛṣṭam, 
good invisible result.  On the other hand, I cheat someone of some money, 
the visible result is my bank balance increases.  The invisible result comes 
from the fact that I have cheated, the bad action will give dur adṛṣṭam, 
negative invisible result.  The good invisible result is called puṇyam and the 
negative invisible result is called pāpam.  So every action, in addition to 
visible result, gives a puṇyam or pāpam that is invisible.  This is the first 
principle of law of karma.  

The next principle is what produces puṇyam or pāpam is based on two 
norms.  The first is scriptural injunction.  Those actions scriptures promote, 
enjoin will produce puṇyam and whatever actions the scripture prohibit will 
produce pāpam.   Suppose an action produces a visible good result, but that 
action is prohibited by the scriptures, then the action produces only pāpam 
even if produces a visible good result.  For example scientific research says 
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drinking a glass of red wine a day is good for the heart.  Even though it may 
be scientifically and medically good, dṛṣṭa phalam is good, śāstra says, surām 
na pibet, do not drink liquor.  That is why some orthodox people will not 
even take cough syrup because it contains alcohol.  Medically it may be good,
but scriptures prohibit it.  This is the principle of puṇyam and pāpam, śāstra 
vidhi niśedaḥ, adherence to scriptures, tasmāt śāstraṁ pramāṇaṁ te, kārya- 
akārya vyavasthitau, we should follow what is right and wrong as given by the 
scriptures.  This is the first norm.  The second norm is with regard to those 
actions that are not discussed in the scriptures.  How to judge those actions?  
It is based on the motive.  What is the motive behind the action?  If it is a 
good and noble motive, that karma will produce puṇyam and if the motive is 
ignoble, it will produce pāpam.  Based on these two norms we decide is an 
action is puṇyam or pāpam.  

The next principle we have to remember is all the invisible puṇyam and 
pāpam-s, in due course will be converted to visible sukham and duḥkham 
respectively.  We can never say how long a particular puṇyam or pāpam will 
take to give visible results.   Today's puṇyam may be converted to sukham 
tomorrow and you enjoy the happiness.  Or it may be after more than a 
decade and it is also possible you many not enjoy that during your lifetime.  It
may come about in later births.  Who knows how long it will take? Only the 
karma phala dātā, or as we say, God only knows.  The example that is given 
in the scriptures is different seeds that are planted on the same day will give 
fruits at different times.  A mango tree may bear fruits after so many years 
while papaya may yield fruits sooner.  These are inbuilt in the puṇyam or 
pāpam.  A corollary to this that since puṇyam or pāpam can give results after 
different duration, some of them may not fructify in this birth.  Therefore the 
puṇyam or pāpa not fructified has to be carried over.  They have to remain 
with the jīva.  They have to be accumulated in the jīva's account.  Because of 
those puṇyam/pāpam not fructified, we have to take punarjanma to get 
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appropriate bodies to experience the result of those puṇyam/pāpam, to reap 
the result of previous actions.  Otherwise, people will do all evil deeds and 
just go free.   Scriptures say nobody can escape the moral order of laws.  One 
may escape the criminal laws of a nation by many ways, but no one can 
escape the moral cosmic order of the Lord.  The implication of the law of 
karma is that the present birth is only one link in the long chain of births.  
We have had many many past births and we will also have countless future 
births (unless we do something about it in this birth).  The cycle of births and
deaths is a fallout from the law of karma.  

Our scriptures point out that this has to be very clearly understood by every 
individual.  This one has to understand before problems start in life.  Every 
problem of life is associated with the law of karma.  The more we assimilate 
the implications of the law, the more will develop the right attitude towards 
the problems of life.  What are the advantages that come with such an 
understanding?  What attitudinal changes will it bring about?  The law of 
karma explains the disparity and differences that we see among human beings.
Further why are different beings born so very differently?  We have human 
beings, then animals, insects, plants and trees, so much variety and differences
are there.  Among human beings also, some are born with silver spoon in 
their mouths while some others are subject to abject poverty throughout their
lives.  Some are born with congenital diseases.  Some are still-born!  Even in 
the same family, children born to the same parents are different.  How do you
explain all these differences?  Not everything can be explained by genetics.  
Parents are diabetic.  All their children are also diabetic except one child.  
There are so many inexplicable things that you see in the world.  All of them 
can be explained by the application of law of karma.  If you do not accept the
law of karma, all these differences will just be random events, happening by 
chance.  An intelligent person will never accept that these things happen by 
chance.  We see so much order in the creation.  Science discovers new laws 
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everyday.  We are able to predict lunar and solar eclipses for hundreds of 
years.  If there is order, there has to be a law.  We may not know how exactly 
the law has been applied, but we cannot say the differences are randomly 
happening.  

The second advantage is that the law of karma helps me in accepting the 
inexplicable suffering.  People say, I have been so good to everyone, why am I
going through all these problems?  I keep on asking why me?  Why me?  Law 
of karma comes in and helps.  I know that I am responsible for everyone of 
my experiences either through my immediate past actions or through remote 
past actions.  We may not remember the past actions in this birth or in prior 
births.  Forgetting them does not mean they were not existent.  Those pāpa 
karma produce these negative results now.  Therefore I am responsible for all 
my sufferings.  I will not blame anyone else.  If you can't find anybody to 
blame, blame the planets, śani, rāhu, ketu or God.  Resistance and not taking 
responsibility increases and non resistance and acceptance reduces the 
intensity of suffering.  This is the second advantage.  

The third advantage is faith in God will not be shaken.  If I accept the law of 
karma, I know even if I am a good person and I suffer, the suffering is not 
because of an unjust God, but due to my remote past action that I just don't 
remember.  So it is still a just God.  There is no such thing as divine injustice. 
The fourth benefit is, if I accept the law of karma, I can take responsibility for 
my future.  I can take charge of my life.  The law of karma says that my 
present situation is the result of my past actions.  Extending this we can say 
that my future situation will depend on my present actions.  So if I can live 
intelligently live in the present, I can influence my future.  If I cannot totally 
control the future, I can influence my future to a  great extent.  Thus I can 
avert fatalism.  I can accept my free will.  I have the opportunity to design my
future because my future depends on my present actions.  The law of karma 
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restores free will and averts fatalistic tendencies.  People think the law of 
karma leads to fatalism, but it is just the opposite.  The law of karma is alone 
the antidote to fatalism because it tells me I am responsible for my present 
situation by my past actions therefore I can create my future!  If I do not 
accept the law of karma, my conclusion will be somebody is responsible for 
my present situation.  That also implies that somebody is  responsible for my 
future situations, meaning my future is not in my hands.  That is fatalism.  If I
accept the law of karma, I have my freewill and freedom to shape my future.  
Then the last advantage is that it answers one of the fundamental questions 
asked by many people.  If you say ethical life is a blessing and unethical life is 
harmful, how come many good people are suffering?  How come many evil, 
wicked, corrupt people are enjoying their life?  Looking at this one may come
to the conclusion that to enjoy life do all bad things, lie, cheat, plunder.  That
is the superficial observation.  How do we answer this question?  You can 
restore morality in society only if you bring in the law of karma.  Law of 
karma will explain this observation properly.  The present good person, the 
present ethical person is suffering because of the past unethical actions.  So 
rule is always true; unethical actions hurt.  The current good person suffers 
not because of current goodness, but because of past bad actions.  The present
corrupt person enjoys the present good life because of past good actions.  The
discrepancy is a timing difference.  The rule is always ethical actions bless us 
and unethical actions hurt.  So you be good!  Societal morality can be upheld 
only by the law of karma.  

Now we come to videhamukti.  This puṇya/pāpam that a person acquires is 
divided into three types.  Puṇya/pāpam or adṛṣṭam is divided into three types.
All the puṇya/pāpam accumulated in the past births is called sañcita puṇya-
pāpam or sañcita karma.  Sañcita means well-collected, accumulated very 
well.  Of all those accumulated karma-s, a portion is ready to be fructified at a
particular time.  When your bank CD-s or fixed deposits matures on a certain 
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date, you have free access to the funds.  Similarly different sets within the  
sañcita karma mature at different time.  That maturing set of karma-s is called 
prārabhdam.  Sañcitam will not affect you now because it has not matured 
yet.  Prārabhdam being matured is responsible for your physical body and the 
present birth.  How you are born, human or animal or plant, male or female, 
healthy or sick body, rich or poor, all that is determined by prārabhdam.  
When prārabhdam gives you a human body, not only do you reap your pra-
arabhdam, but while reaping your prārabhdam, you have the freedom to do 
good and bad actions also.  As a human being you can do many deliberate 
actions, willful actions that will bring about fresh puṇya/pāpam, karma-s, and 
they are called āgāmi.  The present life experiences are the product of  
prārabhda and āgāmi karma-s.  Some āgāmi karma-s give results right away in 
this birth itself, they give dṛṣṭa phalam and prārabhda gives adṛṣṭa phalam.  If 
the karma phala from āgāmi is not reaped in this birth, at the end of this life, 
that āgāmi karma-s get added to the sañcita karma balance.  The prārabhda 
karma-s get exhausted at death.  Actually death occurs when all prārabhda 
karma-s are exhausted.  You have had that you had coming to you and you 
die.  Āgāmi karma-s that have not given results in this birth become part of  
sañcita karma that will later fructify for punarjanma, future births.  The cycle 
continues.  This is the lot of an ajñāni, ignorant person. 

In the case of a jñāni, wise person, śāstra points out, jñānam is so powerful 
that it destroys all sañcita karma-s.  Just like powerful radiation destroys all 
cancerous cells,  jñānam kills the entire bundle of sañcita karma-s.  Jñāni upon
realization and attaining jīvanmukti, with no more identification with BMI or 
ego, his later actions do not accrue any āgāmi karma-s.  All sañcita karma-s 
are destroyed, no āgāmi karma-s are created, prārabhda karma-s will continue 
to yield results till the body of the jñāni continues because it cannot be 
stopped.  Those results will affect his BMI, but he is not affected because his 
identification is with pure consciousness.  When prārabhda karma-s are also 
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exhausted, karma bank balance has come zero.  There is no need to acquire a 
new birth.  This is called videhamuktiḥ.  Thus a jñāni enjoys jīvanmukti while
living and attains videhamukti after dropping his body at death.  This is the 
jñāna phalam.  

इतति तित्त्वबबोध प्रकरणणं सममाप्तमम्।
iti tattvabodha prakaraṇaṁ samāptam!

With this Tattva Bodha concludes its teaching.  

ॐ तितिम् सतिम्॥ Om Tat Sat!
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